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About the Book

Trusted maternity nurse Lisa Clegg gently guides you through your toddler’s development, including:

  


	        Potty training – when and how to start

 	       Behaviour  – avoiding and coping with tantrums

 	      Feeding – introducing new foods and avoiding fussy eating

 	       Learning – encouraging language and movement

 	       Next steps – preparing your toddler for nursery


  
With practical advice, answers to common questions and confidence-boosting tips, The Blissful Toddler Expert is the essential handbook for all parents with toddlers.


About the Author

Lisa Clegg is a qualified maternity nurse and nanny with over 15 years of experience. She has helped and advised hundreds of new parents and is also the mother of three young children.
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To my husband Martin and our three children Jack, Ollie and Loren. I love you all to the moon … and back!


Foreword

When I gave birth to my son in 2011, as a joke my mother gave me her battered and well-worn copy of Dr Benjamin Spock’s Baby and Child Care book. This had been her bible. She had consulted it on all matters regarding our development as children, and it had given her easy access to guidance. Of course some of the now outdated advice made us laugh, particularly the tip about having a glass of beer or a cigarette to relax you during breastfeeding! With my newborn in my arms, feeling sleep deprived and hormonal, and questioning everything I did as a mother, I knew I needed a modern-day mentor to guide me through those blurry months. I was lucky to come across Lisa early on. She helped in so many ways, I could write a book about it!

My husband and I both have families that live far away, and I didn’t have a huge amount of experience of dealing with babies. Lisa gave us confidence as new parents and was a constant source of advice at all hours when we needed it. You have so many questions at the beginning, and the conflicting advice from friends, family, the internet and even strangers is confusing. I think one of the biggest lessons I learnt early on was that there aren’t any right or wrong answers, and sometimes it is a matter of trial and error. All children are different, after all. I really valued the fact that Lisa’s knowledge and solutions were drawn from her many years’ experience as a maternity nurse and a mother of three children. She always said that she planned to write a book, and The Blissful Baby Expert has allowed her advice and guidance to be spread far and wide.

Those early months passed quickly, although I am not sure I thought that at the time. Our baby was growing – developing into a little person – and the fact that he was a blissful baby in sleeping, eating and personality was a big help from Lisa.

I hadn’t given much thought to the toddler years, but they were quickly upon us. Our little boy was zooming about by 11 months. As always, there were plenty of opinions and advice about what to expect: ‘Oh the terrible twos’ people would say, or ‘Have you potty trained yet?’ As a parent, the challenges and development stages change as you start dealing with a talking, walking person who has very strong ideas about what they like, when they like it and how they like it. One of the biggest issues we faced was the battle to get our boy to stay in his ‘big boy’ bed. He had always slept well in his cot but the freedom to roam around the house at night was too tempting – he was in and out of his new bed like a yo-yo. At my wits’ end, I called Lisa and she was again able to guide me with sensible advice on how to tackle this.

One of the most important mantras I learnt from Lisa throughout the baby years, and now toddlerhood, is that as a parent you need ‘patience and perseverance’ – P&P – for everything. P&P would see me through many a dark night putting my son back to bed, and help me to handle screaming meltdowns as he refused to put clothes on or insisted that he didn’t want breakfast. It has meant I don’t worry about those issues too much and can really value my time with my son. He makes me laugh at all sorts of things and there is nothing better than a cuddle after a long day at work. He is a blissful toddler, and I am glad that others will get a chance to benefit from Lisa’s help through this fascinating stage of a child’s life.

Emma Roodhouse, mother to Jacob and Isaac


Introduction

Some of you reading this may have already used the help and advice from my first book The Blissful Baby Expert, but now your little one is reaching the toddler years, there will be new challenges ahead. Even if you haven’t read my first book, it isn’t too late to start implementing changes to work towards a calmer, happier house, using the techniques described in this book.

You will have discovered by now, whether you have read my previous book or not, that I work professionally as a nightly maternity nurse advising parents on all aspects of baby care and development. I have many years’ experience working with hundreds of babies and an extremely high success rate advising mums on sleep and feeding issues. Writing The Blissful Baby Expert was very easy as I could draw on my experiences with my own three children as babies, as well as my continued professional experience. What, you may ask, gives me the confidence to write a follow-up book based on toddlers?

