
By BETH DONOVAN
Special to The Washington Post

W
hen Julie and William
Heflin moved into a spa-
cious new home in

Bethesda, Md., last year, the four
children were tucked into just
two of the house’s six bedrooms.
Close quarters, the parents fig-
ured, would foster life lessons in
sharing and cooperation. 

“My husband’s one of 13 chil-
dren,” said Julie Heflin. “For
him, it’s a matter of principle for
the kids to share, and they don’t
mind.” 

On weekends, she said, their
three boys and one girl, ages 11
to 4, sometimes pile into one bed-
room. Experts in child develop-
ment would say the Heflins are
on to something, and many of
them suggest that other families
with space to spare consider dou-
bling up the kids, at least for a
while. 

“Children who share rooms
learn a lot about give and take.
It can be early training for col-
lege, for jobs and for marriage,”
said Patricia Dalton, a clinical
psychologist in Washington. “Kids
have to learn to work things out
on their own, and what better
place to do it than their rooms?”

There are benefits for the rest
of the family too. Space gained
when children share a bedroom
can be put to other uses, such as
a quiet zone where parents or
kids can read, work or just watch
a few minutes of television alone.

“The extra bedroom can be
made into an away room, a retreat
for parents and children,” said
North Carolina architect Sarah
Susanka, author of “The Not So
Big House,” a 1998 bestseller that
has made her something of a
celebrity on the subject of living
well in less space. “It can become
a place where you can close the
door for quiet activities or for the
TV and the Nintendo.” 

Many parents put each child in
a separate room without giving
the issue much thought. Of Amer-
ican families with children, eight
in 10 have one or two under age
18. And the average home in this
country has three bedrooms,
according to 2000 Census data.

“It’s always been a sign of
improvement in family life for
each child to have his or her own
room. It says, ‘We’ve made it,’”

said Patti Cancellier, education
coordinator for the Parent
Encouragement Program (PEP) in
Kensington, Md., a Washington-
area organization that offers par-
enting classes. “But now we’ve
gone to the extreme, where peo-
ple think the more space the bet-
ter. The problem is that humans
are very social animals. Isolation
is not good for us.” 

And isolation is often easy to
come by in the ever-growing hous-
es dotting suburban landscapes
today. The average new house has
2,330 square feet of living space,
up from 1,500 square feet 30 years
ago, according to the National
Association of Home Builders. 

A whole new industry has
stepped up to furnish today’s chil-
dren’s chambers, with catalogs
and online shops, including Pot-
tery Barn Kids, BombayKids.com,
and Land of Nod, to name a few. 

Land of Nod, currently a cata-
log and online site, is planning to
open free-standing stores with the
help of partner Crate & Barrel.

The featured decor is colorful,
creative and idyllic: headboards
adorned with moons and stars,
bookshelves built to look like
dollhouses, chairs modeled on
race cars. 

It’s all a far cry from genera-
tions of children who shared
rooms and even beds with one
another, or with other members
of the extended family. And that
certainly is still common practice
among families with limited
means or who come from cultures
where sharing sleeping space is
the norm. 

George Scarlett, chairman of
the Eliot-Pearson Department of
Child Development at Tufts Uni-
versity in Medford, Mass., said
one of the most striking differ-
ences between American culture
and most others is the way we seg-
regate children from adults, and

even from children of different
ages. 

“Other cultures think we’re
almost abusive in the way we put
children in separate bedrooms at
night,” Scarlett said. “Family
beds are commonplace in other
parts of the world. Shared rooms
are certainly the norm.” 

For many American families,
the first private room is the nurs-
ery, often painted, personalized
and perfect before the baby is
even born. But as any parent
knows, newborns often end up
being brought into the parents’
room (and bed) for months while
feedings and crying interrupt the
night. After they start sleeping
through the night and long before
they notice decor babies are per-
fectly suitable roommates for
older siblings. 

Although parents sometimes
worry that an older brother or sis-
ter will feel displaced, experts
note that from toddlerhood up
through the early elementary
years, children typically appre-
ciate the company. 

