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You want your child to fall asleep easily. How do you make that happen? 

 

A lot depends on the time between dinner and bed. We know that the body has to prepare itself for 

sleep. Melatonin – the body’s sleep hormone – is released as light levels drop at sundown and it helps a 

person feel sleepy. But the body also has to know it’s time for sleep. Having an evening routine is key. 

 

Now, I realize that you’re busy and the day sometimes gets even more busy at the end. I understand 

that the parent who works late wants to interact with the child before bedtime and this can sometimes 

get pretty lively. I know that you like to have a lot of flexibility in your life and that the word “routine” 

might be something you’ve worked hard to avoid. That’s all fine. Just don’t complain then when your 

child has trouble going to bed and falling asleep. 

 

Remember that children have to learn how to let themselves fall asleep. (We’re talking now about 

toddlers, preschoolers, and older children; we’re not talking about infants six months or less, okay?) 

Children have to learn how to settle. And to learn this, they have to have an opportunity to learn. An 

evening routine provides that opportunity. 

 

Notice that I’m calling this an “evening routine” not a “go-to-bed” routine. Getting ready to fall asleep 

takes longer than just the 30 minutes or so before you turn out the lights. It starts at dinner time and 

even before. 

 

Dinner should be pleasant and as undramatic as you can make it. This is not the time for angry words, 

punishments, threats or snarling over what’s getting eaten and what’s not. It should be time for enjoying 

each other’s company and comparing notes about the day. 

 

After dinner is a time for quiet play, maybe a little television, if you do that, but nothing scary, disturbing, 

or too loud. This is a great time for a walk around the block in the gathering dark. Turn the lights down 

in the family room – in fact turn the lights down in the whole house. Light levels matter to that release 

of melatonin. Of course, reading together is a great idea, but again no scary stories or books with scary 

pictures. Some children get calmer with a bedtime bath and some find a bath way too much fun, so time 

your child’s bath accordingly. Just sitting together on the couch and talking or singing quietly is lovely. 

 

Be sure to avoid cola drinks and other caffeinated foods from mid-afternoon on.  Yes, I said “mid-

afternoon.” Cut way back on the sugar and forget about sweet desserts.  If your child needs or wants a 



bedtime snack, make it milk and crackers, but not a cookie or ice cream. Avoid video game play 

(including handhelds) after dinner, to preserve that melatonin. Limit the rough-housing.  

 

Begin the go-to-bed process at the same time every evening and follow the same steps every time. Try 

to avoid last-minute frantic searches for a security blanket or stuffie by locating this discreetly earlier. 

Tuck your child in. Turn out the light. Give her a good thing to think about as she drifts off to sleep, 

maybe something you will do tomorrow. You may permit your child to look at books in bed, if that is 

her choice. Try to wean your child away from leaving the room light on, though – even a nightlight can 

interfere with sleep – and if you use a white-noise machine, keep the volume reasonable. Too-loud 

white noise has been linked with hearing loss. Kiss your child goodnight. Leave the room and quietly 

close the door. 

 

Tiptoe down the hall with your fingers crossed….  

 

Now is the moment when your child calls or climbs out of bed with an urgent request. Try to not 

betray your annoyance or upset the calm mood you’ve worked to achieve. Smile. But make it clear that 

this is a one-time detour. Say, “What is the one thing you need?” Answer your child’s question or satisfy 

his request. Do not, however, agree to sit with your child until he falls asleep. Falling asleep is his job, 

not yours. A second out-of-bed excursion can be met with stony silence and no eye contact. Take him 

back to bed. 

 

Falling asleep works best when there it is a habit, a routine. If you and your child have not had an 

evening routine in the past, it will take a bit of time to get one established. But once you do, both you 

and your child will sleep better and be happier. 

 

Sweet dreams! 
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