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INTRODUCTION

If you are co-sleeping with a child between the ages of two and eighteen years old, but you don’t really want to, you are not alone. Maybe you wanted to co-sleep and you have changed your mind—but your child hasn’t. Maybe you started co-sleeping after infancy to comfort your child, and now it’s a habit that has gotten out of control. Do you feel exhausted from bedtime power struggles, so you just give in? I wrote this book so that you can teach your children how to sleep without you and feel good about it.

In some families, co-sleeping, or sleep sharing, works. In those families, the parents are willing participants, the co-sleeping was intentional, and there was a planned or natural transition to independent sleep.

However, in many families co-sleeping is a habit that parents don’t know how to break. In these families, one or both parents are reluctant participants. The parents are controlled by their children’s unreasonable behavior or by their own insecurities about being decision-makers.

When co-sleeping is a habit, the nighttime scene may go something like this. One or both parents guide the children through a bedtime routine. They tuck the children in. Then, at some point during the tucking in process, one or more of the children wants something—a drink of water, another trip to the bathroom, another story, or something else. One of the parents provides the thing—whatever it is—but either it was provided imperfectly (“This water is yucky!”), or there is another request, and then another. The parent provides each thing, tries really hard to do it perfectly, and when at a point of saturation, tells the child to go to sleep. The child starts to whine or cry. If there are other children, they might chime in—or not, if you’re lucky. The parent, and maybe by now the other parent, tries to reason with the children. The power struggle escalates. One or more of the children now cries louder or yells at the parent or throws a stuffed animal. It gets late. The children wander out of bed to find their parents. They are told to go back to bed, but they don’t want to. They want to hang out on the couch, or they want to sleep in their parents’ bed. The parents feel helpless and exhausted. They look at each other until one of them finally says, “Okay, you can sleep in our bed with us, just this one night.” And so it begins—the start of the co-sleeping habit.

The children in this scenario are not babies. They may be three, five, seven, ten years old, or any age. Their parents are reluctant, reactive co-sleepers who feel overwhelmed and get to the point of believing they have no choice but to co-sleep. But they do have a choice.

Like other habits, the co-sleeping habit is insidious. It starts slowly and, over time, becomes deeply entrenched, and ends up having a negative impact on the well-being of everyone in the household.

As with other habits, you may have attempted to change it, perhaps when the children were toddlers, or when they were older. A co-sleeping habit based on your being worn down is not what your children need. If your co-sleeping is like this, you are a reactive co-sleeper rather than a parent co-sleeping based on a philosophy or plan.

If you are co-sleeping out of habit, inertia, or guilt, if co-sleeping causes problems in your marriage, or if you feel you are confus- ing your child’s needs with your own, then you are ready to set better bedtime boundaries and teach your children how to sleep without you.

You are in the co-sleeping habit if you:

• Fall asleep in your child’s bed because your child insists that you lie down and then pitches a fit when you try to get up and leave the room.

• Go through a whole bedtime routine with the intention of your children sleeping in their own beds, but when they cry, beg, and keep leaving their beds, you give in and bring them into your bed—or you sleep with them in the family room or somewhere else in the house.

The bottom line of reactive co-sleeping is that you co-sleep with your child or children because you give in to their insistence that they be with you during some part or all through the night. When you engage in reactive co-sleeping as a regular routine because you decide to skip the dreaded power struggle, you have crossed the line from reactive co-sleeping into the co-sleeping habit.

Do you ever say to yourself, “Why go through all of this carrying on? I’ll just sleep with them.” If your children control you at night, it is likely that they control you during the day. This means that you allow your children to make decisions that you should be making.

Being reactive to your children’s behavior is not the same as being responsive to their needs. Being responsive means that you are in tune with your child so that when your child overreacts, for example by crying hysterically when there is no danger, you take that as a signal to come up with a plan that will teach your child how to feel and function better. Your goal as a responsive parent is to encourage your child to cope, not to just react by stopping the crying with an action that leads nowhere.

