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Is my child having nightmares or sleep terrors? 
 
 
 
 

Nightmares  Sleep Terrors 
 
 

  

Occur in the second half of the 
night. 

 Occur in the first half of the 
night. 

 
 

  

Child wakes frightened and 
anxious.  Often tearful.  Has a 
sense of impending harm. 

 Child thrashes about in bed or 
runs around the room looking 
confused/terrified/angry.  May 
scream, cry or talk nonsense. 

 
 

  

On waking the child will 
recognise you.  Will seek 
comfort and reassurance and 
want to be held. 

 During the episode, the child 
will not recognise you or be 
comforted.  May push people 
away.  On waking will be 
confused and disorientated. 

 
 

  

May take some time to settle 
back to sleep. 

 Returns to sleep quickly. 

 
 

  

Child remembers dream or 
feeling frightened. 

 Child has no memory of sleep 
terror. 
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Nightmares 
 
Nightmares are frightening dreams which can cause a child to wake up scared and 
upset, often with a feeling of impending harm. They occur in the second half of the night 
when most of our dreaming takes place. They are usually a part of normal development 
and are a sign of a young child’s developing imagination. Nightmares are usually 
caused by or reflect emotional difficulties that have taken place during the day, 
therefore stressful events are likely to cause an increase in their frequency and severity. 
As most young children have some concerns about being separated or loss, they often 
have nightmares about being lost or having something bad happen to one of their 
parents. Nightmares may also follow a difficult or challenging event in a child’s life – 
starting nursery/school or arrival of a new sibling. They may also be reliving a stressful 
event – being barked at by a big dog or getting lost. Some children between can be 
worried about death – this sometimes happens after a death in the family or the death 
of a pet. Older children often have nightmares related to scary films or stories or a 
frightening daytime experience. Nightmares usually decrease in frequency as the child 
gets older but may peak again during adolescence as this is a period of change and 
anxiety. Boys and girls are equally likely to have nightmares and they do not seem to 
run in families.  
 
What does a nightmare look like? 
 
On waking from a nightmare, children are alert and can remember the dream. Your 
child will recognise you and, as they are frightened and anxious, will want to be held, 
comforted and reassured.  Nightmares are very common in children and, as young 
children find it hard to tell the difference between a dream and reality, when they wake 
up they may not understand that they were only dreaming and it is now over. It can take 
some time for a child to return to sleep and they often will not want to be left alone. 
  
How do I deal with nightmares? 
 
Go to your child and offer reassurance both by holding and talking calmly. Tempting 
thought it is, it is unhelpful to allow your child to get into your bed. Stay in their room 
reminding them that they are safe and secure until they are feeling better (or have gone 
back to sleep if necessary). 
Distraction might help – offer a drink, turn the pillow over or offer a security object like a 
favourite toy or blanket. 
If your child has gone back to sleep but still appears agitated in their dreaming, stroking 
their back or speaking soothingly may help with settling into more peaceful sleep. 
Discuss it the next day. Acknowledge the fear as real – it may be helpful to explain the 
concept of a dream as a story that you tell yourself when asleep but that it is not real. 
It’s unhelpful to search under the bed for monsters as you are suggesting that monsters 
actually exist.  
Most nightmares are isolated events but if they persist, try to identify any underlying 
anxieties. 
Leave a night light on if your child is afraid of the dark.  
Consider teaching your child relaxation techniques if appropriate. 



 
 

Night-time Fears 
 
 
Bedtime fears are a common part of normal development. Children have different 
fears at different developmental stages and these fears develop as children begin to 
understand that they can get hurt or be harmed. In addition, very young children find 
it hard to know what is real and what is made up. 
 
If a child’s fears are ignored, the child will not be reassured and will become more 
anxious about bedtime. On the other hand, too much reassurance can give the 
message that there really is something to be afraid of. 
 
 
What to do when your child is afraid at bedtime or during the night 
 
Listen and try to understand your child’s fears. Don’t dismiss them or make fun of 
them as they are very real to your child. 
 
Reassure your child. It’s important to say things like ‘you are safe, I am here and you 
are ok’. Repeat the message that your child is safe. 
 
Teach coping skills. Talk about how you deal with something that frightens you and 
read stories about children who are afraid and conquer their fears. Teach positive 
thinking and remind them that ‘monsters are pretend’ 
 
Never join your child in their fear –so if, for example, you check under the bed for 
monsters you are effectively telling your child that monsters do indeed exist. 
 
Encourage the use of a security object/blanket which may help your child relax 
throughout the night. 
 
A nightlight can be helpful as can leaving the door slightly open. 
 