Well, before I became a maternity nurse I worked as a nanny caring for many toddlers, and I also worked in various day nurseries, again with toddlers. So I have had a lot of professional experience looking after children of that age. On a personal front, I have been through the toddler stage with my three children – and survived! My youngest child, Loren, is going through her toddler years as I write this book, and so I am right in the thick of all the phases that toddlers go through! I’m finding it very helpful as the daily activities and challenges I face with her are ensuring this book covers all of the areas that parents like you will be experiencing too!

When does your little one go from being a baby to a toddler? The term ‘toddler’ comes from the way that children first walk. Those first uneasy steps are more like a ‘toddle’ than actual stable, steady walking. There are differing opinions about when this stage begins and ends – it is not solely based on a child’s ability to walk. Many would class a toddler as being between the ages of 1–3 years and a pre-schooler between the ages of 3–5 years.

For the purposes of this book, I will be mainly focusing on the 2–4 age group. From time to time I may need to backtrack to the 1–2 age range, to describe or give relevance to certain pieces of information and advice, but I will mostly stick to the experiences and phases you will go through with your child between the ages of 2–4 years.

I’m sure you are wondering how this stage crept up on you so fast. I still can’t believe I’m mum to a 12-year-old! Where has your tiny baby gone, whom it feels like you brought home from hospital only yesterday? That cute little baby is now turning into a little person, who has opinions of her own, who pushes you to limits you never thought possible, and who brings you so much joy with her funny words and phrases. This little person once relied on you for everything. As she transitions into a toddler, it will feel like she’s pushing you away most of the time as she becomes more independent. She won’t want you to do things for her, or even help her at times, and it will positively infuriate her if you try to! If you thought your patience was tried when she was a baby, it will be nothing to the patience you will need as she develops into a little person.



TIP

The best thing you can give your toddler is time. Toddlers do not like to be rushed. Although I know it is something we as parents sometimes lack, taking the time to be patient can avert a potentially massive toddler meltdown.



The transition from baby to toddler is a massive step for all of you, with many changes: your toddler will learn to walk, run and climb, feed independently, move from a cot to a bed, toilet train, learn to talk, and start pre-school or nursery. I have divided the book into helpful chapters and sections to guide you along the way.

The toddler years don’t have to be stressful. They should be an enjoyable time you spend learning and teaching your toddler new experiences about the world she lives in. Watching her develop every day over these next two years will give you the most amazing sense of pride and achievement that you played the main role in her transition from baby to toddler and beyond.

I hope you all find the information, advice and experiences shared in this book helpful, and that your blissful baby will develop into an equally blissful toddler.

Note: To avoid writing he/she throughout this book, I have alternated the gender of the child in each chapter.


1

Sleep solutions

I believe that the ability to sleep well is a gift for life that you give to your child. Having the right amount of good-quality sleep is essential to wellbeing, whether you’re a baby, toddler, child or adult. As a parent, it is part of your job to teach your child good sleeping habits. It is not luck of the draw, as some would suggest, that you either get a ‘good sleeper’ or a ‘bad sleeper’. It is my belief, from all of my experiences both personally and professionally, that you can teach and encourage your child how to settle and sleep well. It is learned behaviour, based on your reactions and the environment you create.

In my experience, a toddler who has always been rocked, cuddled, bottle- or breastfed to sleep, or who has relied on a sleep prop such as a dummy from the baby stage, will not suddenly grow out of needing that comfort without being directed towards settling and sleeping independently.

The problem with relying on sleep props is that each time your toddler passes through his natural sleep cycle and comes into a light sleep, he will realise that the comforter (breast, bottle, dummy, your arms) is no longer there, so he will cry to have it repeated all over again to help him back to sleep. In The Blissful Baby Expert, I explain how to teach a baby to self-settle gently, over time, from a young age, by using a good routine and not needing to rely on sleep props. It is not too late to teach good sleeping habits now that your baby is a toddler, if you haven’t done it before now.

Sleep cycles

To understand why self-settling is important, you firstly need to understand how sleep cycles work. There are two types of sleep:

Non-Rapid Eye Movement (NREM) or ‘quiet sleep’

During the deep state of NREM sleep, blood supply to the muscles is increased, energy is restored, tissue growth and repair occurs, and important hormones are released for growth and development.