Sometimes reactive co-sleeping starts with intentional co-sleeping. You may have planned to try the family bed, or the co-sleeping philosophy underlying attachment parenting, and then changed your mind. But your children didn’t change their minds, and now you feel stuck because they really like the co-sleeping.

Just remember that parenting is a form of leadership. If you decide that it is time to encourage and teach your children how to sleep independently because you believe it would be in the best interest of your children and your family, you can learn how to make that change. You can guide your children based on your intimate knowledge of how they think and function. Your decisions as a parent should be intentional, not reactive.

Intentional parents are responsive to their children’s needs, not reactive to their children’s demands. Intentional parenting is based on your evaluation of how to meet your children’s needs and maintain balance within your family. Your children need you to be less reactive and more responsive and intentional. This means getting perspective and taking the time to think about what might be driving their nighttime behavior. You know your children better than anyone. Maybe they resist bedtime because they need more time with you or your spouse during the day. Maybe your children need to learn coping skills so that they can sleep without you. Their nighttime behavior has become a habit that they can change with your help.

No matter how long you and your children have been in the co-sleeping habit and no matter how old your children are, you can break the co-sleeping habit and teach your children how to sleep independently. Rather than rewarding your children for winning a power struggle, you can learn how to make a plan that will teach your children how to cope with bedtime and independent sleep. You can learn to follow through and achieve your goal of everyone sleeping in his or her own bed. This book will show you how.

As a licensed psychologist, I have provided parent education and family therapy for more than twenty-five years. I have helped parents change long-standing patterns that have thwarted their goals. I have found that the co-sleeping habit is widespread.

In preparation for this book, I did a survey of parents who were in the waiting room at two pediatricians’ offices in the fall of 2007, bringing in their children for office visits that had nothing to do with the co-sleeping issue. The ages of their children ranged from two through fourteen years. I found that of the parents who co-sleep with their children (more than half ), two-thirds of these parents circled yes on a survey to the question: Do you let your children control the sleep arrangement because they scream, cry, or demand to be with you at night? Therefore, the majority of parents in this survey who co-sleep were not doing so based on a well-thought-out parenting plan.

Notice the ages. These children are not babies. Their parents are reactive co-sleepers who engage in the co-sleeping habit because they feel controlled by their children—not because co-sleeping is based on an attachment parenting plan. What do you suppose happens when these same children—toddlers through teens—scream, cry, or demand their parents to give in to them during the day? The more demanding these children are, the louder they carry on, the more control they obtain over these weary parents—night and day.

When you break this habit and sleep becomes normalized, there are meaningful, positive changes in the functioning of all family members, not only at nighttime, but during the day as well. 

I have found that parents who teach their children—toddlers through teens—coping skills at night have seen positive changes in their children’s daytime behavior.

Many parents have told me they wish their baby had popped out with a manual. If a manual had been part of the package, it would say:

• If you are co-sleeping with your child out of habit, stop.

• Breaking the co-sleeping habit and teaching your children how to sleep in their own beds can:

•Improve the quality of sleep for you and your children

• Reduce your children’s fears at night

• Teach your children coping skills

• Give your children confidence to deal with new

• challenges during the day

• Teach your children the value of privacy

• Strengthen your bond with your partner

• Improve your relationship with your children

• The manual would go on to say:

• There’s hope. No matter how long you have engaged in the co-sleeping habit, you can change it. As with any other habit, change requires motivation, knowledge, support, and follow-through with a plan that you can maintain.



Let this book be your manual for breaking the co-sleeping habit. This book will provide you with the tools you need to extricate you and your children, toddlers through teenagers, from this nighttime behavior pattern. Remedies for breaking the co-sleeping habit include learning the value of calm, assertive leadership, learning how to overcome your inner barriers to making the necessary changes, and learning how to set appropriate limits and boundaries for sleep while maintaining strong parent-child connections. Families who learn how to be connected without being either overinvolved or disengaged function well and contain family members who flourish as individuals.