Avoid watching scary TV shows, DVD’s etc 
 
Try relaxation techniques to help your child think of other things when lying in bed at 
night. 
 
If appropriate, talk to your child about their fears during the day. Talk about how they 
can feel less frightened during the night and build their self-confidence. Feeling 
secure and safe during the day will help them feel safe during the night. 
 
Keep your child in their own bed. If they need reassurance, go into them rather than 
bringing them downstairs or into your own bed. Reassure your child and they will 
learn that their bed is a safe place to be. Try not to let your child become dependent 
on you being in the room for them to go to sleep. You can keep reassuring them and 
it is ok to occasionally stay by their bed but avoid this becoming a habit. 
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Set Limits – leaving a night light on and the door open is fine, sleeping with your 
child every night is not. This will only reinforce their fears. 
 
If your child’s fears are persistent or continue during the day, consider getting 
specialist advice to identify and treat their anxiety.  
 
 



 
 

Normal sleep 
 
 
What is sleep? 
Sleep is an active process which is a vital part of our functioning.  When asleep, we 
are in a state of reduced awareness to our surroundings although we stay tuned in to 
things which can wake us up such as loud noises. When we fall asleep we typically 
follow a sleep cycle which passes through clear stages. Whilst each person will be 
slightly different, and our sleep pattern changes through life, most people follow a 
predictable pattern. This graph shows these stages. 
 

 
 
Stage I is characterised by feeling drowsy, thoughts begin to drift. As a person 
moves from drowsiness to deeper sleep, a sudden jerk may briefly jolt them into 
wakefulness. This is called a sleep start and is quite normal. 
 
Stage 2 this is still quite a light sleep and makes up almost half of our night’s sleep. 
We can easily be awoken from this stage and will often have no awareness of having 
fallen asleep 
 
Stage 3/4 The deepest stage of sleep. It takes a much louder noise to waken 
someone from this stage and, if woken, they will feel groggy. Breathing slows and 
blood pressure drops as do body temperature and heart rate. This is a vitally 
important sleep stage for hormone production. This deep sleep only occurs in the 
first 3-4 hours of the night.  
 
These sleep stages alternate between Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep and 
different stages of Non Rapid Eye Movement (NREM) sleep.  
REM sleep is a time when parts of the brain are very active even though the rest of 
the body is very relaxed – it is the time when vivid dreaming happens. REM sleep 
occurs in the second half of the night. There is often a very short time when we wake 
between cycles. Usually we do not remember these brief wakings; we simply change 
position or turn over. It is therefore quite normal for children to wake up briefly 
several times a night. This only becomes a problem if they are not able to settle 
themselves back to sleep. 
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Why do we sleep? 
 
Sleep allows our bodies to rest and recover and is important in helping children to 
grow and learn. Children’s immune systems are active in sleep with growth hormone 
being produced in deep sleep. REM sleep helps us to make sense of what has 
happened during the day and is important for memory consolidation. 
 
 
The body clock 
 
The time that we feel sleepy each night is controlled by, amongst other things, our 
internal body clock. This is affected by many things including light, sound, diet and 
temperature. Keeping a regular routine and getting out into daylight, particularly in 
the morning, helps to keep this clock regulated. 
 
 
How much sleep is normal? 
 
This varies from one child to the next but as a rough guide:  
1-3 years:   11 hours plus naps if appropriate 
3-5 years:   11 hours   
5-11 years: 10 hours 
11 plus:        9 hours 
 
 
Effects of sleep deprivation 
The adverse effects of a lack of sleep are being recognised more now. Lack of sleep 
in children can cause hyperactive behaviour, low mood and poor concentration 
which affects school performance. Recent research has shown a link between 
reduced sleep and an increased risk of obesity in children. 
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Sleep Terrors 
 
 
Sleep terrors are not harmful to your child but they can cause a great deal of anxiety 
for parents and are more terrifying to watch than to experience. They are not a sign 
of psychological problems. 
They are common in young children and occur when a child partially wakes from the 
deepest part of non-dream sleep in the first few hours of sleep – they are effectively 
stuck halfway between being asleep and awake. They are usually (but not always) 
short lived and the child has no memory of them next day. Sleep terrors are more 
common in boys than girls and tend to run in families. Most children grow out of them 
by adolescence. 
 
What does a sleep terror look like? 
A sleep terror begins suddenly with the child screaming or shouting out and looking 
scared/panicked/confused. Their eyes may be wide open and they may be talking 
nonsense and flailing around clumsily. A child may sit up in bed or thrash around or 
get up and walk around disorientated. They will avoid being comforted and may push 
people away. 
 
