
Portage and Early Support Services

Setting up 
a bedtime routine



How much sleep 
does a child need?
Many young children have sleeping 
difficulties. This is particularly true of 
young children with additional needs.

It is very important that young 
children get enough sleep.

A general guide is:

•  two year-olds need 11 to 12 hours’ 
sleep at night and over an hour 
as a daytime sleep;

•   three year-olds need 11 hours’
sleep at night and an hour in 
the day; and

•   four year-olds should not need
a daytime sleep but should sleep 
for 11 to 12 hours at night.



It is important to work out the right 
amount of sleep for your child so 
they are cheerful and rested the 
next day.

Many parents are happy to share a 
bedroom with their children and are 
not concerned that their children 
want to share their bed. If this is not a 
problem, that is fine. However, if you 
are experiencing problems and want 
things to change then read on.

These are some common difficulties.

•  Some children will not want to go 
to sleep alone and will fall asleep 
downstairs.

•  Others will become distressed if a 
parent does not stay with them until 
they fall asleep.

•  Some children are afraid of the dark.

•  Some children might respond badly 
to changes in dark and light when 
the seasons change.

•  Some children become distressed 
when they have to stop doing 
something they are enjoying to go 
to bed.

•  Some children get agitated when 
they have to get out of the bath.

•  Some children wake in the night and 
are reluctant to go back to sleep.



Discovering your child’s 
difficulty with sleeping.

The first thing you need to do is 
collect information.

•  Does your child have a dummy
at night?

•  Does your child have a bottle
at night?

•  Does your child take medication?

•  Does your child snore or breathe 
through her mouth?

•  Does your child wake distressed
or crying at night?

•  Do you have to wake your child
up in the morning?

•  Does your child appear rested
in the morning?

•  Has your child always had difficulty 
sleeping? If this difficulty is recent, 
has there been a major change in 
your child’s life?

•  Does your child usually go to sleep 
in their own bed?

•  At what time does your child usually 
go to sleep?

•  What time does your child usually 
wake up?

•  Does your child usually go to
sleep quickly and if not, what 
do they usually do?

•  Do you have to do particular things 
to help your child go to sleep (for 
example, rock them or sing to her)?

•  Once your child is asleep, does
he or she wake? At what times, 
how often, and for how long?

•  What do you do to resettle
your child?



Setting up a bedtime 
routine
•   Let your child know that it is nearly 

bedtime. A visual prompt such as 

a timer or a visual timetable may 

be helpful.

•   Soothing music, a story, songs

or a bath can help.

•  Try to keep activities the same
each evening.

•  Try not to watch television or
do energetic activities immediately 
before starting the bedtime 
routine.

•    It is helpful to get your child to
fall asleep in their own bed on 
their own. If you put them to 
bed when they have fallen asleep 
somewhere else, they may become 
frightened and have difficulty in 
falling back to sleep once they 
have woken in the night.



•   To start with, if your child is not 
used to being in bed alone, just sit 
in the room with them but do not 
talk or interact with them. You are 
just there to provide comfort. Move 
further across the room as time 
progresses. You can then provide 
something (for example, a t-shirt of 
yours), as a comfort.

•   Be careful about food or drink 
before bedtime. Many soft drinks 
contain caffeine, which is a 
stimulant.

•   A milky drink before bedtime can 
help sleep and prevent hunger 
during the night.

•   If you think your child wakes 
because of regular wetting or soiling 
of the nappy try to change them 
before you go to bed. Don’t put the 
overhead light on or talk to them 
and they should not wake.

•   If your child wakes for a drink, try 
to break the habit by reducing the 
amount of liquid you give and swap 
the drink to water which is less 
rewarding.

•   Try to make sure your child gets 
enough exercise through the day 
but not just before bedtime.



•   Make your child’s bedroom a 
sleep-friendly place. Don’t use their 
bedroom as a place for going to 
when they are ‘naughty’.

•   Use a lot of praise when your 
child follows the bedtime routine 
appropriately.

Changes in habits and setting up 
routines will take time. You will 
need to decide on your priorities 
and work slowly and consistently 
towards achieving each goal.
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