You will be taken through a journey that can have a profoundly positive impact on your children’s current behavior, the quality of their sleep, the quality of your sleep, your children’s emotional stability and relationships now and in the future, the health of your marriage, and the well-being of your family.

How This Book Works 

The book is divided into three parts. Throughout this book, you will learn about the benefits of independent sleep for your children and family and how to achieve this goal. All anecdotes and cases throughout the book are actually blends of different people and families. Details were changed and fictitious names were used.

Part I, Staying Attached Without Co-Sleeping, will explain what attachment is all about, how it is maintained, and that it is not the same as co-sleeping. You will be given the opportunity to understand and evaluate your particular co-sleeping situation and will be shown the many benefits of independent sleep, including positive changes in your children’s daytime behavior.

Part II, How to Break the Co-Sleeping Habit, will guide you on becoming a calm, assertive leader in your home, will take you step-by-step in challenging mental barriers that have prevented you from breaking the co-sleeping habit in the past, and will show you how to break the co-sleeping habit at every age level, toddlers through teens, regardless of how the habit started or how long it has gone on.

Part III, A Closer Look at Families in the Co-Sleeping Habit, will bring to life a variety of forms that the co-sleeping habit takes when it has started well after infancy has ended. This part of the book tells the stories of “families” in which parents and children are in the co-sleeping habit. Each family is really a blend of lots of families with names and details changed. As you read the stories, see if you identify with any of the families described. Tips are provided for addressing each form of the co-sleeping habit.

The conclusion of the book will give you the opportunity to evaluate how far you have come in breaking the co-sleeping habit.


Part I 



Staying Attached Without 
Co-Sleeping 

This part of the book will explain what attachment is all about and how you can set bedtime boundaries and establish and maintain a secure attachment with your children at the same time.

You will have the opportunity to examine why you are co-sleeping and decide if the co-sleeping in your house is part of an attachment plan, or if you are co-sleeping with your children out of habit. You will also see how breaking the co-sleeping habit can increase your children’s daytime confidence, decrease manipulation and interrupting, and help your children cope better with transitions night and day.


CHAPTER 1

Attachment During 
Infancy and Beyond 

Do you feel worn down because it takes hours to get your children to go to sleep? Are you exhausted because you sleep with your toddler? Your four-year-old? How about your seven- or nine-year-old? Your teenager?

Was it your intention to co-sleep with your children who are no longer infants, or did co-sleeping become a habit that is now out of control?

Maybe it was your plan to co-sleep with your infant, but when you decided to shift to independent sleep, your child had different ideas. Now you are so drained from bedtime power struggles that you have allowed co-sleeping to become a habit instead of a plan.

If you are co-sleeping with your children out of habit, out of guilt, or because you feel like your children give you no choice, you need to get on a different path. You can get your child out of your bed, or get out of your child’s bed, without hurting the attachment between you and your child. In fact, co-sleeping is not necessary for secure parent-child attachment, even in infancy.

Attachment and Co-Sleeping Are Not the Same Thing 

Attachment is the quality of relationship between parents and children and is accomplished by being responsive to children’s needs starting at birth and through their development as their needs change. It is the love relationship between parent and child that helps shape a child into a secure, happy person who feels valuable and self-confident.

Touch and affection are essential to secure attachment. Your growing child needs to be cuddled, stroked, hugged, and comforted with physical reassurances. However, the physical part of attachment can be accomplished throughout the day, without co-sleeping. Loving touch is an important component of the parent-child relationship, not only during infancy but also throughout development.

Establishing and maintaining attachment with your child involves more than physical closeness. Attachment parenting is accomplished by your making the choice to strive for a high-quality and balanced parent-child relationship.

You don’t have to make the conscious choice to co-sleep with your children to create secure attachment or to ensure that attachment lasts. In fact, there are some circumstances in which co-sleeping, even with your infant, works against your attachment goal. For example, Dr. William Sears, the pediatrician who coined the term attachment parenting, cautions against confusing legitimate adult needs with the needs your parents didn’t meet for you when you were a child. You also need to consider balancing your child’s needs with your marriage, your personal preferences, and the quality of your sleep as a primary caregiver who needs to be refreshed.

