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Sleep training – Sleep Factsheet 

About sleep training 

It is common for many children to have sleep difficulty as some point during childhood. Many 

parents wonder if they should be helping their child or baby sleep longer, deeper or better during 

the night. It is advised not to try sleep training techniques on babies under 6 months old. It is always 

a good idea to discuss sleep training with a trained professional. 

There is much research which supports that behavioural approaches to sleep training techniques are 

effective. (Mindell 2006) As the baby or child are just doing what is natural to them being children, it 

is the parents who need to be sleep trained in how to change and manage the sleep behaviours. 

Many techniques focus on the reducing and stopping a crying baby/infant as this is what disturbs the 

parent, rather than the waking itself. Children’s sleep is influenced by both internal and external 

factors. Internal referring to the body (health, temperament of the child etc..) and external referring 

to environmental and parental influences. Behavioural sleep modification training focuses mainly on 

external influences. It aims to either reinforce positive behaviours such as bedtime routines and 

waking, or avoidance of reinforcement of undesirable behaviours, such as parents ignoring or 

responding differently to behaviours. 

The first rule of thumb is to ensure that all the best possible sleep practices are in place. Please refer 

to our factsheet on how to get the best night sleep. 

Below are the most commonly used sleep training techniques. 

The training 
If you are having sleep problems with your baby or child you can use sleep training techniques. Some 

techniques are more suitable for babies and some better for toddlers and older children. Everyone is 

different and some parents are not concerned about frequent waking or a child staying up later in 

the evening. However, other parents find consistent late nights and disturbed nights very difficult 

and feel motivated to change this. There are a number of different techniques that can be used and 

all have proven to be successful. All the techniques will take time and effort to put into practice. 

Often the sleep may become worse before it improves as you are making changes. Many of the 

techniques can take hours every evening and then commitment during the night, which often feels 
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exhausting to already tired parents. The key to success is consistency. Some of the techniques can 

take several weeks for changes to become obvious. Some techniques involve crying, which can be 

distressing, but often have faster results. Other techniques are often seen as gentler approaches. 

Parents need to have a technique that they are able to apply consistently and feel happy with; it 

needs to suits the baby/child, parent and family situation.  

Remember, different techniques will work at different times in a baby/child’s life and what may 

work as a baby may not be as effective as a toddler. 

Bedtime routines 
A bed time routine can be started early as 4 months.  It is a way of indicating the difference between 

night and day.  

How to do it  
•Start the bedtime routine 30-40 minutes before you would like your baby or child to go to sleep.  

•The bedtime routine should be relaxing and predictable with the same things happening every 

night at about the same time.  

•The routine could include a bath or nappy change, a massage, putting on night clothes, a 

breastfeed or a warm drink, teeth cleaning, a story, a lullaby, relaxing music.  

•Turn off all screens (TVs, computers, tablets, phones) at least 30 minutes before bedtime. Looking 

at screens just before bedtime can stop children from sleeping well.  

•Once ready for bed, your baby or child should not return to main living area or any lively part of the 

house.  

•The bedtime routine should finish in the bedroom with the last part of the routine (eg a story or a 

lullaby) happening with your baby or child in their bed or cot.  

Do  

•Do look out for signs that your child is sleepy when deciding on a good bedtime, for example:  

–being less active,  

–slower movements,  

–making fewer noises,  

–suckling more slowly and gently,  

–being quieter and calmer,  

–seeming less interested in surroundings,  

–eyes focussing less,  
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–eyelids drooping.  

Don’t  

•Don’t include things in the bedtime routine that you won’t be happy to repeat every evening.  

•Don’t make a bath part of your child’s bedtime routine if it is not practical for your child to have a 

bath every night. But you could include a wash as an alternative. 

Encouraging your baby or child to self-settle 
You can start trying to encourage your baby or child to self-settle for naps and night time sleeps as 

early as you like in your baby’s life.  

How to do it  
•Learn to tell when your baby is sleepy.  

•Put your baby down to sleep when he or she is drowsy but awake.  

•Avoid feeding or cuddling your baby to sleep.  

•Try warming the bed before putting your baby down to sleep.  

•Put something that smells of you in bed with your baby. Choose something that can’t cover your 

baby’s head or mouth.  

•Give your baby a toy or blanket to hold while feeding that they take to bed with them.  

•Make night time boring by keeping the room dark and talking quietly and as little as possible.  

•White noise, lullabies and calming music can help a baby to settle. However, remember that using 

anything to settle that may stop or need to be turned on again if they are not asleep may not be 

helpful in the long run 

Do  

•Do continue to feed your baby on demand day and night. Night time feeds are important for a 

baby’s growth and for breast milk production.  

•Do keep your baby in the same room as you, day and night, for at least the first six months.  

•Do look out for signs that your child is sleepy:  

– decreased activity and slower movements,  

– making fewer noises,  

– suckling more slowly and gently,  

– being quieter and calmer, seeming less interested in surroundings,  

– eyes focussing less, and  eyelids drooping.  

http://www.westsussex.gov.uk/default.aspx


Sussex Community  NHS Foundation Trust                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Don’t  

•Don’t worry if your new-born baby always falls asleep while feeding – as they get older it will be 

easier to put them down when they are drowsy but awake.  

•Don’t feel that you have to do this if you are happy cuddling and feeding your baby to sleep. You 

can encourage independent sleep later if you want to.  

The pick-up put down method 
This is a sleep training technique for a baby or toddler who does not settle to sleep well or who 

wakes frequently during the night. It involves comforting the baby but not feeding them every time 

they wake up. It can be very frustrating and difficult for parents but is usually effective quickly.  

How to do it  
•Have a consistent, positive bedtime routine.  

