
Residential Leaders’ Instructions for Bedtime 
 
Author’s note:  Of all the documents I’ve ever written, this may be the most awkward. If you’ve been doing this for 30 years, 

you’ll probably know most of this stuff. Still, when I don’t send it to new leaders, things don’t go as well. 
Someone I know called it ‘gold dust’ the first time they saw it. I trust them. 

 
Putting young people to bed is both a privilege and often a challenge. It is one of the times you 
feel most ‘in loco parentis’ and you can have some great conversations about how people’s days 
have been (although beware that people are tired, so it’s not a great time to get into deep 
commitment conversations – leave it till the morning and come back to it).  
 
Be clear before you start what the rules are – set by the Senior Leader, agreed by all.  
 

• When do you want the lights out?  

• When do you want absolute silence? 

• Is this different for different ages? If so, how will one group talking affect others? 

• Can young people be on their phones/listening to music? 

• What time can people be up in the morning? 
 
Some key things to remember: 
 

• Young people (even older youth) need more sleep than they think. Younger ones 
especially.  

• In my experience, there is a child in every room who would be better off asleep (even if 
they might not say so). 

• We’re trying to do something spiritual on the residential. It would be a shame if this is 
negated by having children half asleep by Saturday night or feeling awful. 

• Children being awake keeps leaders awake and we don’t want to be grumpy. 

• You are in loco parentis. Parents don’t want to come to pick up their younger youth who 
is so exhausted they have made themselves sick, nor to keep their child home from 
school the day after a residential. 
 

A few things to beware of: 
 

• Don’t be unrealistic. If you’re late sending people to bed, expect people to be later going 
to sleep. Don’t expect them on the first night to be able to jump into bed, turn off their 
light and go straight to sleep. Some children are ‘wanderers’. 

• Beware of encouraging absolute silence and then talking loudly next door... 

• Be firm, but with a hint of a smile. At the end of the day, for some children it is a bit of a 
game and that’s OK. 

• If you start to lose your sense of humour, walk away and go to bed. 

• Two leaders should be able to maintain quiet round several rooms, so don’t keep leaders 
up unnecessarily. 

• Beware of safeguarding issues. If you’re on your own and someone wants to get up and 
talk to you, find another leader and stay in a public place. 

• Beware of children drinking/eating too much sweet stuff at bedtime. One of them being 
sick in a tent at 3.15am is never great. 

• Look for your fire exits as you walk around.  

• Turn off some lights but leave enough on so people can find their way to the toilets/ 
leaders’ room if they need to. 

• If you can, leave any of your own siblings/children to another leader. 
 
Encouraging silence (knock before entering) 
 



Escalate your behaviour slowly and gently but also firmly. Timings are only estimates to show 
how it might progress, and hopefully it won’t reach +30. It will be different with different ages. 
 
-10 Everyone in the right room? Has everyone got everything they need? Toothbrushes? 

Towel? Bedding? (If they’ve forgotten bedding, your accommodation may have spares. If 
they can’t put their duvet cover on, help them.). Ask, because people will sometimes 
suffer and not tell you. Is everyone OK? (you might find homesick people). Have people 
taken medication? Remind people where leaders are if they need you in the night. This is 
one reason why you need leaders’ names on doors. Hurry people up in their getting ready 
for bed and go elsewhere. 

-5 Hurry last person finishing brushing their teeth and go elsewhere. Privacy should be given 
at this stage. If someone is getting changed, apologise and walk out again. 

-2 Last person in bed, warn you’re going to turn light off in two minutes, go elsewhere. 
0 Say, ‘Goodnight. See you in the morning.’  Check evacuation routes are clear. Turn light 

off. Go elsewhere. 
+5 Listen at door. Very noisy. Re-enter. Show people what whispering should sound  

like. Go elsewhere. 
+10 Listen at door. Whispering. Go elsewhere. 
+15 Listen at door. Whispering. Re-enter. Say it’s time to be quiet now. Encourage them to 

say, ‘Goodnight’ to each other. Listen while they do that. Say, ‘See you in the morning.’  
Go elsewhere. 

+20 Listen at door. Noisier. Re-enter. Torches switch off. People feign sleep. Wait. Wait. 
Wait. ‘Goodnight.’  Go elsewhere. 

+25 Listen at door. Noisy. Re-enter. Remind people that there is always someone in every 
room who wants to be asleep. Tell people that you too want to be asleep now, and you 
can’t go to sleep until they are. Remind people that we want people to be wide awake 
tomorrow because you have so many exciting things planned. Wait. Wait. Wait. Pretend 
to go elsewhere. 

+26 Listen at door. Noisy. Re-enter. Wait. Wait. Wait. Wait. (You don’t have to say anything). 
Once people are silent, children no longer know if they’re the only one awake. They may 
be quiet thinking everyone else has gone to sleep. Close the door quietly. Go elsewhere. 

+30 Listen at door. Noisy. Re-enter. You still have some options left... 

• Standing at the door, not saying anything for a long time or sitting down in the 
doorway are often effective. People know you’re getting comfortable so may stop. 

• You can call the Senior Leader.  

• Name names. If you know who was doing most of the talking, you can say to a noisy 
child that if they continue to be noisy, you will put them in a different room, but you 
don’t want to do that. If they continue, be ready to follow through. 

• You can (if you are the Senior Leader) say you may have to call a parent. Obviously 
you don’t want to do that, but if a child was keeping his room up at 1am in the 
morning and others were getting distressed, that might be an option. 

• You can threaten to get your mattress and sleep in the doorway. I have once got my 
mattress, placed it in a doorway and said, ‘Do you really want me to sleep here?’  
There was not a sound, so I took my mattress to my own room and went to bed. 

+35 Silence  
+40 Silence (You go to bed!) 
 
Over a weekend/week split up the last person up role, but do take the role seriously, whilst still 
retaining a sense of humour.  
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