Rapid Eye Movement (REM) or ‘active sleep’

During REM sleep, the brain is active and dreaming occurs. The body becomes immobile, and breathing and heart rates are irregular. Babies spend 50 per cent of their time in each of these states and the sleep cycle is around 50 minutes. At about six months of age, REM sleep comprises about 30 per cent of sleep. By the toddler years, the sleep cycle is about every 90 minutes. There are four stages of sleep:

1. Drowsiness: The eyelids drop and may open and close as your toddler dozes.

2. Light sleep: He may move and be startled when he hears a noise.

3. Deep sleep: In deep sleep he will breathe deeply and regularly, sometimes with a big sigh. His legs and arms may move a little or he may suddenly give a start. These sudden movements of the whole body are called ‘hypnagogic startles’ and are perfectly normal – I’m sure you have experienced them yourself as you drift off into sleep.

4. Very deep sleep: Quiet and not moving.

The usual cycle of sleep starts with stage 1 and then moves through stages 2, 3 and 4. The cycle then moves back through stage 3, then 2 and at this point REM sleep occurs and your toddler may dream. This pattern continues throughout the time your baby is asleep. It is only once they drop into a very deep sleep (stage 4) that they will sleep soundly and won’t dream.

The above cycles may occur several times during sleep. A toddler who is unable to self-settle – that is, who cannot settle without the help of a parent or a sleep prop – will be unable to drop into a deep sleep very easily. This means that during the day, toddlers may never sleep for more than one cycle of sleep, sometimes as short as 30–45 minutes. At night it can be slightly longer, but still tends to be a maximum of 90 minutes, although occasionally when toddlers are really exhausted after a few days’ unsettled sleep, you may find they sleep for an extended period of time.

If the last thing your toddler remembers as he drifted off to sleep was having a breast, bottle or dummy in his mouth, or being cuddled or rocked to sleep in your arms, then as he drifts back into a light sleep he will understandably be unsettled to realise that comfort has gone. The fact that he is reliant on help to get off to sleep means he will cry for that same comfort each time he passes through the sleep cycle, so roughly every 90 minutes.

Sleep deprivation

Over time, lack of sleep for both parent and toddler will affect daily life. If a toddler is being given milk to help him settle during the night, whether that is from the bottle or breast, his appetite for food during the day will most definitely be affected (see here).

Interrupted and unsettled sleep will also affect a toddler’s behaviour on a daily basis. Sleep deprivation is renowned for making us all short-tempered and impatient with things we may otherwise persevere at.

In my experience, lack of sleep makes toddlers much more clingy and unwilling to be far away from their main carer for any time at all. This lack of independent play can make a transition to nursery or pre-school much more difficult, upsetting and stressful for all of you.

If both you and your toddler are sleep deprived, it won’t make for a very happy household. Most parents eventually reach breaking point and decide to ask for help and guidance on how to get their toddler to settle at bedtime and stay asleep all night.

The solutions for your toddler’s unsettled sleep will depend on whether he is still in a cot or already in a bed and what the prop is that he is reliant on.

Is your toddler hungry?

A toddler shouldn’t be waking from hunger during the night. First and foremost, you need to ensure that your toddler is eating enough during the day, and at the right times (see Chapter 2, here), although if the prop he is reliant on to settle at night is the breast or bottle, then his daytime appetite for food will be affected. The aim is to shift his appetite back to the daytime to ensure he gets all of his nutritional needs then, so that he doesn’t need to feed at night. You can gradually reduce any night feeds by offering less milk each night. If you are breastfeeding, reduce the time your child is on the breast. If he is reliant on a bottle overnight, either reduce how much milk you put in the bottle, or water it down so it tastes much less appetising, eventually progressing to just a drink of water overnight, if your child wakes thirsty. A toddler should eat three meals per day: breakfast around 7–8am, lunch around 12pm and tea around 5–5.30pm, plus healthy snacks in between if he is eating the meals well. A younger toddler, aged around two, may still be having milk to drink in the morning with breakfast and milk before bed. By around two years old at the latest, you need to transition your toddler to drinking milk from a sippy cup rather than a bottle (see here). Firstly, get the morning milk established in a sippy cup, and once your toddler happily drinks at that time from his cup, you can move his bedtime milk to a cup too. This may mean he drinks less milk than he would from the bottle but as long as you offer dairy in other forms to ensure a balanced diet (see here), there will be no need to worry. An extra healthy snack, such as a banana before bed, can be offered if you are worried he may wake hungry.

