
 

A Guide to Prepare you for Toddler Sleep 

 

From coos and grunts, the first smile, first laugh, to first words, first steps, and beyond. As time 

passes, your sweet little baby, develops into a toddler. This fun new adventure is filled with watching 

your child explore the world in new and different ways, communicating, and becoming their own 

little person. It is such a wonderful, yet challenging period of time (hello, terrible twos!). As your child 

starts to become more independent and start to really want to become their own little person, you 

will be faced with a whole new set of challenges.  

 

Sleep behaviors and habits start to look much different, as your toddler starts to push boundaries. 

This is the age of “one more!”. One more drink, one more potty, one more story, one more hug, one 

more “I love you”, don’t let the number one fool you, as this will soon become a circus act, for the 

ring master, your demanding toddler, and you. 

 

I remember the days of escaping to outside my adorable (yet demanding!) toddler’s room after 

bedtime, and counting to 5, by the time I got to 3, he was already making his next demand, and 

obedient mommy/daddy promptly came in to do his bidding, so we could have a “peaceful” 

bedtime. Except, we fought this battle for 5, 10, 20, 30+ minutes each night! Or, my 3rd son, who 

innocently asked for another kiss. How could I say no?? A week later, it’s a hug, a kiss, tuck in one 

more time, a story, a few questions, etc. That is, until with each child, I created a clear boundary “I’m 

going to give you 1 hug and kiss, then I’m leaving. It’s bedtime, goodnight, I love you.”, and 

enforced it. Then bedtime became happy and peaceful again. Consistency is absolutely crucial at 

this age! 

Children thrive on routine; in fact, they are comforted by this predictability. 

Developing a structured day by creating a consistent routine for your little 

ones will help facilitate good sleep. 

 

This guide will help you prepare for creating clear, loving boundaries for your toddler, in addition to 

providing sleep tools, which will help with sleep, and beyond.  
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A Little on Development… 
There is so much growth and change that happen during these early years of life, as our children shift from 

toddler, to preschooler, to a young child.  

A major task for them is independence, learning how to be independent and needing to be independent. It is 

common for children to test the boundaries in all areas of life, but this is especially true at bedtime. The 

interesting thing is that, when they test the boundaries around bedtime and those boundaries shift, they are 

left feeling insecure about their role as a child and your role as a parent. This insecurity actually makes them 

behavior inappropriately, as they continue to see how much you are willing to let them get away with. Our 

goal is to support your child’s need for independence, while also ensuring that his need for routine and 

structure is met. 

Children learn through consistency and repetition. When learning a new skill, the more consistently you 

practice, the better you will become at it. This is also true with falling asleep independently. 

For this reason, and want a systematic bedtime routine.  Change in the routine can lead to power struggles 

and delayed bedtime.  For example, changing the number of books that your child can read at bedtime may 

not seem like a big deal, but to a young child it is an exercise in independence and of testing boundaries to 

make sure they stick.  It is imperative that we remaining consistent with limits around bedtime and when 

reacting to inappropriate behavior. Children can be extremely persistent, especially when the behavior 

worked in the past. 

Children have a short attention span. They learn through repetition. For this reason, we will be repeating 

several key points to help them understand their role (and yours) in this sleep plan.  

They are very active and have a high need for physical movement. Children are natural explorers and 

have a ton of energy. You want to spend time outside, at least 45-90 minutes of physical play (walks outside, 

ride bikes, play outdoors), to help them expend some of that energy. We want them tired when it’s time for 

bedtime. 

Children have rapid mood shifts. Young children's emotions change rapidly and can be very intense. You 

want to allow for these changes in emotions, while also offering support when needed. Firming up 

boundaries for a child is the best way to ease bedtime battles and make your child feel secure about your 

role as their parent. Although it is hard work to re-establish the balance of control, it's so rewarding to see 

the child secure and going to bed peacefully each night. 