•Put your baby to bed when they are drowsy but awake.  

•If your baby cries, pick them up and say, “shh, I’m here, it’s OK.”  

•Once you have reassured them, and they are still awake, put them down.  

•If they cry once they are down, pick them up and reassure them again, then put them down and 

leave the room.  

•Whenever they cry, go back in, pick them up and reassure them.  

•As soon as the crying stops, put them down and leave the room.  

•If they struggle and fight you, say, “shh, I’m here” and put them straight back down.  

•With an older child, don’t automatically pick them up, but say reassuring words and offer to pick 

them up if that is what they want.  

•Repeat this whenever the baby or child wakes during the night or after night feeds.  

•If you are feeding your baby during the night when using this technique, feed your baby at planned 

times in a particular chair. See the information about reducing night feeds.  

Do  

•Do be prepared for this to take a long time. Some babies take up to three hours to settle when 

beginning this technique.  

•Do get support from a partner, relative or friend.  

•Do tell your baby, “It’s ok, I love you,” This will help you to stay calm.  

•Do be prepared to feel cross and frustrated.  
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Don’t  

•Don’t use this technique with babies younger than six months old.  

•Don’t stop responding to your baby’s requests for night feeds until they are at least six months old.  

•Don’t be surprised if there are some peaks of crying when you are using this technique.  

Gradual Retreat Method 
This technique is a way of helping a baby or child get used to going to sleep without their parent or 

carer in the room. It can be useful for children who need to be fed or cuddled to sleep. It is a gentle 

technique which is unlikely to cause distress to the child or parent. However, may take some weeks 

to be effective.  

It is useful for toddlers and children who do not need to feed at night and who are old enough to 

understand that their parent is still in the room when they are not touching.  

How to do it  
•Have a consistent, positive bedtime routine.  

•Say goodnight and sit on a chair or cushion next to the bed.  

•If they cry, gently put your hand on them. Avoid eye contact.  

•When the crying stops, go back and sit on the chair or cushion.  

•Repeat every time they cry and stay in the room until they are asleep.  

•Return and repeat whenever your child wakes up during the night.  

•Each night, move the chair or cushion slightly further away from the bed. If your child is upset by 

this, bring it back to the last night’s position.  

•Once the chair is outside the room, your child is ready to go to sleep by themselves.  

Do  

•Do move the chair or cushion back several times during one bedtime if it is going well.  

•Do go at your child’s pace.  

Don’t  

•Don’t be surprised if it takes several weeks until your baby or child goes to sleep happily on their 

own using this technique.  

The kissing game technique 
This is a gentle sleep training technique for helping a toddler or older child to get used to going to 

sleep without their parent in the room with them. It is similar to Gradual Retreat.  
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How to do it  
•Have a consistent, positive bedtime routine.  

•Put your baby or child to bed when they are drowsy but awake and kiss them goodnight.  

•Promise to return in a few moments to give them another kiss.  

•Return almost immediately to give a kiss.  

•Take a few steps to the door, then return immediately to give a kiss.  

•Promise to return in a few moments to give them another kiss.  

•Put something away or do something in the room then give them a kiss.  

•As long as the child stays in bed, keep returning to give more kisses.  

•Do something outside their room and return to give kisses.  

•If the child gets out of bed, say, “back into bed and I’ll give you a kiss”.  

•Keep returning frequently to give kisses until they are asleep.  

•Repeat every time the child wakes during the night.  

Do  

•Do be prepared for this to take a long time when you first start – it may take three hours and 300 

kisses until your child falls asleep.  

•Do substitute strokes and pats for kisses if your baby is in a cot and you can’t reach in to kiss them.  

Don’t  

•Don’t try this with a baby younger than 12 months old.  

Controlled Crying Technique 
This is a sleep training technique for a baby aged over six months or a toddler who does not settle to 

sleep well or who wakes frequently during the night. It involves comforting the baby but not picking 

them up or feeding them. It involves listening to some minutes of crying which may be distressing 

for parents. It is usually effective quickly.  

How to do it  
•Have a consistent, positive bedtime routine.  

•Put your baby down to sleep when they are drowsy but awake.  

•Say “goodnight” quietly and leave the room.  

•If your baby cries, wait two minutes, go back and say “go to sleep, I’m here, it’s OK” but don’t lift 

them up.  
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•Leave the room again.  

•If your baby cries again, wait three minutes, go back in and say “go to sleep, I’m here, OK” but don’t 

lift them.  

•Leave the room again.  

•Repeat as many times as necessary increasing waiting time to a maximum of 10 minutes.  

•If your baby stands up, place your hands on their body and quietly encourage them to lie down 

each time. Praise them when they lie down.  

•If your child gets out of bed, return them to the bed without speaking and without eye contact 

every time they get out.  

•If your baby vomits from crying and you wish to persevere with controlled crying, change their 

clothes and sheets quietly without eye contact and leave the room again.  

•If your child wrecks their room, leave the mess. Don’t tidy up until the sleep training is complete.  

•Be consistent – it may take more than an hour before your baby or child goes to sleep. It may take 

a week before your baby goes to sleep without a fuss.  

•Repeat the technique if your child wakes during the night.  

Do  

•Do choose a week when you have no other plans.  

•Do get a partner, friend or relative to support you.  

•Do tell your neighbours.  

•Do make sure your baby gets plenty of love and attention in the daytime.  

•Do make sure that the bedroom is safe and warm.  

Don’t  

•Don’t use this technique if your baby is younger than six months.  

•Don’t use this technique until you are happy that your baby can go all night without a feed. You can 

discuss this with your Health Visitor.  

•Don’t use this technique if your baby or child is ill.  

•Don’t continue for more than two weeks if it doesn’t work.  
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