Triggers – things that make sleep terrors more likely 
 
Being tired 
Lack of consistent bedtime routine 
Fever and illness 
Some medications 
Sleeping with a full bladder 
Sleeping in a new/strange place 
Sleeping in a noisy place 
Stress 
 
How do I deal with sleep terrors? 
 
Follow a regular routine of meal times and bedtimes. 
Ensure your child is getting enough sleep for their age. For younger children, 
consider making bedtime 15 – 30 mins earlier. 
Keep your child safe – stair gates and window locks may be helpful. Remove things 
that are in the way and could be tripped over. 
Don’t wake your child – they could become more agitated.  
Guide them back to bed unless they resist in which case simply observe and keep 
them safe. 
Don’t discuss sleep terrors the next day as this could be very worrying.  
 
If sleep terrors regularly occur at the same time of night, it can be helpful to rouse 
(but not wake) your child around 20mins before their usual sleep terror. However, 
this should only be done with advice from someone with experience in this. 
 



Sleepwalking                                                                                                          May 2013/version 1 

 

 

 
 

Sleepwalking 
 
 
Sleepwalking is a common problem in children, particularly for those aged 3-7 years. 
Sleep walking occurs when a child partially awakes from the deepest part of non-rem 
sleep in the first few hours of sleep – they are effectively stuck halfway between 
being asleep and awake. These episodes can last up to 20mins and the child usually 
has little or no memory of them next day. They can occur on a nightly basis or only 
occasionally. Sleepwalking often runs in families and most children outgrow it by 
adolescence. In most cases, sleepwalking requires no treatment. 
 
 
What does sleep walking look like? 
 
A sleepwalking child may have their eyes open but usually appears confused and 
may talk nonsense. Occasionally, a sleepwalking child may appear agitated. A 
sleepwalker is often clumsy and may perform bizarre or strange actions. Others will 
manage quite complex tasks like unlocking doors. 
 
 
Triggers – things that make sleep walking more likely 
 
Being tired  
Lack of consistent bedtime routine 
Fever and illness 
Some medications 
Sleeping with a full bladder 
Sleeping in a new/strange place 
Sleeping in a noisy place 
Stress 
 
 
How do I deal with sleepwalking? 
 
Follow a regular routine of meal times and bedtimes 
Ensure your child is getting enough sleep for their age. Sleepwalking is much more 
likely to happen when your child does not get enough sleep 
Don’t wake your child – they could become more agitated 
Guide your child back to bed while speaking to him in a calm and soothing manner. 
Focus on safety – make sure all outside doors and windows are secure. Keep clutter 
off the floor. Some parents put a noisy toy or bells on their child’s bedroom door so 
that they are alerted when the child leaves their room. 
 



 
 

Top sleep tips (ages 1-3) 
 
 
How much sleep is normal? 
 
Children of this age need about 11-15 hours sleep depending on the child and this 
may include naps. In the middle of this period, most children will shift towards one 
nap a day with most children having dropped naps around the age of 3. The timing of 
naps is important – napping after 3.30pm can affect bedtime. Between 2 and 3 years 
the average daily nap time totals 1 hour – by the age of 3, a ‘power nap’ may be 
enough. 
 It is common for all children to wake briefly several times a night but they should be 
learning to settle themselves back to sleep without adult attention. 
 
 
Sleep problems 
 
Children of all ages can have problems with sleep and it is not uncommon for new 
sleep problems to appear at this age. Children may begin to have nightmares – this 
is part of normal development and children mainly need simple reassurance. Sleep 
walking and sleep terrors may also begin (although the child may be unaware of 
these) and some children develop problems with snoring which may cause them to 
wake up. Most problems in this age range however, are around difficulties getting to 
sleep, staying asleep and waking at an appropriate time. Whilst there is no magic 
wand or quick fix, all of these problems can benefit from a good, regular bedtime 
routine. It is important that all the adults who carry out the bedtime routine do the 
same thing and have agreed in advance how to deal with difficult behaviour – 
changing sleep habits can be emotionally tough and you will need to support each 
other. 
 
 
Moving from a cot to a bed 
There is no set or ideal time to do this. Most children will have moved to a bed by the 
age of 3years and for a variety of reasons. Your child may have started trying to 
climb out of their cot or have simply outgrown it. It may be that you need the cot for a 
new sibling but whatever the reason, some preparation is helpful. Before the move 
talk to them about the new ‘Big Bed’, put it in the same position as the old cot if 
possible and include familiar toys and bedding.  It may take a few days for your child 
to settle in their new bed so stick with your established bedtime routine. 
 If you can, try taking down one side of the cot or using a cot bed if you have one as 
a transition from the security of a cot to the more exposed bed. You can try using a 
safety guard on their bed to still offer them a level of security. Focus on safety – not 
only using a bedguard but perhaps putting some cushions/pillows on the floor by the 
bed in case they fall out. You may also like to put a stairgate on your toddler’s 
door/top of the stairs if your child is prone to going wandering in the night.  
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Bedtime routine 
 
Children like routine and consistency and a regular routine has a positive impact on 
sleep. A bedtime routine needn’t take any more than 45 mins and should be carried 
out the same way every night with little or no variation during weekends or holidays. 
Once you have left the living area it is important that you do not return to it – you are 
aiming to build up a positive association with the bedtime routine and going to sleep 
– the day is over and your child is heading for bed. 
 
