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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. 

For the questions this week, the first is from a mom dealing with some middle of the 
night issues with toddlers ending up in her bedroom. The second question is from a 
mom who wants to know what to do when she encounters her kids playing doctor. 

Questions around bedtime and nighttime issues are very frequent. I seem to get one 
around this area of sleep almost once a week! So here is a Elizabeth’s question about 
her particular nighttime struggle, “Hello! I love the podcast. My kids are 3 and 4 (15 
months apart). They go to daycare 4 days a week, just recently. They started daycare at 
18 months 2 days a week and slowly worked up to 4 days. Prior to that, they were with 
me 24 7, even at work. I never got away so I had to get a break plus I was pregnant 
and nursing back to back. My husband has always been on 3rd shift so I never got a 
break or help at night. They can start in bed in their room but end up with me. I 
absolutely love it but my husband is a little annoyed the bed is taken when he gets 
home. They also like for us to lay down with them at night on their bedroom floor or 
sleep in my bed with me. Some nights, that is the only time my husband sees them. I 
go to bed at the same time as my kids, therefore, I will pass out with them. I get up at 
4-5 am to go to the gym, do housework, or work. The first thing they do in the morning 
is look for me. We always spend time cuddling but if they wake early and I am at the 
gym. They get upset sometimes they just want to crawl in bed with me but I am up and 
gone. So here is my questions. Is there anything wrong with falling asleep with them in 
their room or our bed? Is there anything wrong with them wanting to sleep with me? 
How do I get them to stay in their bed? How do I handle them being upset when they 
wake and I am gone? Or help my husband handle it since I am gone. Thank you! Your 
awesome!” 

Thank you so much Elizabeth! Great question! Thank you for all the detail too, as that 
really helps me understand what’s going on. So to answer your questions one at a time, 
the first one you asked is “Is there anything wrong with falling asleep with them in their 
room or our bed?” No there is nothing wrong with this, especially at their age. For 
babies, it’s different, SIDS nowadays is most often occurring with babies who co-sleep 
with parents because they suffocated under an overtired parent. In other words one the 
biggest causes of infants dying in their sleep is by suffocation from a parent or blanket 



or pillow in the bed. But by the time they are 3 and 4, this would be very unlikely. But 
depending on how the rest of the night goes and your expectations it could be 
contributing to some issues. So when kids fall asleep with a certain arrangement and 
then wake up and that arrangement has changed, they tend to be confused and they 
wake up more fully rather than just rousing slightly and falling back to sleep. So if you 
fall asleep with them in their bed and then leave, that increases the chance they are 
going to come looking for you when they wake in the middle of the night. Same thing 
if they fall asleep in your bed and then you move them over to their own beds after 
they fall asleep. They more likely to wake up in their own bed confused, and become 
fully awake and then come back to your room If you are ok with that, then there’s 
nothing wrong with doing it. If you aren’t and you are ready to have your bed back to 
yourselves for the full night then you will want to work on having them fall asleep in 
their room or rooms on their own and staying in their own beds.  

Her next question, “Is there anything wrong with them wanting to sleep with me?” 
Given there ages, and that most of the danger of smothering them in their sleep has 
passed, no there is not.  At this point it’s about personal preference. If you are ok with it 
and are getting enough sleep to function and do what you need to do, there is nothing 
wrong with it. In many other cultures, co-sleeping and room sharing is common up 
through toddlerhood and in some cultures up until puberty. It’s really a matter of 
personal preference and how much they are disrupting your sleep. The other questions 
you might be thinking right now, is “ok. So there’s nothing wrong with it so if I decide 
to continue to let them sleep with us or come in in the middle of the night, how long 
will it be until it stops or will I just be pushing off the inevitable of working with them to 
stay in their own rooms?” The answer to that is, it depends! Helpful, right?! Basically, 
your child won’t go off to college wanting to snuggle with you every night! But how 
long it would go until your child would want his or her own space is the unknown. It 
could go as late as 10 or 11, once puberty starts to set in. My oldest is 9 and still would 
sleep with us, if we would let him! On occasion, I do, when my husband is out of town. 
So if you want your bed back before then, then you would be delaying the inevitable. If 
you are enjoying it and don’t mind it continuing until you either decide you are ready 
to have them on their own or until they decide on their own, then you can just keep 
with what you are doing! 