Timed comforting

If your toddler still sleeps in a cot and is reliant on a dummy, milk feed or your presence to help him fall asleep, then I recommend you use timed comforting to encourage him to self-settle (if he sleeps in a bed, see The ‘repeat and retreat method’, below). The timed comforting technique is about responding to your toddler’s needs and offering reassurance, while also encouraging him to self-settle – that is go to sleep without relying on cuddles from you, or a prop such as milk or a dummy. This will ensure he has a better night’s sleep. It teaches him that when he wakes up and has a genuine need, you will always come to him straight away. Once you are happy he’s not wet, thirsty or in pain, and you have had a nice cuddle for reassurance, then you can encourage him to resettle back to sleep, while continuing to reassure him at the timed intervals.

Depending on the level of speech and understanding your toddler has at two years old, you may be able to briefly explain the plan to no longer allow him to continue having a dummy or bottle to sleep with and that he has to start to settle on his own, without Mummy’s help. Keep it simple by saying you think he’s a big boy now and his dummies/bottle have to go to the little babies (see also the ‘Dummy fairy’ section, here). If he usually has bedtime milk in the cot or in his room, start giving this downstairs to break the cycle, and then take him to his bedroom for stories and cuddles before bed as a wind-down routine.

The timed comforting method

The timed comforting method incorporates a pat and ‘shhh’ technique at timed intervals, to reassure your child with your presence, but without actually getting him off to sleep. It encourages him to learn to settle himself.

•  Wind your toddler down before bedtime by giving him a bath, a bedtime drink and possibly a snack, reading him a calm story and giving him a cuddle.

•  Put him into the cot and give any comforter he likes, such as a muslin or cuddly toy. These are both good sleep props as, unlike a dummy, they are usually easily found in the night without a parent’s help. They tend not to cause unsettled sleep.

•  Wind his mobile up if he has one and is used to that, or switch his white noise on, or any music that he has been used to since a baby. My youngest child is now aged three and we have used a wind-up mobile as her sleep cue from birth. Although the colourful hanging animals are long gone, we now have the wind-up part hanging on a string in her room and still wind it up each night, just before we leave her room at bedtime. If for some reason we are distracted and forget, she will always remind us to do it.

•  Leave the room after giving your toddler a kiss and a cuddle.

If your toddler has been reliant on you cuddling or feeding him until he goes to sleep, or he has a dummy, then this is the point at which he may begin to cry. Wait for two minutes before rushing immediately back in; for some toddlers it is only the initial separation that causes upset and they will stop moaning or crying very quickly and go off to sleep. Many parents find it helpful to use a stopwatch – it ensures they can time the intervals and gives them something to focus on.

If your toddler is upset, return after two minutes and then add two minutes each time to the last time. So the first time he cries go back after two minutes, the second time wait four minutes, the third time six minutes, and so on up to 10 minutes (see here).

•  Go back in after two minutes if your toddler is still crying. If he is standing up in the cot, then lie him back down. Pat his back or rub his tummy (depending on if he’s sleeping on his front or back) for 15–30 seconds and say ‘shhh, sleepy-time’, or something similar he understands, and then leave the room again.

•  If he cries, wait for four minutes before going back in again. Repeat the pat and ‘shhh’ as above and then leave again.

•  Now if he cries, wait for six minutes and repeat.

•  If he cries again, wait for eight minutes and repeat and then 10 minutes and repeat.

•  Once you reach the 10-minute interval, you don’t need to continue to increase the timings. Stick to 10-minute maximum intervals thereafter unless you feel there is a reason to go in sooner, i.e. your toddler is sick or particularly distressed.

Some parents find it preferable to use longer intervals as going in too often can make some toddlers more distressed, so you have the option of doing five minutes then five minutes, then going straight to 10-minute intervals. It is totally up to you to decide what works best for you and your child. The shorter intervals tend to work best with young babies between 6–12 months but once a child is over 12 months longer intervals may be more effective. It is normal for some toddlers not to calm down when you go in at the timed intervals – some will be infuriated when they don’t get what they want. This is the reason some parents prefer to leave the longer intervals as described above.

What you are listening for are gaps and pauses between any crying, instead of persistent, continuous crying. This usually indicates that your toddler will calm and settle down. If the crying isn’t continuous, stop going in at the timed intervals at all and allow him to gradually settle himself.

If your toddler’s level of crying suddenly increases, then of course you need to go in again, repeat the pat and ‘shhh’ technique and then leave and resume your timings at the previous interval you got up to – don’t start from two minutes again.