We want to reinforce and praise positive nighttime behavior, such as willingly taking a bath, laying down 

quietly in him bed, staying there, or easily goes back to sleep after a night waking.  

Children thrive on attention; they love to be the center of attention!  I recommend that your child has at least 

15-20 minutes of consecutive, undivided attention with at least one parent every day.  The easier times tend 

to be before or after dinner.  This 1:1 time can really make a big difference for a child’s behavior, parents 

come to love it, and it’s really important for the child. 

 

 



 

Protest and Overwhelm 

Children protest, it’s their job. Our job is to create safe and healthy limits for them to live by. When 

we keep our limits, our children actually feel safer.  

If your child does not follow the rules during the day,  

They are likely not going to follow them at night. 

I want you to take a moment and imagine a fenced backyard. Your child can go outside to play 

safely, while you keep an eye on them, knowing that they are secure. They know where their limits 

are, and can happily play within. Think of the fence as the boundaries we are going to create for 

your child. Now, what if there was no fence? Your child may wander out into the street, or into 

danger, not knowing where the limits are. The same thing happens when we do not create 

boundaries in our life.  

Setting boundaries yet giving independence is like allowing your kids to play in your fenced 

backyard. We give them independence within the fence, where we know they are safe. If they push 

past the boundary and escape the fence, they are left feeling unsafe, they can't handle the power or 

dangers such as making choices about street safety or talking to strangers. When we hold firm to 

our limits, our children are safe and secure. This is the same thing with creating boundaries, we give 

our kids the power of choices and independence within our boundaries, so they can be safe.  

The interesting thing is that when they test the boundaries, and those boundaries shift, they are left 

feeling insecure about their role as the child and your role as the parent. This insecurity actually 

makes them behave even more inappropriately as they continue to see how much you are willing to 

let them get away with. They continue to push until they find the limit, our job is to hold firm with 

that limit. 

I want you to learn to recognize the difference between protest and overwhelm, this can help you 

set clear boundaries, and help them when they are feeling overwhelmed.  

What is protest? Protest is the whining, the nagging the fake crying to get what they want. Take a 

second and think of what does your child consistently protest? This may be things such as not 

wanting to brush their teeth, not wanting to get dressed, not wanting to get in the car, not following 

the rules, or simply just wanting something.  

Children also feel overwhelmed.  Overwhelm is when we might see huge tears or huge anger. The 

two main times your child may be feeling overwhelmed are when there aren’t clear limits, and, when 

we aren’t acknowledging how they are feeling. Protest can sometimes look like overwhelm, and 

protest can also turn into overwhelm, just to keep you on your toes!  

 

--Continued on next page-- 

 



 

 

When you put a create a limit or boundary, children are generally not okay with it. For example, if 

your child asks for a piece of candy, and you say no, he’s likely going to whine, whine, whine…even 

louder, until one of two things happen: 1) you’re firm with your “no means no” and they stop asking 

for candy. This is what we are looking for.  

Or 2) they whine to the point until you give in, and they win.  

If you have attempted to set a limit, your child whines and you give in, the next time, they will know 

that if they whine or complain loud enough, or long enough, they will get it, they will win. In this 

case, there is no clear boundary, and when you say “no”, your child sees it as “yes”. 

 

Whereas back to our first example, you said no, you stayed consistent, and they stopped asking for 

candy. Next time they ask, and you say no, you will likely see less protesting, if any, as they know 

that “no” means “no”. 

When this discussion of protest is applied to sleep, Sleep training protest is usually an anger-

protest. Children have a strong will, and so they will push back to this boundary and new routine. 

I want you to think for a second…why do gamblers gamble? Really think about that for a second. 

If you said, for the chance they win that big jackpot, you are right! 

Now, do you think gamblers would still gamble, if every time, literally every time they put money on 

the table or in that slot machine, they lost? Every time they put money in, they never got a return? I 

bet not. 

Very similarly, not to compare or call our little people gamblers, but children “gamble” or push the 

boundary for that one chance they’ll win, they get the candy, they get that one more tv show, 

whatever it is. 

