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The Bedtime Routine  
 
Research has shown that children with a calming bedtime routine fall asleep more quickly and wake less 
often during the night. Here are some tips for creating a bedtime routine that will work well for your child.  
 

 Keep the routine relatively short: perhaps 20-45 minutes with three or four activities done in the 
same order each night. A bedtime routine should serve as a cue to the child to prepare for sleep, and 
a bedtime routine that is too short or long is not a helpful cue.  

 
 Start and end the bedtime routine with a preferred activity; something the child likes. That way a 

child is less likely to resist or argue. For example, some children enjoy brushing teeth, choosing 
books for story time, singing a special song or being carried upstairs. The last activity should occur 
in the room where the child will sleep and involve quiet parent-child interaction. Examples include 
reading books, rocking, talking, singing or snuggling.  

 
 A bath or shower can be a helpful part of a bedtime routine. Many children enjoy baths, and the 

change in temperature getting out of the bath may help a child feel sleepy. If your child does not 
need a shower or bath every day, it is fine to include a bath as part of the routine on only some days.  

 
 Electronic screens should not be part of the routine, and in fact should be avoided for one hour 

before bed. Some families have a child watch TV at or before bedtime as it can help busy children 
slow down and relax. However, the light from electronic screens is wakeful to the brain and delays 
the sleep hormones. In addition, children who watch TV to fall asleep tend to stay awake longer. Try 
replacing the TV with a different quiet activity, such as playing quietly before the bedtime routine 
starts or listening to an audiobook or music after bedtime. Children who are used to TV as part of 
their routine often struggle with this change at first but usually adjust within a week.  

 
Write down the steps that will be part of your child’s bedtime routine. Remember, the first and last activity 
should be something your child likes, and the last activity should occur in the child’s room or bed. Activities 
you might include are a healthy bedtime snack, a bath or shower, choosing bedtime books, getting pajamas 
on, brushing teeth, washing face, using the bathroom, lotion/massage, reading stories, talking, rocking, 
snuggling and listening to music.  
 
If your routine is not going smoothly most nights, consider the following ideas:  
 

 Use a picture schedule or checklist. Young children especially love following a chart or checking off 
the activities after they have completed them.  

 
 Become more involved in the routine yourself. While it is nice when older children go through the 

routine themselves, without a parent present for each step, your child may need a little more help 
from you for now.  

 
 Change the activities or the order of the activities. Older children can participate in making 

decisions about the routine.  
 



 

Copyright © 2016 Sarah Honaker, PhD, HSPP 

 Give your child a reward for following the routine. For example, if she finishes getting ready for bed 
in a certain number of minutes and/or without arguing, she can earn an extra story at bedtime or 
listen to a special CD that you save for good bedtimes.  

 
 If your child is hyper or irritable during the routine or is still awake after 30 minutes in bed, talk to 

a provider about trying a different bedtime routine.  
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