
 
 

Early Rising 

Early rising—now THIS is the pits. There’s nothing worse than 

getting woken up at the crack of dawn by your baby AGAIN when 
you’re smack in the middle of a great dream. It’s the worst.  

Now, what IS considered early rising?  MY definition of early 

rising is when your child is waking consistently before 6am OR 
if he’s sleeping less than 11 hours at night. I don’t mean to 

disappoint those of you who are waking up at 6 or 6:30am 
everyday with their babies, but a wake time at that time of day IS 

biologically normal, as long as bedtime is no later than 7 or 
730pm and as long as the baby is well-rested.  

The good news is that if your baby is waking before 6am every 
day, it can be fixed but requires lots of patience. See, early rising 

is one of the toughest sleep issues to tackle because there is 
such little sleep pressure at that time of night. So it can take a bit 

of time before a baby learns, under the right conditions, how to fall 
back asleep at 5am. In fact, if your child is also napping poorly 

and waking frequently at night, early rising is usually the last issue 
to get fixed. So there are a number of factors that can cause early 

rising. I’m going to discuss each of them one by one and provide 
you with possible solutions for all of them.   

First up is overtiredness.  Overtiredness is a known culprit of early 
rising because it heightens the child’s cortisol levels.  The 

solution?  Make sure your child has a consistent, age-
appropriate schedule, including restorative naps in the crib and 

an early bedtime. Ample daytime sleep and an early bedtime is 
essential for fixing this problem. If your baby has inconsistent 



naps or naps that are too short, that can cause early rising. If your 

baby is awake for too long between the end of his last nap and 
bedtime, this can cause early rising. If you need guidance on what 

kind of daytime sleep needs and schedule your baby needs, refer 
to the module on schedules and wake windows. 

The second cause of early rising is when there’s too much light. If 

the sun is beaming through the windows at 5:30am, it could wake 
up your child. This is because light is a VERY powerful sleep tool. 

Exposure to even a little bit of natural light can tell your circadian 
rhythm, which is your biological clock, that it’s time to wake up. So 

on a scale of 1-10, if ’10 is pitch black and ‘1’ is a bright sunny 

day, you want the room’s darkness level to be an ‘8’ or darker. 
The solution? Installing blackout blinds are absolutely essential 

here. You’ll probably need at least 2 layers of blackout blinds to 
get yourself optimal darkness for your baby’s nursery.   

The third cause of early rising is weak self-soothing skills. If 

your child can’t fall asleep completely on his own, and relies on a 
crutch such as nursing to sleep or someone lying next to him 

while he falls asleep, he’s going to struggle falling back to sleep in 
the early hours of the morning when sleep pressure is at its 

weakest and that sleep crutch is no longer there. The only way to 
consistently stay asleep between the hours of 4am and 6am is if 

your child has 10/10 sleep skills. The solution? Make sure your 

child is always placed completely awake in his crib or bedtime at 
bedtime and that he’s doing 100% of the work falling asleep. 

Avoid nursing him right before bedtime so that he doesn’t get 
even a bit drowsy before going to sleep. Avoid rocking before 

putting him in the crib, or placing him in the crib and rubbing his 
back for a minute, and avoid lying with your child until he’s 

asleep—none of that. He needs to learn to fall asleep on his own. 
If your baby DOES have a sleep association, such as feeding to 

sleep or rocking to sleep, addressing this is crucial. Pick a sleep 
training approach you’d like to implement and stick to it! Review 

the two modules on sleep training to get more advice on this.  



Reason #4 your child might be waking up too early is if his 

circadian rhythm is off and his bedtime is too early. Many parents 
continuously hear the message to put their babies to bed early, 

which is absolutely the case. However, there IS such a thing as 
having a bedtime that’s TOO early. If your baby is going to sleep 

at 6pm or 630pm and sleeps 11 hours straight, she’ll wake up at 
5am or 530am well-rested and ready to start her day! The 

solution? You need to shift your baby’s entire schedule later so 
that you SAFELY get yourself a later bedtime, leading to a later 

wake time. Simply putting your baby to bed later will likely backfire 
if the naps aren’t timed properly because if she’s awake for too 

long between the end of her last nap and bedtime, she’ll go to bed 
overtired and likely wake up at 5am anyways!  

If your toddler’s circadian rhythm is off, shift the timing of that nap 
later by 10-15 minute increments, allowing bedtime to shift later 

by 10-15 minute increments.  You don’t want to be shifting the 
baby’s nap time by more than 10-15 minutes at the time 

because you risk getting your baby overtired, which will 
backfire.   

If your child is no longer napping, I’d recommend pushing bedtime 

slightly later every few nights, in 15 minute increments, so that we 
gradually shift his entire schedule later without getting him 

overtired in this process. While you’re going through this process, 

allow your child to experience light in the early evening so that his 
body is signalled that 6pm is still daytime, not nighttime!  

The 5th possible cause of your baby’s early rising problem might 

be something medical. Conditions like sleep apnea, snoring, 
GERD, or even a mild cold can affect breathing, which will affect 

sleep.  If you are concerned with your child’s breathing, speak to 
your pediatrician. 

The 6th possible cause of your baby’s early rising problem is 
background noise. Now remember, at that time of night, your child 

is in his lightest stage of sleep and can easily be awoken. So 



those pesky birds, your neighbours’ car or your cat meowing for 

breakfast can each individually be responsible for waking your 
baby up at the crack of dawn. The solution? Get a white noise 

machine and place it wherever the background noise is coming 
from.  So for example, if you suspect your dog might be waking 

him up if he’s waking up and down the hallway, put the white 
noise machine by the door.  If it might be the birds waking him up, 

put the machine next to the window. 

