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Pediatric Sleep Support

Helping Your Child Prepare for Sleep Changes

Making new sleep routines feel familiar, predictable, and manageable

Changes to bedtime routines, how your child falls asleep, or what happens during

the night can feel unfamiliar. Even when a change is intended to improve sleep, it
may feel uncomfortable at first. Preparing your child ahead of time can help them
unhderstand what to expect, what they will be asked to do, and how you’ll support
them as they adjust.

Thoughtful preparation can make the transition feel more predictable and
manageable. Talking about the plan, practicing new routines, using visual supports,
and offering reassurance can help children build confidence before the change
begins.

This guide is designed primarily for toddlers, preschoolers, and older children who
can understand simple explanations and participate in preparation. Some ideas can
be adapted for younger toddlers based on their development and communication
skills.

You do nhot need to use every strategy. Choose the ideas that best fit your child,
the sleep changes you are introducing, and the way your family plans to support
them.

Explain the Changes

Why it helps: Understanding what to expect can reduce uncertainty and help
children feel more prepared for a new routine.

Choose a calm time during the day for a brief conversation before the new sleep
plan begins. Use language that fits your child’s age and communication level, and

keep the explanation simple.

Explain what will be different, what your child can do, and how you will support
them. You might say:

“Tonight, after our bedtime routine, you’ll practice falling asleep in your bed while |
sit in the chair nearby.”

Or:



“Tonight, | won’t lie beside you until you fall asleep. I’ll tuck you in, give you a hug,
and check on you while you practice settling in your bed.”

For some children, a broader message may also feel encouraging:
“It’s time to learn a new sleep skill, and | believe you can do it.”

If your plan includes several phases, introduce only the step your child is beginning
now. Too much information at once can feel overwhelming, so explain and practice
one step at a time.

You can also normalize the change by explaining that many children first fall
asleep with help—such as rocking, feeding, or cuddling—and later learn another
way. Like riding a bike or using the potty, a new sleep skill may feel difficult at
first and become easier with practice.

Explain Why the Change May Help

Why it helps: Children are often more motivated to practice something new when
they understand the purpose behind it.

Keep the explanation positive and connect it to experiences your child already
recognizes.

You can acknowledge that bedtime or nighttime sleep has been difficult:
“Bedtime has been feeling really hard lately, and you haven’t been getting the sleep
your body needs. We’re going to try a new plan to help bedtime feel calmer and help

you sleep better.”

Help your child understand why sleep is important by connecting it to things they
care about:

“When you get good sleep, your body and brain have time to rest and grow. You’ll
have more energy to play, learn, and have fun tomorrow. It can also be easier to
feel calm and be in a good mood.”

If your child is learning to fall asleep with less assistance, you might say:

“We’re practicing this so you can feel comfortable and confident falling asleep in
your bed.”

You can also highlight the family benefit:
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“When everyone gets the sleep they need, we have more energy to enjoy our time
together and have fun as a family.”

Focus on the positive experience you are working toward: calmer bedtimes, more
restful sleep, brighter moods, and more enjoyable days together.

® Practice Through Play

Why it helps: Practicing through play makes a new routine feel more familiar
before bedtime, when emotions may be higher.

Use a favorite stuffed animal, doll, or toy figure to act out the new bedtime plan
during the day. Walk through the parts that matter most, such as bedtime, what
happens if the child wakes, and how the morning will begin.

The toy might:
e Complete the bedtime routine.
e Lie down in its sleep space.
e Practice falling asleep in the new way.
e Wake during the night and follow the family’s nighttime plan.
e Wake in the morning feeling rested and proud.

Let your child help guide the play. They may enjoy putting the toy to bed,
explaining the new routine, or pretending to be the caregiver. This gives them
another way to process what will happen and may reveal questions or worries they
have not expressed directly.

For example, the stuffed animal might say:

“l feel scared when Mommy leaves.”