The first session of timed comforting is always the hardest and should only be done at bedtime on the first occasion, rather than during a daytime nap. Once your toddler has self-settled once, without his usual sleep prop, such as a dummy, or being fed, cuddled or rocked to sleep, then he will sleep much better than he ever has before. This is because he has settled in the place where he will also come into his light sleep. When he wakes he’ll be reassured that he’s still in a familiar place that he remembers – his cot – rather than looking for the comforting thing that had helped him fall asleep, such as a cuddle, dummy, bottle or you.



TIP

Trust your instinct as to when you go in to reassure your toddler and when it is best to leave him to settle. In the beginning you may have to go in frequently to calm him down. Ultimately, what you are aiming for is that he is calm and self-settles without relying on your presence completely. That will help him to sleep better overnight.



If your toddler wakes crying a few hours later, go to him straight away to respond and reassure him. You can pick him up, give him a cuddle, check his nappy (or ask if he needs a wee if he’s toilet trained) and offer him a drink of water from his cup. If you think teething pain is likely (see here), offer pain relief. Once you are reassured he is okay and calm, place him back into his cot and encourage resettling using the timed comforting method again, in the same way you used it before. You may prefer not to pick your child up, and instead offer reassurance while he is in the cot, just trying to pat and ‘shhh’ him to sleep. Trust your instinct and use the method that helps your child settle most effectively.

Dummy fairy

To help your toddler give up his dummy, I would recommend you use the dummy fairy. There are also various books that you can buy about helping a toddler to stop using a dummy.

Explain to your toddler that the dummy fairy takes away all the dummies from the big girls and boys and passes them on to the small babies who need them. In exchange the dummy fairy leaves a really special present that the child will like. To build up to this, talk to your toddler about the special present he would like to receive as a thank you for giving his dummies to the dummy fairy and the new babies.

On the day you plan to give the dummies away, help your toddler collect them all up and place them in an envelope. Write an address for the dummy fairy on the envelope – a grandparent’s or a friend’s house will do. The bonus of this age is that they can’t actually read what you write!

Walk to the postbox with your toddler and let him post the envelope off to the dummy fairy. If possible, arrange for the special present he has asked for to be there when you return home. When you get home and he discovers the present, make a big fuss about being proud of him and tell him how happy the dummy fairy must have been to see him post off the dummies. Tell him that the fairy has given him a present as a reward for being such a big, grown-up boy.

Have fun with the present for the rest of the day, as the hard work will start that night when it is time to wind down for bed. That will be when your toddler begins to get tired and may begin to ask for the dummy. At this point you need to stay very calm. If your toddler asks for a dummy, just repeat and remind him that the dummies have gone to the dummy fairy for the little babies and you can’t get them back now.

You as parents, maybe even more so than your toddler, need to be ready for the perseverance and consistency that will be needed over the next few days. Don’t keep any spare dummies in the house, as you are more likely to relent and give one to your toddler, which will undo all of the preparation stages leading up to this point. If you are consistent, stay calm and repeat yourself, then within 2–3 days he will stop asking for the dummy completely. For the first 24 hours at least, until you get to that stage, you are likely to have a few tears and tantrums and, if your toddler is very clever, he may even suggest you go to the shop to buy him some more dummies!

I used the dummy fairy scenario with my second child, who was the only one out of my three children who had a dummy over the age of 12 weeks. The first night was a tough settling period for an hour or two. I just kept going into his room and reassuring him and once he finally fell asleep for the first time in three years without his dummy, he then stayed asleep all night until 7am. Our first few car journeys were horrendous, as he always used to have a dummy in the car. We had a few days of noisy car journeys where he would be crying and telling me to drive to the shop and buy him some more dummies. He even told me to take his present away and give it back to the dummy fairy so she would bring his dummies back! I refused and stayed calm and said there were no more dummies and I wasn’t going to buy him any more. By the end of the week, we had no more tearful car journeys and he was settling and sleeping well at night.

You need to combine the dummy fairy with the repeat and retreat method (see here) to encourage your toddler to actually stay in his bed.

Happy wake-up

It is important to encourage self-settling with a happy wake-up routine. This goes a long way to teaching your toddler that he doesn’t need to cry in the morning to get you to come. Go to him when he first wakes up happy and chatting (or at least not crying) – don’t wait for him to start getting cross and crying. Although it is tempting to have a few extra minutes in bed, it teaches him that crying is the only way to get you to come, so eventually he won’t bother waking happy and chatting. Instead he’ll go straight to being cross and crying, as he knows that’s what gets your attention.