Many parents express the misconception that attachment parenting is all about co-sleeping. Some parents believe that they must wait until the child decides it’s time to stop co-sleeping and that teaching a child how to sleep without the parent is inappropriate or even cruel. Some of you may have even felt peer pressure from parents who believe that co-sleeping, or sleep sharing, is the only right way to ensure your child’s security and healthy development. But the touching and physical closeness do not have to extend into a co-sleeping arrangement.

Many people who never co-slept with their parents have secure attachments with them and are happy, well-functioning adults, partners, and parents themselves. There are also many people who grew up co-sleeping with their parents but did not develop secure attachments with them and now have difficulty in their current relationships.

All Infants Are Insecure Because They Are Infants 

Insecurity is natural in infancy because infants cannot take care of themselves. They cannot survive without someone else meeting their needs. To ensure survival, healthy infants come equipped with the survival tools of instinctive crying and large lung capacity. These tools allow infants to cry out to a caregiver to help them, comfort them, and feed them.

When you respond to your infant’s cries during the day as well as the night, you send positive messages that help build trust and confidence. You are showing your infant that he or she is loved and valued.

Experts in child development agree that it is important to be sensitive to and respond to your infant’s needs for comfort and protection. Secure attachment early in infancy allows the older infant and young child to have the self-confidence to adapt to the new, unfamiliar situations that are part of growing up.

Although many parents establish secure, lasting attachment with their infant in a crib from the start, others believe strongly in establishing a family bed to provide their infant with physical closeness throughout the night.

The Family Bed 

The concept of the family bed, or sleep sharing between parents and their children, originated in Eastern cultures. It had been part of Western cultures until the early 1900s for economic reasons.

After a long absence in Western culture, the family bed became popular again in the 1980s, when the practice of breastfeeding became widespread once again and mothers were encouraged to breastfeed their children through toddlerhood or even longer.

Sleep sharing makes breastfeeding during the night easier for both mother and child, whose sleep would not be disturbed the way it would if the mom had to get out of bed and wake up the baby in the crib. It also provides infants with close proximity and physical touch as an extension of daytime touching. In some cases, the family bed arrangement allows the sleep rhythms between parent and baby to become synchronized. But sleep sharing is not for everyone.

Even though sleep sharing can be an extension of daytime attachment parenting, this sleep arrangement is not a necessity for secure attachment, even in infancy.

One downside to the family bed is that the child may never be willing to leave. Although some children make the decision for independent sleep on their own and within the same timeframe that you are hoping for, in many cases, the transition from the family bed to independent sleep is difficult for children—and it can be extremely difficult for you to convince your child to make the change. It’s a good idea to have an exit plan in place from the start so that you can switch to independent sleep when it makes sense for you, your partner, or your children.

Another issue to consider is that the family bed limits private adult time—private conversation and lovemaking. Not all experts agree that it is okay to make love with your partner while your infant is in the bed. As your child gets older and remains in your bed for sleeping, you can make a plan for lovemaking somewhere outside the bedroom. However, given most people’s schedules and the logistics in many homes, this idea may be hard to implement. Parents spending quality, private time together is good for the marriage and the soul. If you don’t find a way to balance the family bed with private adult time, you might weaken the marriage bond and weaken the stability of your family unit. If this happens, the security of your child will automatically be threatened.

If you believe in the family bed for personal or cultural reasons or you are sleep sharing with your baby based on an attachment parenting plan, remember that sleep sharing only works when both parents support the arrangement. If one parent insists on sleep sharing over the objections of the other parent, co-sleeping as an attachment tool is misunderstood and can hurt the family. Even though everyone agrees that touch is essential for children and is good for parents, physical closeness and touch can be achieved without your children sleeping in your bed. So don’t guilt-trip your partner into it.