You can respond through the play:

“Bunny feels scared, but Bunny is safe. Mommy will tuck Bunny in, give her a hug,
and check on her just like they practiced.”

You can also model what the toy can do when the new routine feels difficult:

“Bear (s hugging his stuffed animal and getting cozy while his body becomes sleepy.”
Keep the play light and pressure-free. The goal is not to rehearse a perfect bedtime.
It is to make the plan more familiar, give your child a safe way to express

concerns, and help them imagine themselves moving through the new routine
successfully.
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L Use Visual Supports

Why it helps: Visual supports make new sleep plans more predictable by helping
children understand what comes next and giving them an active role in the
process.

Some children understand and remember new routines more easily when they can
see them. Visual supports provide a consistent reminder of what to expect and can
make sleep-related changes feel less uncertain.

A visual can show the bedtime routine, the new way of falling asleep, what to do
after a night waking, or when morning begins.

Depending on your child’s age and interests, you might create:
e A picture schedule showing each step of the bedtime routine
e A visual showing what your child can do if they wake during the night
e A simple bedtime or nighttime chart
e A checklist your child can mark as each step is completed
e A social story that explains the new sleep plan

Review the visual together during the day, then refer to it as you move through
the plan. Many children enjoy pointing to each step, moving or removing a picture
when it is finished, or checking off completed items themselves. Referencing the
visual can also support cooperation by reducing repeated verbal directions and
giving you and your child a shared reminder of what happens next.

A social story can explain more than the sequence of a routine. It can describe
what will change, what your child can do, and how you will respond at bedtime or
during the night. Keep it brief, reassuring, and focused on what your child can do.
For example:

“After we read our books and say goodnight, I’ll snuggle into my cozy bed. Mommy
or Daddy will help me follow our bedtime plan while | practice falling asleep. If |
wake during the night, I’'ll stay in my bed and Mommy or Daddy will help me
remember our plan. Every night, the routine will feel a little more familiar.”

You can personalize the story with photos of your child’s bedroom, favorite stuffed
animal, bedtime routine, or nighttime plan. Seeing familiar people, places, and
objects may help the new sleep plan feel more understandable and familiar.

As your child becomes more confident with the routine, you may naturally rely on
the visual support less often.

Children’s books about bedtime and nighttime can serve as another type of visual
preparation. Look for stories that show calming bedtime routines, children sleeping
comfortably in their own beds, or reassuring explanations of what happens at
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night. Reading together can help normalize the new expectations and give your
child a relaxed opportunity to ask questions or talk about worries.

Offer Meaningful Choices

Why it helps: Meaningful choices give children an appropriate sense of control
while allowing you to keep the overall sleep plan consistent.

Sleep changes often involve new expectations, and children may feel like many
decisions are being made for them. Offering small, appropriate choices can help
them feel involved without changing the overall plan.

For example, your child might choose:

e Which pajamas to wear

e Which stuffed animal or blanket to sleep with

e Which two books to read before bed

e Whether to brush teeth before or after putting on pajamas

e Which lullaby or bedtime song to sing

e Which calming strategy to try at bedtime, such as hugging a stuffed animal,
using a quiet fidget, humming a favorite song, or thinking about a happy
place.

Avoid offering choices about parts of the plan that need to remain consistent.
Instead of asking: “Do you want to sleep in your own bed tonight?”

Try: “Would you like me to tuck in Bunny first or tuck you in first?”

Or: “Would you like one hug or two before lights out?”

Offering choices within clear boundaries helps children feel heard while reducing
opportunities for power struggles.

If your child refuses both choices, calmly choose one for them and continue with
the routine. The goal is to provide opportunities for participation—not to negotiate
the bedtime plan.

& Practice Coping Skills

Why it helps: Learning simple calming strategies gives children tools to manage big
feelings and build confidence during new experiences.
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Feeling sad, frustrated, worried, or uncertain is a normal part of learning
something new. Rather than trying to make every difficult feeling disappear, help
your child learn that they can feel upset and still work through it.