When we hold firm with our boundary, they come to learn and respect the new boundary. 

I firmly believe children are not willfully disobedient. Most of the time, when I see children 

misbehaving, it’s because they are looking for a boundary that isn’t clear and they are pushing to 

find it. Until they learn where the boundary is, until that boundary is firm and unwavering, where 

that line is that they aren’t allowed to cross, they continue to look for it. 

Our job as parents is to hold strong to our boundaries, in a loving but firm way for the betterment, 

security, and safety of our children. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Natural Consequences 

Instead of fighting about something, you could choose a few situations where you allow your child 

to learn the impact of their actions through natural consequences.  The parent’s job is not to save 

their children from the discomfort of the consequence, but to allow it to happen.  Natural 

consequences should only be used when there are no dangers involved.  For example: 

• Eating: If they won’t eat, then remind them they will be hungry before their snack time.  If 

they still do not eat, then allow them to feel hungry before their snack time.  This means your 

job is to not feed them before their snack so that they can feel some hunger pangs, and, eat 

better the next time they are at a meal. 

• Outdoor clothes: If your children refuse to put on a coat or hat on a cold day, let them go 

outside without their coat or hat.  Bring their coat or hat with you.  Once they recognize how 

cold they are and asks for a coat or hat, put them on. 

• Refusing to get dressed (when you really don’t HAVE to do the thing you’re going to): If 

your children is going to do a fun activity with the family, but is refusing to get dressed, you 

could warn them “if you don’t get dressed soon, we won’t be able to get to the park”.  If 

they do not get dressed in good time, you don’t go to the park. 

Places NOT to use natural consequences (anywhere that they could get hurt): teeth brushing, sleep, 

dangerous climbing, running onto the street, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Bedtime Routine 

Ensure you have a clear, consistent bedtime Routine for your little one, that you use every single 

day. Children thrive on routine! You may find having a Pre-Bedtime Routine for 10-15 minutes can 

help your child to expend some energy, before moving to the calming activities of your bedtime 

routine. A Pre-bedtime routine may include activities like dancing to their favorite song, playtime, 

and/or some stretching. 

It is important for them to understand that sleep is not scary or a punishment or a battle that 

has to be fought, but instead that their bed is a safe and comfortable place to put their tired 

feelings to rest. 

Bedtime Routine Chart: 

Having a visual Bedtime Routine Chart can help foster independence in your child. Make a Bedtime 

Routine Chart with actual pictures of your child doing each part of their routine, including a picture 

of your child and both happy parents, smiling in the morning after they’ve slept all night; or you can 

create your own using clipart images from the internet. This should be hung up centrally located to 

the bedtime routine. Your child should be in charge of checking out the bedtime routine, and telling 

you what happens first, next, etc. There are a few different ways you can use it; the level of 

involvement will depend on your child:  

o Use it as is, and he can just point out the next task  

o You can laminate it or put it in a sheet protector, and use a white board marker to 

cross off each task after it’s completed  

o You can give a sticker at the bottom for each day after the entire routine is complete. 

Darkness: Darkness is very important for sleep. Darkness stimulates melatonin, which is what helps 

us fall asleep, and stay asleep and prevent early morning wake ups. Darkness also helps with naps. A 

bright room is very stimulating and distracting, which leads to more bedtime stalling, and other 

sleep obstacles.  

Fear of the Dark: A fear of the dark may develop between 2-3 years of age. If your child is younger 

than this, they are unlikely to be afraid of the dark. Handling a child’s fears can be tricky. While we 

want to show empathy, we don’t want to add fuel to the fire. Dismissing your child’s fears as 

irrational and unfounded isn’t all that helpful, so ask questions when they express a fear of the dark. 

Digging into their concerns may be challenging, though it may be helpful in a couple ways. It lets 

them know that you are taking them seriously, which is very reassuring. It also helps you to assess 

what it is about the darkness that frightens them and helps you to address it. 