I encouraged this in my children from when they were babies. I have always gone to get them up in the mornings as they were chatting and rolling around the cot happily. I would go in and switch the light on, or open the curtains and greet them with a big ‘good morning’ smile, which they happily returned. I think it’s much nicer to wake up to a happy baby or toddler rather than be greeted bleary-eyed by a screaming toddler every morning. That means you all start off the day in a bad mood.

A happy wake-up will, in turn, mean your child learns to settle to sleep happily. His cot will be seen as a positive place for him to sleep and not somewhere to be feared where he gets ignored.



TIP

Try using the timed comforting method to settle your toddler for his daytime nap. Most toddlers will still need a 1–2-hour nap minimum, up to the age of at least three years old. Ideally, this should be around midday after lunch. Then ensure he is awake by 3pm so that he settles well at bedtime. If you are consistent with this method, and combine it with the happy wake-up routine, then he will be settling and sleeping much better within a few nights.



Transitioning from cot to bed

This is a change that many parents naturally worry about, both how and at what age to do it. There is no specific age that you should make the transition from cot to bed – only do it once you feel that your toddler is ready. If he is happily settling and sleeping in his cot each night with no regular night-waking and he doesn’t make any attempts to climb out, I would advise you leave him to sleep in his cot until he is at least two years old and beginning to develop good language and understanding.

Between the ages of 2–3 years is when you will find the transition to a bed least stressful for all of you, as your toddler will be old enough for you to explain what is happening and to respond to positive praise and rewards for staying in bed. If your toddler is trying to climb out of the cot repeatedly, the transition will need to be done sooner rather than later for safety reasons. A few tips to help the transition:

•  Let him choose special bedding that he wants for his new big-boy bed – maybe a favourite book or TV character.

•  Explain to him that he’s a big boy now and gets to sleep in a bed like some of his friends – make a comparison to one or two of his friends who are already in beds, to make him feel positive about the idea.

•  Encourage him to talk about the move to a big bed to family and friends and show visitors his new bed, so they can give praise and positive reinforcement too.

•  Think about the timing – don’t do the move when your toddler is ill or likely to be a little insecure about other things that are happening – a new baby, starting nursery or toilet training for example.

•  Stick to your usual bedtime routine as closely as possible as this consistency will reassure him that the only thing that is changing is his actual bed and he will be more likely to settle down and go off to sleep as he usually does. If he needs extra reassurance then give it but don’t be tempted to lie down with him or stay with him until he falls right to sleep, or this will cause settling issues going forward.

The repeat and retreat method, as described below, will be the most effective technique to use, to encourage your toddler to settle well in his new bed and make the transition as smooth as possible.

Repeat and retreat method

If your toddler sleeps in a bed or is about to make the transition from sleeping in a cot to sleeping in a bed, I recommend using the repeat and retreat method. This uses a sticker and reward chart and a wake-up lamp to teach your child to settle at bedtime and want to stay in his bed in the morning until an acceptable time. This approach rewards his efforts and keeps everything calm and positive.

Toddlers have a very determined and persistent energy about them. When they learn that it is very easy to get out of bed, bedtime becomes much easier to resist. If they learn that getting out of bed repeatedly eventually leads to you lying down with them to ensure they stay in bed, or even better, they get to come and snuggle in Mummy and Daddy’s bed, then they will be even more determined than ever to wear you down to that point every night.

I know, for some parents, this nightly bedtime battle can be frustrating and tiresome, and at some point, after a particularly challenging evening, you may have got very cross and shouted at your toddler to go to sleep. Shouting and getting cross is never going to make your toddler feel in the mood to go to sleep. In fact, it’s more likely to upset him and make the whole settling-down process take much longer. I know I wouldn’t be able to relax and go to sleep if someone was getting cross with me and telling me I had to go to sleep.

Getting started

To begin the repeat and retreat method:

•  Make a reward/sticker chart: Buy some interesting stickers, preferably ones related to your toddler’s favourite TV characters, or maybe animals he particularly likes.

•  Buy a character lamp: A small lamp with a 15-watt bulb usually works best. You need to buy a plug-in lamp timer from your local hardware or DIY store – the type that you can plug a lamp into. It will switch the lamp light on automatically at a set time.