Practice calming strategies during the day so they feel familiar before bedtime.
Choose one or two strategies that fit your child’s age, development, and interests.
Younger toddlers may need very concrete actions they can copy, while older
children may be able to use simple imagery or calming phrases.

You might teach your child to:
e Smell the frosting and blow out the candle (cupcake breathing)
e Hum or quietly sing a favorite bedtime song
e Hug or squeeze a favorite stuffed animal
e Think about a favorite place or happy memory
e Imagine each part of their body relaxing into the bed
e Repeat a simple phrase such as, “l can do hard things,” or “My body knhows
how to rest.”

You can also model these strategies through role play with dolls or stuffed animals:

“Bear is feeling a little nervous tonight. He’s going to smell the frosting, blow out
the candle, and hug Bunny while he relaxes.”

If your child has nighttime fears, acknowledge the feeling without reinforcing the
idea that there is something in the room to fear. Offer simple reassurance and help
them practice language they can use when worries show up:

“| feel worried, but | am safe. | can hum my bedtime song and let my body rest.”
Some children may also enjoy imagining fear as a feeling they can talk back to:

“Fear (s trying to protect me, but | am safe in my room. | don’t need Fear to be in
charge right now.”

Families who pray together can also incorporate a familiar bedtime prayer that
helps their child feel calm and secure.

Remind your child that it’s okay to have big feelings. Adjusting to something new
can feel uncomfortable, and those feelings can become more manageable with
practice. Your calm support and encouragement will help them strengthen these
skills over time.
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Show Calm Confidence

Why it helps: Children often look to their caregivers to decide whether a new
situation feels safe. When you remain calm and confident, your child is more likely
to feel secure—even if they experience big emotions.

Your child may take cues from your words, facial expressions, and tone of voice. If
you appear highly uncertain or anxious, they may begin to wonder whether the
nhew plan is something to fear. Instead, communicate confidence that they are
safe, capable, and able to learn this new skill with your support.

Offer empathy without changing the plan. You might say:
“l know this feels different. You’re safe, and we’re going to keep practicing.”
Or:

“l know this is hard right now. | believe you can do this, and I’ll help you follow our
plan.”

It is okay if your child protests, cries, or asks for the old routine. Those reactions
do not necessarily mean the plan is not working—they may simply mean your child
is adjusting to something new. Respond with warmth and consistency while
following the approach you have chosen. With time and practice, a consistent
response can help the new routine feel more familiar and comfortable.

It is hormal for you to feel uncertain too, especially if sleep has been difficult for a
long time or if you are worried about how your child will respond. You do not have
to feel completely confident before you begin. Take a breath, remind yourself why
you chose the plan, and communicate the confidence you want your child to feel—
even if you are still building it yourself.

Children do not need a perfect parent—they need a steady, predictable one. Your
consistent response helps your child feel secure enough to keep practicing, even
when the change feels difficult.

Related Resource: If you are feeling uncertain about introducing the change or
worried about how your child may respond, see the Preparing Yourself for Sleep
Changes guide for support building confidence before you begin.

4 Use Comfort Objects and Reassurance Wisely

Why it helps: Familiar objects and predictable reassurance can help children feel
secure while they adjust to new sleep expectations.
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A favorite stuffed animal, blanket, or other comfort item can give your child
something familiar to hold onto when bedtime feels different. The item does not
heed to “protect” your child. Instead, it can become part of the calming routine
and a reminder that they are safe and capable.

You might invite your child to choose one special comfort item for bed and give it
a bedtime role:

“Bunny is going to snuggle beside you while you practice falling asleep.”
Or:

“You can hug Bear if you wake during the night and want help getting comfortable
again.”

Some children enjoy caring for the stuffed animal as part of the routine. They
might tuck it in, help it practice the new sleep plan, or remind it what to do if it
wakes. Shifting the child into a helping role can make the experience feel less
intimidating and reinforce the same skills through play.