When Only One of You Wants a Family Bed 

Marie routinely slept with her parents, Carol and John, in their queen-size bed since she was born. Sleep sharing was planned, but by only one of her parents. After Marie’s third birthday, her parents started marriage counseling. Both of these parents wanted to make a fresh start in their relationship. During the first two years of their marriage, before Marie was born, Carol and John felt connected and were hopeful about the future. They were health conscious people who enjoyed taking long walks, cooking meals together, and visiting with friends and family. They made love several times a week.

When Carol became pregnant, the couple’s relationship changed. She was more enthusiastic about having a baby than he was. She became involved in reading baby and child rearing books, and he became more involved with work. Carol decided that sleep sharing would be the best way to stay attached to both her baby and her husband.

Mom Pressured Dad into Establishing a Family Bed 

Before Marie was born, Carol interviewed pediatricians and established a relationship with one who supported sleep sharing. When eight months pregnant, Carol told John that establishing a family bed would make breastfeeding during the night easier, would make the baby feel secure, and would make them closer as a family. When he asked her how long the child would share a bed with them, she told him that they would all share a bed until the child was two years old. His jaw dropped.

She told her husband they had to do it for their baby and for their marriage. She implied that if he didn’t go along with it, he wasn’t father material and he didn’t care about their marriage. John felt cornered, so he reluctantly agreed.

Can a Family Bed Heal a Marriage?

This mom thought it could. But the answer is no. Sleep sharing, or creating a family bed, is about meeting a child’s needs. Neither sleep sharing nor the child should ever be used to fix an adult problem.

Carol hoped that having the family sleep together in the same bed would re-establish the bond Carol had lost with her husband. The idea backfired.

At first, John tried to feel good about the sleep sharing, but it wasn’t working for him. He missed the nighttime privacy with his wife and didn’t sleep as well with an infant in the bed. After two months, he asked Carol to agree to buy a crib for Marie. She wouldn’t consider it. She told John that the idea of Marie waking up and seeing bars around her was horrible. She would not even hear of moving Marie into a crib in their room. Rather than bringing Carol and John closer together, having the baby in the bed deepened the divide between them.

Time moved on. By Marie’s first birthday, John started to come home later. Carol accused him of having an affair, but this was not the case. He was working longer hours and getting lost in his computer as he felt more and more left out.

Carol reacted to his not taking to the family bed as a rejection of both her and the child. The family became out of balance.

When Marie turned age two, John reminded Carol that she had said they would move away from the family bed at this age. Carol didn’t think Marie was ready. She was a clingy child who didn’t interact with the other toddlers in the playgroup. Marie displayed separation anxiety by crying her heart out when Carol went to the bathroom at home, even if John was playing with her. Carol told him there is no way that their child was ready to sleep without them. When he asked her when Marie would be ready, Carol told him she didn’t know. And she wanted another baby. He stopped making love with his wife. However, he did continue to participate in the family bed arrangement because he was afraid that if he didn’t, it might mean he was a bad father.

By the time Marie was three years old, John and Carol were barely speaking. One day after Marie’s third birthday party, John gave Carol an ultimatum—either Marie will learn to sleep in her own bed, or he will be sleeping elsewhere. This was when marriage counseling began.

Moving from Sleep Sharing to Independent Sleep 

Early in the marriage counseling it came to light that there were problems in Carol and John’s marriage before Marie was born. This couple hadn’t really discussed having a child. Sleep sharing with Marie was not a joint decision. John felt coerced into it. Carol felt rejected by his not wanting the family bed. Although the past cannot be changed, this marriage could move forward and be healed with improved communication and a re-establishment of trust. First, the child had to be taken out of the middle, both figuratively and literally.

John wanted his wife back. But he didn’t want to look like the bad guy. He did not want to hurt his daughter by insisting she sleep alone.

Carol wanted her husband back. She was willing to see him as a loving parent even though he wanted to sleep without Marie.