Bedtime is one of the only times of the day that your child is every truly alone, and in the dark. It 

makes sense that they may feel some anxiety or fear in this situation. To make darkness not so scary, 

you can do some fun games in the dark- play with flashlights, play hide and seek. This may not be 

an overnight fix, but stay respectful, calm and consistent, and soon their fears have been addressed 

and they’ve learned that the darkness is more fun than scary, you’ll start seeing improvements to 

their sleep. 



 

Items for Sleep Success 

Clock 

A Toddler light up clock is a great tool to use to teach children when it is okay to get up in the 

morning. This can help avoid power struggles in the morning, so your child relies on the clock to 

allow them to get out of bed, instead of a parent. It is crucial that you stay 100% consistent with the 

clock. If you are not consistent, as with anything, they will learn that it is meaningless and won’t 

follow it. Set the clock stay dark overnight and to light up at the time it is okay to wake up. When it 

lights up, go in immediately. If they were quiet in their beds, praise how well they did, and be overly 

excited! 

I suggest implementing a clock by 2 years of age. I have seen success as early as 18 months. If you 

are inclined to introduce it earlier, it won’t hurt, as long as you are consistent! 

 

How to Use the Clock: 

• If your child were to wake at night, come in, refer to the clock “It’s not time to get up yet, the 

clock is not green. Night-Night Time!”.  

• In the morning, leave your child until the clock lights up. As soon as it lights up, come in and 

make a big deal of it being morning “Good morning!! Look, the clock is green, it’s time to get 

up!” Allow your child to turn the clock off each morning. 

o It is essential you do NOT allow the child to get up prior to it lighting up, or the clock 

is meaningless. If you do have to get your child up early, with the Hatch, you can 

adjust the time to have it light up, so you can go in early.  

The clock is magical- as long as you are consistent. The parent’s that say the clock doesn’t work, or 

their child doesn’t follow it- this is simply due to a lack of consistency. This is my personal favorite 

kid item. Without fail, my kids follow the clock daily, 365 days a year. This peace and reliability is 

amazing. 

My Recommended Clocks: 

• Mirari Ok to Wake 

• Hatch- use your phone to set up. You can alter the wake-up time from your phone if needed 

You want a clock that’s dark while they are sleeping, and lights up when they can get up. 

 

Lovey 

A lovey is a stuffed animal or blanket that a child can use to soothe themselves during sleep period. 

I would recommend limiting to 1 or 2 loveys or stuffed animals, so they do not become a 

distraction, or become a hindrance to your child’s sleep if the stuffed animals are taking up a lot of 

space. You can rotate stuffed animals, this will allow your child to become flexible, in case one gets 

lost or dirty. If your child is insistent on one special lovey- make sure you have backups! 

I recommend leaving the lovey in bed, so it doesn’t get lost, and so they look forward to going back 

to bed, in order to be with their lovey. Tell your child that the lovey is there to help them sleep. If 

your child wakes overnight, they should hug the lovey, take a deep breath, and go back to sleep. 

Practice this with your child! 



 

Strategies For Sleep Success 

Fostering Independence: Allow your child to become independent with his bedtime routine 

where you can. Give him space to do his tasks where he can be trusted. For example, allowing him 

to get dressed, allowing him to wash himself, or allowing to brush his teeth. Of course, you can 

have a turn with washing/brushing after him.  

 

Choices: You make decisions all day for your child. Giving choices through the bedtime routine 

can help your child feel like she has some control over the bedtime process too. Even though she 

can make some decisions, remember, you are the one who’s in charge and YOU have the final say. 

Careful – a proper Choice has 2 equally positive choices within it.  

• Of these two pairs of pajamas, which would you like to wear?  

• Of these four books, which two would you like to hear? 

• Of these four stuffed animals, which two would you like to take to bed? 

If your child is stalling, tell her that she has 15 seconds to choose, otherwise you will choose-hold 

your ground! You MUST do what you said you would do. 