The 7th factor that can be contributing to your little one’s early 
rising is discomfort.  Again, because he’s in a light sleep around 

4-5am, it’s much easier to get woken up by something bugging 

you.  He could be uncomfortable if, say, the temperature is too 
cold. Considering our body heat drops very low around 4am, it’s 

essential that he be comfortable and cozy, so review the module 
on sleep environment, but here’s a quick summary: a 21 degree 

Celsius room with a long-sleeved sleeper and thick 2.5 tog sleep 
sack is perfect.  Make sure that his clothing isn’t itchy, so cut off 

any tags, if necessary. Perhaps he’s in a soaking wet diaper, so 
invest in either nighttime diapers or diapers the next size up that 

can absorb more liquid.  And lastly, if he has an upset tummy 
from constipation, speak to your doctor. 

The 8th factor that can be contributing to your early rising problem 

is if your child hates being in his crib or bed.  See, remember- 

there’s very little sleep pressure at 5am. And if your child dislikes 
his sleep space, there’s a good chance that he’ll wake himself up 

completely at 5am, scream bloody murder, and refuse to lie back 
down and go to sleep. If this is the case, make sure you are 

incorporating lots of playtime with your baby in his crib or 
bed so that he learns to really be comfortable in there so that 

when he wakes up at 5am, he can comfortably lie back down in 
his crib, play around happily, and eventually nod back off to sleep. 

If your baby is hysterical in his crib, the chances of him nodding 
back off are slim to none.  

 



The other technique I’d advise utilizing is called “reward the calm”. 

If your little one wakes at 5:30am, screams his brains off until 
6am, and then you come straight into the room, scoop him up like 

a football of the crib, and then possibly offer him milk, you are 
rewarding hysterics.  Instead of rewarding a hysterical baby, 

you want to reward a calm baby.  So if it’s 6am and your little 
one is still crying and clearly not falling back asleep, go into the 

room, turn on the lights, and give your baby a BIG good morning 
to signal that you’re going to get him because it’s morning, not 

because he’s just been screaming for 30 minutes.  If he’s still 
crying after you’ve entered the room, go to the crib and try 

calming him with your voice and with your presence.  So you can 
say “mommy’s here, it’s okay, you’re fine”.  Once he calms down, 

even a notch or two, THEN you can pick him up and move on with 
your morning. Except you should also avoid feeding him during 

the first few minutes of the day so that he doesn’t think his 

hysterics get rewarded with food. ALL of this will encourage him 
to remain CALM in the crib, which actually makes it possible for 

him to lie down and nod back off.     

Now we’re onto the 9 th and last factor that can be causing your 
child’s early rising problem—and that’s sheer habit. This is usually 

the case if the early rising has been happening for longer than a 
couple of weeks.  So even if one or more of the other factors 

discussed here are applicable, the problem has likely become 
habitual. The solution?  Do NOT get your child up before 6:15-

6:30am.  If he’s waking before 6am, try getting him back to sleep. 
By getting him up and getting his day started before 6am, you’re 

continuing to set his internal alarm clock to go off that early.  So if 

you have been sleep training at bedtime and nighttime, continue 
with your method of choice until at least 615am. Don’t be alarmed 

if he wakes at 530am and doesn’t fall back asleep—that’s very 
normal at first because falling back asleep at 530am is hard!    But 

that day will come where he falls back asleep for a 10 minute 
period—that’ll be something to celebrate because it means she’s 



getting there. With enough practice and consistency, she’ll get 

better at it.  

If, however, your child is perfectly sleep trained and is just waking 
super early, you’ll still want to sleep train through that early rising 

problem.  While extinction, also known as CIO, isn’t one of my 
favourite go-to approaches, with early rising, I find that it's usually 

the most effective way to get rid of the problem. Any amount of 
interaction at that early hour is usually too stimulating for the baby 

to actually fall back asleep.  

If CIO is absolutely out of the question, another option is a 

technique called wake to sleep. So if you have a toddler that’s 
literally waking at the exact same time every single night, wake to 

sleep might help. So let’s say he’s waking at 5am on the dot—go 
to him at 4:30am and partially wake him, either by stroking him or 

moving him around a bit to reset his sleep cycle. It doesn’t work 
well for every baby but it’s a great fit for those who just can’t seem 

to shake this early rising problem. 

Now I want to talk specifically about habitual early rising with 

toddlers.  If your toddler is waking up at the crack of dawn, and 
you KNOW that he’s not overtired, or hungry, or uncomfortable, or 

waking up from the light, and you’ve addressed ALL the other 
possible factors—your toddler is likely still waking at 5am out of 

sheer habit. Now, make sure you apply all this advice regarding 
habitual wakings I just spoke about—but with older toddlers and 

preschoolers, you might have to take it a step further to eliminate 
this problem. If your child is old enough to understand rules and 

expectations, such as “stay in your bed quietly until the morning” 
and he’s still waking up early, you might have to temporarily take 

away a privilege, such as a morning tv show or special morning 
ritual. Make sure the consequence for waking up early is 

immediate, ideally first thing in the morning, so that he 
understands the consequences of his decision to ignore the rule 

that he must stay in his bed quietly until the morning.  Of course, 



once he starts listening, you should immediately reinstate the 

privilege. However, I just wanted to mention that when I’m 
working with older toddlers and preschoolers who have an early 

rising problem, I find that this step is often unavoidable.    

Now here’s the last point that I’ll make about early rising: Address 
factors 1-9 first before assuming the behaviour is habitual! 

Teaching your baby how to fall back asleep at 5am isn’t going to 
work if there are other factors contributing to the early rising 

problem.  So address those factors first, THEN address the habit 
itself if the problem hasn’t been resolved.  And remember: give 

yourself a few weeks to get this sorted out. It’s a very tricky 

problem that usually can’t be resolved overnight.      

 