Your next question is a longer answer, which was “How do I get them to stay in their 
bed?” First, is putting them to sleep in their own beds and not staying until they fall 
asleep to avoid the problem of them waking up and being confused when things have 
changed and you are no longer there. If this is the route you decide to take, to get 
them falling asleep in their own rooms and staying there all night, then you need to 
work to switch this habit over. There are many different ways to do this. There’s a 



couple quicker ways, that can be a little rough at first with pushback and then there are 
slower methods. Given how entrenched this habit is in your house, if you are going to 
do it, I suggest going with one of the slower methods which is 6-7 weeks of slower 
transition. You can certainly do the shorter methods but you would have to have your 
boundaries set very strongly in your mind and be ready to stick with them. If you go 
with a faster route (and this would take probably 2-3 weeks in your case) I would 
recommend just working on bedtime first and getting that solid before working on 
middle of the night. This way the middle of the night wakings would be fewer and 
further between. Actually regardless of if you choose a quicker or longer method, I 
recommend starting with just bedtimes and then working on middle of the night after 
they are falling asleep on their own in their own beds consistently. So in that case, for 
the longer method, tack another 2 weeks or so onto it. 

I’ll give the guidelines for one of the longer methods. If you decide you want to know 
more about the 2 other quicker methods or the other longer, method, you can see the 
class on toddler sleep on the website at YourVillageOnline.com under the Health and 
Development section. For slow transition method, you would let your kids know ahead 
of time, have a chat about what you will be working on, getting them to fall asleep in 
their own beds and staying through the night and let them know you won’t be falling 
asleep with them from now on. You would do what you’ve been doing but stay until 
they are sleepy but not asleep. Get up and leave before they fall asleep and do this for 
several days. Next you would stay until they are sleepy but sitting on the bed, rubbing 
their backs or the like and then leave before they fall asleep. Next you would stay until 
they are relaxed, sitting on the bed, rubbing backs or the like and then leaving. Next 
you would stay sitting next to bed. You may have to adjust your parameters as you see 
what is working or what is causing a struggle and adjust accordingly just being sure to 
move forward with each step towards independence. So in other words, maybe  the 
back rubs don’t matter buy you laying down with them does and so you might lay with 
them but not give back rubs and stay until the are relaxed and sleepy but not falling 
asleep. Once they are good at falling asleep on their own in their own beds at bedtime 
with a bedtime routine and getting tucked in and are doing this for about 2 weeks 
consistently, then if there are still middle of the night visits to your room, you can then 
start working on that piece. Having the talk beforehand and letting them know you 
won’t be allowing them to join you in the middle of the night any longer, taking them 
back to their bed, staying with  them sitting on the edge of the bed, maybe rubbing 
backs until sleepy but not asleep and then backing away as you did at bedtime in 
steps. Again, If you do want to know more about the two quicker methods or the other 
more gradual methods, you can see the class on toddler sleep, on the website, 
YourVillageOnline.com. 
  



For your last question” How do I handle them being upset when they wake and I am 
gone? Or help my husband handle it since I am gone?” The only suggestion I have for 
this is letting them know that when they wake up you won’t be there, that you will be 
getting some work done or at the gym and depending on what your husband is ok 
with, whether it’s snuggling up to him or they can go back to sleep or go into their own 
rooms. You can only really give them a head’s up and how or what he does if they don’t 
comply is up to him.  

But if this is really disrupting his sleep, given that he’s working 3rd shift, you both may 
just want to sit down and discuss what the best way is to make bedtimes/nighttimes/ 
mornings work for as optimal as possible for everyone and then work on a plan if that 
means making some changes.  

Our next question is from Tanya who writes, “Hello, Ive recently found your podcast 
and have been loving your great advice. I was hoping you could help me with a 
situation that has been happening lately between my 3 year old daughter and my 5 
year old son. When they play together they often end up playing "doctor" or mommy 
and baby. MY daughter often tries to take off my sons pants or underwear and touch 
his butt or penis. My son also enjoys it as he also initiates this type of play. I try not to 
over react and tell them that their private parts are theirs and that no one else can 
touch them and that if they choose to play with themselves its to be done in private in 
their room but this type of play keeps happening. They even hide from us in their 
rooms to do these types of games. We are trying to raise are kids in a sex positive 
home, but this is not how my husband and I have been raise, and it would be a lie to 
say this situations do not make me uncomfortable. Also my husband and I do not have 
any siblings so we do not know if these behaviours are normal and how to deal with 
them. I am hoping you could help us in these situation. Thanks again!” 

This is such a good questions because for those of us who grew up with shaming 
attitudes about our sexuality, and really, who didn’t? As a whole, or generally speaking 
society really struggles with this whole aspect of our human nature. When we get 
uncomfortable about something, it tends to come through in our interactions, our tone 
of voice. I know I said something to my oldest son once that made him feel 
uncomfortable about his sexuality. Boys tend to play with themselves  A LOT! I think it 
came across in my tone that I was reminding for the THIRD time while I was reading 
him at bedtime and I’d just had enough! I told him to focus on the story or I would be 
done reading. But I did in such a way that apparently made him feel bad about it. I did 
apologize and explain that I don’t want him to feel bad about it, but just to understand 
there is a time and place. So as much work as I’ve done to try to overcome my own 
attitudes, I still have work to do and it still seeps through. 