“Sharing a room eases certain
issues for children feelings of
aloneness or isolation. It can help
them with their sense of attach-
ment and security,” said Scarlett. 

Maggie Hudak, a mother of four
in Washington, can attest to that.
Her four children, now ages 15 to
8, shared two rooms until this
spring, when a renovation
designed by her husband, archi-
tect Jeff Stoiber of Stoiber &
Associates in Washington, added
a family room and two addition-
al bedrooms. 

“We had our little one looking
for someplace to go at night after
she finally got her own room,”
said Hudak. “There was a real
comfort level for even the older
ones when they were together.” 

Hudak’s children came along
boy, girl, boy, girl and the family
initially put the two oldest togeth-
er in one room. While mixing gen-
ders like this is not common in
the United States, many child-
development professionals said
it was just fine for young children. 

Several explained that some-
where between the ages of 4 and
8, boys’ and girls’ interests
diverge, and separation by gen-
der makes sense when it’s possi-
ble. Whatever the children’s gen-
der, experts also note that a
shared room is a safe place to
practice compromise and coop-
eration. Sure, the kids might need
to negotiate about which shelves
will house whose dolls, trophies
and Legos, but in the process
they’ll be learning to acknowl-

edge another’s needs, possessions
and wants. 

“People do ‘getting along’ pret-
ty well,” said Janice Abarbanel,
a Washington clinical psycholo-
gist and family therapist. “But we
don’t have very good models for
conflict and not getting along.
Sharing space with a sibling can
help us learn how to resolve some
of these issues.” 

And as the Heflin family hopes,
sharing space can trim any bud-
ding notions of entitlement, as
children work out conflicting
schedules, differing needs for
order and taking turns in the top
bunk. 

“It doesn’t always go smoothly,”
said Julie Heflin. “My husband
and I still laugh about the mask-
ing tape that divided his space
from his brothers’ when they
were little.” 

Dalton, who frequently works
with families, said, “You may or
may not have parents who cater
to you, but there’s no such thing
as a sibling who caters to you.” 

As children enter middle-school
years, the need to express their
individuality becomes increas-
ingly important. Parents can help
them do this in a shared space by
providing each child with a bul-
letin board, a wall to decorate or
deliberately unmatched bed-
spreads. 

“The way the boys share space
is easier,” Hudak said of her four
children. “Even though the age
difference is the same as with our
girls, the boys’ stuff and their
interests are similar: sports and
music. But there’s a big differ-
ence in the toys and things that
interest an 8-year-old girl and a
teen-ager.” 

Her 13-year-old daughter, Julia,
said: “A girl’s room is her space.
Boys’ rooms are places to sleep.”

Architect Susanka said there
are many tricks parents can use
to create a sense of privacy in a
single room. She suggests a plac-
ing a fort made of sheets and lad-
ders in the middle to divide the
space. Personalized chairs, a
shimmery shower curtain pulled
along a high wire, a folding
screen or even a dresser can be
used as a divider. 

“Children are much more flex-
ible than adults when it comes to
defining privacy,” she said. “It’s
hard for adults to get out of their
preconceived notions about space
and privacy, but children natu-
rally gravitate to cooler, smaller
spaces. That’s why they love bunk
beds and alcoves.” 

As habits and hobbies diverge,
reading lights and headphones
can help maintain the peace. And
when friends start to sleep over,
parents should get involved to
help decide whether a sibling
stays or goes, or the sleep-over is
staged in another room. During
adolescence, sharing a room can
become more complicated. 

On a purely practical level, a
teen’s sleep schedule is general-
ly unlike any other in the house
and homework often requires
more time and concentration.
Emotionally, teens have a greater
need for privacy than younger

children. Although it’s important
for parents to respect these
changes in their children, psy-
chologists and architects say par-
ents should think carefully about
their child’s maturity and needs
before giving up communal space
or calling in a builder to create
a new room. 

Several psychologists, having
seen their share of troubled
teens, caution against putting
children in basements with sep-

arate entrances and overloading
their rooms with electronics. The
line between appropriate priva-
cy and unhealthy isolation is easy
to blur, they say. 