Reassurance can also be helpful when it is calm, brief, and consistent with the
sleep plan. Use familiar words that communicate safety and confidence without
beginning a long conversation or introducing new promises:

“You’re safe. It’s time to rest.”
“l love you. Follow our bedtime plan.”
“Pull up your blanket, hug Bunny, and get cozy.”

Try to use the same brief phrase each time rather than offering new explanations
or starting a conversation in the moment. Familiar words can feel reassuring,
while keeping your response short and predictable reduces stimulation and helps
your child settle back into the sleep routine.

Avoid strategies that may unintentionally sugdest there is something in the room
to fear, such as checking repeatedly for monsters or using “monster spray.”
Acknowledge your child’s feelings, offer simple reassurance, and return to the
message that their room is safe.

Choose comfort items and reassurance strategies that fit your child’s age,
development, and sleep environment. The goal is not to remove every
uncomfortable feeling, but to give your child familiar sources of comfort while
they build confidence with the new routine.
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& Keep Everyone on the Same Page

Why it helps: Children adjust more easily when the important adults in their lives
respond in consistent ways.

Before you begin, talk with anyone who helps care for your child about the sleep
plan and how you will respond at bedtime, during the night, and at wake-up time.
Consistency helps your child know what to expect and gives them more
opportunities to practice the same skills.

If possible, use similar words, expectations, and responses across caregivers. This
does not mean everyone has to respond exactly the same way, but following the
same general plan helps avoid confusion and mixed messages.

If grandparents, babysitters, or other caregivers will be involved, explain the goal
of the plan and how they can support it. Encourage them to show confidence in
your child’s abilities, reinforce the new expectations positively, and use similar
supportive language.

If bedtime or a night waking does not go as planned, return to the routine at the
next opportunity. Children learn through repeated experiences over time.

The more adults who communicate the same calm confidence and expectations,
the easier it may be for your child to believe they can succeed.

& celebrate Progress

Why it helps: Recoghizing effort helps children feel proud of their progress and
encourages them to keep practicing.

Learning a new sleep skill takes time. Notice and celebrate each small step your
child takes along the way. Praise your child’s effort, bravery, and willingness to
practice—not just the outcome.

You might say:

“You stayed in your bed even when it felt hard. I'm so proud of how you kept
trying.”

Or:

“You remembered to hug Bear and get cozy all by yourself. That was great problem-
solving!”
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If your family is using a sticker chart, small reward, or another incentive, keep it
simple and focus on encouraging continued effort. Rewards do not need to be
purchased. Some children are especially motivated by choosing a game, helping
plan a special activity, building a blanket fort, or having one-on-one time with a
caregiver.

Some children also enjoy sharing their progress with grandparents, favorite
relatives, teachers, or other important adults who can celebrate their
accomplishments and cheer them on.

Remember that learning rarely happens all at once. Some nights will go more
smoothly than others, and setbacks are a normal part of the process. Celebrate
each opportunity your child has to practice, knowing that confidence grows
through repeated success over time.

¥ You’ve Got This

Preparing your child for a sleep change may take a little extra time, but those
conversations, practice opportunities, and moments of encouragement can make
the transition feel more manageable for everyone.

Remember that learning a new sleep skill is a process. Your child does not need to
master it overnight. With thoughtful preparation, loving support, and consistent
expectations, they can build confidence one step at a time.

Take a deep breath, trust the process, and celebrate each step forward. Before long,
your family’s new bedtime routine can begin to feel familiar, comfortable, and
restful.

Questions? I’m here to help.

Kendall Hampton, B.S., DS, CPSC
A 256-829-REST (7378)

& kendall@restedfamilies.com

® www.restedfamilies.com

All guidance provided by Rested Families, LLC—including individual coaching and
downloadable resources—is for educational and behavioral support only. It is not
medical advice and should not be used as a substitute for consultation with a
licensed medical provider.
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