They agreed to teach Marie how to sleep independently. The parents made a plan to work together and teach Marie how to sleep independently in her own space. They bought Marie a toddler bed, placed it in the second bedroom, which was now officially her bedroom, and brought her toys, stuffed animals, and clothes into the room. They decorated the room in colors and touches that they knew Marie would enjoy. Then they worked on helping Marie form positive associations with her new space during the day.

Carol and John supported each other in helping their daughter transition out of the family bed. They walked Marie through a bedtime routine that led to their tucking her in. They taught her how to self-comfort in her own bed. They told her gently, but clearly, that she did not need to be with them in the same bed anymore.

During the process, the couple’s communication improved and their trust grew as they noticed each other acting as loving parents. They also noticed that Marie became more confident.

She enjoyed, for the first time, playing by herself while someone was nearby, rather than having to have the adult play with her all the time. She separated more easily to play with her peers. Her parents gave her lots of hugs and kisses and praise. They took pride in her emerging independence and began to understand what attachment parenting is really all about, that you have to be flexible in how you meet your child’s needs and that closeness with a child is not supposed to come between you.

For some families, the family bed or sleep sharing can be a successful part of an attachment parenting plan. In this family, in which attachment parenting and the spirit of sleep sharing were misunderstood, the family bed turned out to be disastrous for the marriage and almost destroyed it.



Co-Sleeping and the Family Bed 

• Do not impose the family bed on your partner.

• Remember that co-sleeping is not a necessity for attachment.

• Think through the decision carefully.

• Have an exit plan worked out in advance in case you change your mind.

• Co-sleeping is not a substitute for spending quality time with your child during the day.

• Never use the family bed to fix a troubled marriage.

Maintaining Your Marriage 

Keeping your marriage strong will provide your children with stability. If co-sleeping interferes with the quality of your relationship with your spouse, then co-sleeping will not be good for your children.

The same holds true in blended families. If you are remarried and your spouse is uncomfortable with co-sleeping, or if you are lying down next to your child in another room night after night, falling asleep while waiting for your three-year-old or eight-year-old to fall asleep, you are putting up a barrier in your partnership.

Your children’s needs will not be met if their foundation crumbles because you and your significant other cannot agree about co-sleeping. If you force the issue of co-sleeping, you may find your partner resenting you or your child. If you share sleep with your child instead of your partner, you are creating an imbalance in the family that will not benefit any of you.

Maintaining Attachment after Infancy 

It is your job to ensure that the bond between your child and you stays strong throughout life. So if co-sleeping isn’t the answer, what can you do to promote and maintain secure parent-child attachment after infancy? Your attachment with your children is maintained through the quality of your relationship with them as they grow. As Dr. Sears has put it, remain emotionally responsive and meet your child’s needs, recognizing that their needs will change over time.

Maintaining attachment is done by such things as listening when your children need to talk with you, enjoying your children’s company, supporting them with guidance and affection when they are stressed or troubled about something, spending time with them doing the activities that they enjoy, allowing them to express their opinions, and having dinner together at the table more than just once in a while. It is also done by showing genuine interest in your children—attending school conferences and events, encouraging your children to make friends, showing an appreciation of their interests and accomplishments, and trying to see their point of view. If you’re doing a good job, their opinions won’t always match yours. They will feel comfortable expressing themselves.

Giving your children the tools and encouragement for coping with independent sleep by breaking the co-sleeping habit is one of the ways to maintain secure attachment with your child when infancy is over.

Encouraging Self-Comfort in Your Toddler 

When your infant’s needs are met consistently, the ability to cope or to self-comfort begins to develop. You can see coping skills begin to emerge when your toddler clutches a stuffed animal for comfort when he or she is upset or when you leave the room. The self-comforting behavior helps your toddler cope with normal separation.

Coping skills take time to unfold. If you give your toddler the opportunity to self-comfort, he or she will learn how to meet other needs with less help from you. As your children get older, they will become increasingly self-sufficient if you show them how to comfort themselves when they are younger.
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