Sun/moon clocks

I have found that using a lamp timer works much better than a clock that has a sun/moon face on it, or a picture depicting wake-up time. In my experience, the toddlers whose parents use those have found that their child wakes frequently to check the clock face to see if the sun has come up. Children actually need to wake up and be quite alert to see if the face is a sun or a moon, and they then have to try to get back to sleep again. By the time they come into a light sleep around 5am, it can be very difficult for them to resettle back to sleep so they end up just lying there awake waiting for the clock to change and the novelty wears off pretty quickly.

With the lamp timer, your toddler doesn’t actually need to be awake fully to know if the lamp is on or not – it will be pretty obvious, even when he is drowsy, if a light is on in his room. Many parents who have come to me for advice have been using something similar to a sun/moon clock successfully, but eventually found that the novelty of the clock has worn off and their toddler is waking earlier and earlier each morning. When I advise they change to the lamp timer solution, it works very quickly and combined with the reward chart and retreat and repeat method, their toddler is soon sleeping better again.



Once you have all of the build-up stages in place and have explained the concept to your toddler, the next stage is implementing it all:

•  On the day that you plan to start the new routine, have everything ready and in place – the reward chart and the lamp set up in your toddler’s room.

•  Set the lamp for an achievable and acceptable time: If your toddler has regularly been waking and getting up at 4 or 5am, then set the lamp timer to 6am to start with. It can be gradually pushed closer to 7/7.30am by changing the timer and setting the lamp to come on 10–15 minutes later every three days, as long as your toddler is happily achieving the current wake-up time you have set.

•  Make sure you have a calm period leading up to bedtime: Give him a bath, let him watch a little bit of relaxing children’s TV and then go up to his bedroom for a story or two.



TIP

Negotiate how many stories you will read – one or two – and don’t let your toddler use the idea of requesting more stories to keep you in the room longer and delay you leaving.



•  Explain to him that you want him to stay in his bed and go to sleep and in the morning he needs to wait for the lamp to come on. Tell him that when the lamp comes on it is time to wake up and have breakfast. Once the lamp is on then he can call you to come and get him up, or come into your room to wake you up. Tell him that if he needs to go to the toilet (if he’s toilet trained), he can call you but if he gets out of bed in the night for anything else you will take him back to bed each time. Remind him that he’s a big boy now and use any siblings, or older cousins or friends, as examples of people who stay in their own beds all night until morning. He has to stay in his own bed all night and not have you lying next to him until he falls asleep, to be able to earn the sticker in the morning.

•  Each time he gets out of bed, after you have tucked him in for the final time, you should pick him up, carry him back to bed calmly and as you put him in bed say something like, ‘It’s bedtime, Mummy loves you.’ Don’t get cross, don’t deviate from the simple words you choose – keep things simple and boring and repeat the message each time he gets out of bed.

•  Be consistent and persevere: sticking to the same words and putting your toddler back to bed will be what makes this method work. If, when he gets out of bed, you have a whole conversation with him about staying in bed and why, you are giving him lots of attention for his behaviour and that will make him want to continue to get out. However, if you make the idea of getting out of bed very boring – don’t enter into conversation, just continue putting him back every time, then eventually he will think, ‘What’s the point in getting out? They only put me back again each time!’

•  In the morning let him choose a sticker to go on his reward chart for being so clever and waiting for the light. Have a system that if he gets three stickers, you will plan a trip to the park or something similar that he likes doing. For five stickers in a row, then he gets a bigger treat.

The idea is to encourage your toddler to want to stay in bed by positively reinforcing his good behaviour. Anything else should be ignored. No matter how many times he gets out of bed in the evening and night and you have to put him back, you must reward the fact that eventually he resettled without you staying with him and did, in fact, wait for the light – give huge praise for doing that. If he’s used to coming into your bed, having a dummy or is used to you lying or sitting with him to help him to go to sleep, any night where that doesn’t happen is already an improvement and should therefore be rewarded, even if you had to go in several times to put him back to bed and reinforce the message.

If your toddler knows he gets rewarded for waiting for the light, after a few nights when he comes into a light sleep he will stir, see that the light isn’t on and resettle himself without needing to call you until it’s morning and the light comes on. He will learn that he
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Nightmares and common night-time fears


The dark


Leaving the bedroom door open



Monsters and scary things under the bed!
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