 

5 Minute Warning: Give a 5-minute warning before bedtime routine starts “In five minutes, we 

are going to start getting ready for bed, so you might want to finish up what you are doing. Then- 

“2 minutes to bedtime.  Maybe you can put your Lego creation away up high on the shelf.  Seems 

like you’ve got some important work going on.  You can continue it tomorrow.” Set a timer! If you 

have a visual one, even better. When the timer goes off, follow through!  

 

Broadcasting: If needed, you can make announcements as you go through the bedtime routine. 

This can help your child stay focused, aware that each activity is ending, won’t be repeated, and help 

transition through the bedtime activities. Focus on the areas that your child struggles with. Some 

examples: Last potty, Last drink, Last hug. For reading- “We’ve finished one book! One more then off 

to bed”, then “halfway through, then bedtime”, then “last page, then bed”. It is crucial to stay firm 

with your boundaries- last potty means last potty! You MUST be consistent, follow through with 

what you said.  

 

Clear Boundaries: It’s essential that we focus on setting and reinforcing clear boundaries in 

everything we do. Follow through is imperative, so your child can understand the boundaries and 

expectations. This should apply to all daily behaviors, not just the bedtime process. 

 



 

 

 

How to Handle Sleep 
Once you complete your bedtime routine, put your child into bed wide awake (not drowsy), allow 

them to fall asleep on their own.  

 

This is often where the toddler non-sense and shenanigans begin, where they start making their 

demands. “One more hug, kiss, potty”, etc. If you’ve started potty training, it feels wrong to deny 

them a potty break. Ensure potty is one of the last steps before bed. If they ask to go- the answer is 

simply no, they just went. They will quickly learn which items gains them more attention, and delays 

bedtime. Whether that be “I’m scared”, “I love you” “I need potty”, then they will latch onto it, often 

without a true need/fear involved. Make sure you have met all of their needs before bed.  

 

Once they are in bed, you are not to engage. Say goodnight, and allow them to fall asleep on their 

own. With consistency, bedtime will either continue to stay easy, or if problems have begun, will 

recede. 

If they were to have a night waking, you can do a brief check in, refer to the clock “the clock is not 

green yet, it’s still night-night time”, and allow them to go back to sleep on their own. 

If they were to wake before morning, handle it like a night waking, repeat until the clock lights up. 

Once the clock lights up, “Good morning!! Look, the clock is green, it’s time to get up!”. Do NOT 

allow your child up before the clock lights up! 

You’ll follow the same process for naps. If you are struggling with skipped naps and wondering if 

your child is ready to drop a nap, please check the All About Naps Document. Hint- if your child is 

much under 3 years of age- the answer is no! 

 

Is it Time for a Big Bed? 
If you are struggling with sleep with your little one or boundary pushing- the answer is clear- 

moving to a big bed will not solve your sleep obstacles, and will likely only make them worse. 

Having clear boundaries are essential before moving to a big bed. I recommend waiting until 3-4 

years of age before moving to the Big Bed when possible. For more information on this transition, 

please check out the Crib to Big Bed Document. 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
With clear and consistent boundaries, you will be set up for optimal success with your toddler. If you 

find sleep has already gone out the window, and bedtime has become a nightmare, send me an 

email, and we will see if a sleep plan is the right option for your family. It is easier to nip any 

behavioral obstacles in the bud, before they become big problems. As you’ll soon see, toddlers are a 

world of difference from an infant, but a world of adventure awaits you, go explore! 

 

Sleep Well, 

Erin Lawyer 

Erin@ChasingDreamsSleep.com 

Disclaimer 

The information contained in this document is confidential, and is only intended for the recipient. It may not be used, 

published or redistributed without the prior written consent of Chasing Dreams Sleep Consulting, LLC. 

 

Book Recommendations: 
• Oh Crap I have a Toddler! By Jamie Glowacki 

• How to Talk so Little Kids Will Listen By Joanna Faber & Julie King 
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