
Response-Based Sleep and 
Settling for Toddlers (1-3 years)

Parent Tip Sheets

How can I help my toddler feel good about 
going to sleep? 

• Daytime role playing - encourage your toddler to settle 
their favourite toy to bed during the daytime to help 
them normalise sleep. 

• Talk about bedtime expectations before bed so that 
there is no need for lengthy discussions and 
negotiations when everyone is getting tired. 

• At least 30 minutes of quiet time before bedtime is 
critical to help energetic toddlers calm down. Avoid 
bright lights and screens - so no computers, iPad or TV 
before bedtime.  

• Look out for early tired signs, over tired toddlers have 
enormous difficulty drifting to sleep, so get them to bed 
when you see their early tired signs. 

• Preparation for bedtime is key. Let your toddler know 
when it is “5 minutes before bedtime”, “2 minutes 
before bedtime”. Ask your toddler “what is the last thing 
they would like to do” or “who they are taking to bed”. 
Toddlers can delay going to bed with negotiation…”just 
one more…..” so guide them to the selection of a toy to 
cuddle, a book to read or a song to sing before bed. 
Gentle guidance is key. 

• Reassure your toddler that you will stay a while as they 
settle. When they are calm, find a reason to leave the 
room and RETURN. Your toddler will begin to trust brief 
separations if you are true to your word. This trust will 
help them develop the skill of drifting off to sleep while 
they wait for you.

How much sleep does a toddler need? 

Night time sleep 
• About an average of 12 hours overnight sleep - but 

NOT all toddlers have exactly the same requirements. 

Daytime sleep 
• A 1 year old - about 2 hours, twice a day on average.  
• By 18 months - some toddlers may drop one day sleep 

or may have one which is longer and the other shorter. 
• At about 2 years of age - one sleep a day is normal 

with a short nap occasionally. 
• By about 3 years of age - one daytime sleep is normal. 

Sometimes toddlers can make it through the day 
without a sleep at all, but they may be very tired by 
the evening.

Transitioning from two naps to one 

Toddlers usually drop their morning nap at around 15 to 
18 months. If you notice that your toddler is consistently 
taking longer to fall asleep/or waking up earlier during 
their morning nap, or is sleeping longer during their 
morning nap and resisting an afternoon nap – it may be 
time to make the transition. 

The most successful way to make the transition is to push 
the morning nap a little later every couple of days. For 
example, try delaying it until around 11.00am for two or 
three days. Then push it until 11.30am for a few days, then 
to noon, and so on. Your ultimate goal is have your 
toddler asleep by about 12.30pm or 1.00pm at the latest.



About us 

Known for our gentle and response-based 
approach, Safe Sleep Space is an early parenting 
consultancy group, that specialises in helping 
families with infant and toddler sleep and settling. 
We offer a range of services, including sleep and 
settling telephone consultations, apps, videos, 
handbooks and more. 
www.safesleepspace.com.au

13. You may need to do this for several sleeps before 
your toddler is able to drift off to sleep without 
assistance.  

You can find more infant and toddler sleep and settling 
information and resources at 
www.safesleepspace.com.au 

Aways seek medical attention if you think your toddler 
is unwell.
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How do I settle my toddler to sleep? 

1. A busy toddler is not skilled at calming down, so 
preparing for sleep is essential. Reduce the 
lighting, read a book, offer a massage or cuddle to 
help your toddler calm. 

2. When calm, place your toddler into their cot 
awake or drowsy. Quietly say ‘night night’ and offer 
them a gentle touch and walk out of the room. 

3. No crying means all is ok. However a loud forceful 
cry that continues for more than 3 cry outs, means 
that the toddler is not managing and needs your 
help. 

4. Stay out of sight and offer some shushing at the 
door.   

5. If your toddler does not calm after 10 seconds, you 
will need to go into the room. 

6. Drop your shoulders and stay low (if you approach 
the cot from above, your toddler will think that 
they are going to be picked up). Place your arms 
through the cot rails and place your hand on the 
mattress and begin patting and continue 
shushing. 

7. Do this for about 20 seconds, if they are 
responding by calming, continue briefly and then 
leave the room. 

8. If the crying recommences when you leave the 
room, go back in and repeat the steps of mattress 
patting and shushing. 

9. If your toddler doesn’t calm after another 20 
seconds and they use a dummy - now is the time 
to place it in their hand. If they don’t use a dummy 
sing to them quietly. 

10. If the toddler is still distressed, pick them up and 
cuddle them. Once calm, place them back into 
their cot. 

11. If the toddler remains unsettled you may need to 
stay beside them and shush until they fall asleep. 

Moving from a cot to a bed 

• Most children move from a cot to bed sometime 
between 2 and 3.5 years of age. It is however safe for 
them to stay in the cot if they are happy and show 
no signs of climbing out. 

• Although moving from a cot to bed is exciting, it can 
be unsettling for some children and it’s essential to 
be patient and supportive. 

• Other children may revel in their new found 
independence and will just get out of bed because 
they can! Help your child back into bed straight away 
and remind them its time to sleep! You may have to 
do this several times before they settle!

http://www.safesleepspace.com.au
http://www.safesleepspace.com.au