  
What we do know is that pre-schoolers are naturally curious about the differences 
between boys about girls and genitalia. They feel more separate and independent than 
before, and are in the process of figuring out their identity. Part of this investigation is 
understanding  the anatomical differences between boys and girls. Nursery school 
teachers are quite familiar with coming upon two four year olds underneath the slide 
with their pants down, exploring each other. 

So first, know that this is a very normal part of child development, especially around the 
ages of 4 and 5. When it comes to kids, children exploring sexually is different than 
adults. For kids it’s about just another thing that feels good, like a hug from a parent or 
a back rub. Sexual pleasure and loving one's body are positive feelings for kids and 
lead to healthy adult relationships. So, it is important for parents to work hard to foster 
positive messages. 

When we react to our kids at these moments, we need to set limits, but at the same 
time convey to our children that curiosity about sex is natural and normal. Therefore, 
we must choose our words and actions carefully, to avoid embarrassing or shaming our 
kids, and establishing any negative associations. 

Here are some guidelines for handling young children in these situations. 
Stay calm. Remind yourself that you are witnessing children's normal development in 
progress. 
End the activity in a positive way. You might say for instance, “It's time to get dressed.” 
(and not yell or treat them in a punitive way.) 

Acknowledge their curiosity, while setting a limit. Tell your child, “It's okay to be curious 
about each other's bodies, and I know it feels good but we don't touch each other's 
private parts.” 

Support your child's interest and curiosity. You can say, “I have a special book that we 
can look at together and we can talk about any questions you have.” There are many 
children's books on the topic, so choose one that makes you feel comfortable. Just as 
couple examples, Who has what? All about girls’ bodies and boys’ bodies. It's Not the 
Stork!: A Book About Girls, Boys, Babies, Bodies, Families and Friends. Another 
important topic that really goes right along with this is consent and this is a perfect 
opportunity to bring this into the conversation. Consent isn’t just about sexual consent, 
it’s about consent to be be touched in any manner. I have a few tips for teaching kids 
ages 1-5 about consent, as well as a couple of books I will recommend. For the ways to 
teach consent, #1 Teach children to ask permission before touching or embracing a 



playmate. You could say something like, “Ally, let’s ask Braden if he would like to hug 
goodbye.” Secondly, and I’ve discussed this many times before but, Teach your kids 
that “no” and “stop” are important words and need to be honored. I often talk about 
how this is an ongoing dialogue in our home. We still have to bring it up several times 
a week. I’ll hear one of my kids saying stop, several times in a row. As soon as I hear it a 
second time and especially a third I jump in and get irritated. Because this is important 
stuff. Stop means stop, no means no, whatever it is, trying to see a book another child 
is looking at, wresting, whatever. So I get harsh when I hear one of my children not 
honoring a no or stop from another. I also work with the one saying no or stop to be 
specific, (not that it makes the not stopping ok.) but it does empower that child’s stop 
even more. “I’m looking at the book right now. Stop trying to grab it!” and third, Never 
force a child to hug, touch or kiss anyone if he or she doesn’t want to. It sends the 
wrong message. My body isn’t my own. Or there are exceptions to when i can say no 
and when I can’t. If it’s a trusted adult, I don’t get to say no. It leaves room for 
confusion for another trusted adult to break other boundaries and for the child to not 
really know if that’s one of those exceptions or not. So teach your kids that no one ever 
has the right to touch them in any way they don’t want to be touched, period. 

Lastly, Allow children to talk about their body in any way they want, without shame. 
Teach them the correct words for their genitals, and make yourself a safe place for 
talking about bodies and sex. Let them know you are ok to talk about whatever 
questions they have. You can respond with something like, “I’m so glad you asked me 
that!” If you don’t know how to answer their questions, then simply say, “I’m glad 
you’re asking me about this, but I want to look into it. Let’s talk about it after dinner.”  
Then be sure you follow up with them rather than sweep it under the rug and hope it 
goes away. 

If your first instinct is to shush them or act ashamed, then practice it alone or with a 
partner. The more you practice, the easier it will be. 

For a few books about consent to read with your toddlers and early elementary kids, 
No Means No by Jayneed Sanders and My Body! I say what goes both by Janeen 
Sanders. 

Another guideline for minimizing opportunity when it comes to kids playing doctor is 
to establish a rule that when your children play together, whether it’s a friend or an 
sibling, the door must be kept opened. Children are easily overwhelmed by their 
impulses and will act out less with this supervision. 



With explanations and your gentle support (and boundaries), your young child will feel 
your acceptance of his curiousity, will learn appropriate ways to handle his interest, and 
will leave the situation with his self-esteem in tact. 

If you have a parenting question you’d like answered, you can send an email to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com.  

Thanks for listening and see you next time!
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