“Teens can share rooms,” said
Dalton. “Sometimes it’s for the
best.” 

Even very small spaces can
work just fine as bedrooms.
Susanka tells of one family in
which a teen wanted his own
room, but there was no affordable
way to add on or renovate. So the
parents allowed him to create a
room in the attic. Though he’s too
tall to stand upright there, the
boy covered the walls with
posters, put his mattress on the
floor, and made it work. 

“It bothers the parents a great
deal that he can’t stand up,” she
said. “But their son loves it. He
calls it his cocoon.” 

When Marianne Robb’s oldest
son turned 11, she said it was time
to rethink the family’s bedroom
configuration. Her three boys had
comfortably rotated through two

bedrooms for years in their Wash-
ington home. But for the first time
each needed space that didn’t
easily accommodate a sibling:
The oldest just wanted privacy,
the 8 year old needed quiet for
homework, and the 4 year old still
wanted to deploy his super-
heroes. So she and her husband,
Steve Walsh, decided to let the
family computer room double as
a bedroom. 

“I want us to be a family made
up of individuals,” said Robb.
“It’s awkward having the com-
puter in our middle son’s room,
and we may have to change that
at some point. But it was the best
answer at the time.” 

Architects and family therapists
say it’s smart to think of space as
an evolving commodity. A room’s
purpose needn’t be designated
once and forever. Sometimes a
parent needs work space or the
children need play space. The
child who needs companionship
one year might yearn for privacy
the next. Even without a grand
addition, many houses can accom-
modate a family’s flow.

“Parents should slow down and
think about the value of children
sharing rooms before they just set
everyone up on their own,” said
Abarbanel. “The important ques-
tion for families to ask is, how are
they sharing space in other ways?
Some families are more comfort-
able with a lot of shared space,
but every family needs some.” 
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Family togetherFamily togetherness: The benefits of having siblings sharness: The benefits of having siblings share spacee space
““CChhiillddrreenn  wwhhoo  sshhaarree  rroooommss  lleeaarrnn  aa  lloott  aabboouutt  ggiivvee
aanndd  ttaakkee..  IItt  ccaann  bbee  eeaarrllyy  ttrraaiinniinngg  ffoorr  ccoolllleeggee,,  ffoorr

jjoobbss  aanndd  ffoorr  mmaarrrriiaaggee..  KKiiddss  hhaavvee  ttoo  lleeaarrnn  ttoo  wwoorrkk
tthhiinnggss  oouutt  oonn  tthheeiirr  oowwnn  aanndd  wwhhaatt  bbeetttteerr  ppllaaccee  ttoo

ddoo  iitt  tthhaann  tthheeiirr  rroooommss??””
Patricia Dalton, clinical psychologist

from Washington. 

““IItt’’ss  aallwwaayyss  bbeeeenn  aa  ssiiggnn  ooff  iimmpprroovveemmeenntt  iinn
ffaammiillyy  lliiffee  ffoorr  eeaacchh  cchhiilldd  ttoo  hhaavvee  hhiiss  oorr  hheerr  oowwnn

rroooomm..  BBuutt  nnooww  wwee’’vvee  ggoonnee  ttoo  tthhee  eexxttrreemmee,,  wwhheerree
ppeeooppllee  tthhiinnkk  tthhee  mmoorree  ssppaaccee  tthhee  bbeetttteerr..  

TThhee  pprroobblleemm  iiss  tthhaatt  hhuummaannss  aarree  vveerryy  ssoocciiaall  aannii--
mmaallss..  IIssoollaattiioonn  iiss  nnoott  ggoooodd  ffoorr  uuss..””

Patti Cancellier, education coordinator
for the Parent Encouragement Program

(PEP), Kensington, Maryland

““CChhiillddrreenn  aarree  mmuucchh  mmoorree  fflleexxiibbllee  tthhaann  aadduullttss
wwhheenn  iitt  ccoommeess  ttoo  ddeeffiinniinngg  pprriivvaaccyy..””

Sarah Susanka, architect/author  