A typical routine might include: 
 

1. Quiet time 
2. Bath 
3. Pyjamas on 
4. Brush teeth 
5. Story 
6. Kiss, cuddle, lights out. 

 
 
Quiet time 
 
This can consist of tidying up toys, puzzles, drawing, getting packed lunch ready for 
the next day or having a bedtime snack. This is not the time for homework or rough 
and tumble – you are aiming to help your child wind down. Aim to start the routine at 
the same time every night with only a variation of an hour on high days and holidays. 
Similarly, keep getting up time the same – allowing your child to have a lie in at the 
weekend will result in their body clock re-setting to an unhelpful time. It sounds 
obvious, but make sure your child is tired at bedtime – putting them to bed too early 
will only result in a bedtime battle and stress all round. Switch all screens off during 
quiet time – ideally for an hour before bed. This is very important as the light from 
modern screens has been shown to be very stimulating to the brain and this reduces 
the amount of Melatonin produced in the body. Melatonin is a naturally occurring 
hormone which makes us feel sleepy. For this reason it is also helpful to dim the 
lights, draw the curtains etc during quiet time as low light levels encourage Melatonin 
production. 
 
 
Food and Drink 
 
Consider the timing of your child’s evening meal – do they need a small snack before 
bed? Avoid caffeine which is found in tea (including green tea), coffee and chocolate. 
This includes hot chocolate, chocolate cereals and chocolate biscuits. A milky drink 
works well. Also avoid fizzy drinks and snacks high in sugar as these are too 
stimulating. 
 Avoid giving your child a drink to take to bed as they may come to depend on it if 
they wake in the night – most children over the age of 6 months don’t need a drink 
during the night. It may also contribute to bed wetting if this is an issue. 
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Bathtime 
 
If at all possible, include a bath in your child’s bedtime routine. Aim for this to be a 
calming event and no longer than 10 minutes. Baths are helpful in a bedtime routine 
as they can be relaxing but also because the cooling down process after the bath 
increases feelings of sleepiness. There is some research to suggest that adding 
Lavender oil or using Lavender bath products aids sleep. Care should be taken when 
using the essential oil – follow the instructions. 
 
 
Bedroom 
 
Avoid using the bedroom as an area of punishment during the day – you want your 
child to view their bedroom as a positive, safe place to be at night. 
Try lying on your child’s bed – is it comfortable, warm and the right size? A 
temperature of 18-20 degrees is ideal with the bedroom being a little cooler than the 
rest of the house. Is there too much noise coming from the living area?  
Make sure the bedroom is quiet and dark – a blackout blind is very helpful and night 
lights should be kept low. If you don’t have a blackout blind a blanket or towel draped 
over the curtain rail will do. Limit the number/length of stories to be told. Make sure 
your child knows in advance how many there will be and stick to this.  
 
 
Settling 
 
Once you have finished story time and given your child a kiss and a cuddle 
goodnight, aim to leave your child alone in their own bed with the lights out and 
nightlight on (if necessary). If your child is unhappy about this you have several 
options and you need to make a choice based on what fits best with your parenting 
style, your child and your family. 
 
If your child has been used to falling asleep lying next to you or in your arms you 
may prefer to make changes in small steps by staying in the room with them and 
gradually over a period of nights move further and further away from them until you 
are no longer in the room. Be boring – no eye contact or conversation and stay until 
they are asleep – then wait another 10mins to be sure. Eventually (and it can take 
some time) you will be able to sit outside the room by which time your child is well on 
the way to learning to fall asleep without your presence.  
 
Alternatively, you could position yourself outside the room to begin with and calmly 
return your child to bed every time they get up (this is known as Rapid Return). 
Again, no eye contact or conversation. This method can be quite gruelling for 
parents and initially things may get worse before they get better but if you can leave 
the room your child will learn to settle themselves more quickly.  
Another alternative is to leave the room and return at regular intervals to reassure 
your child. Again it is important that you do not interact very much with your child – 
you are merely reassuring them that you are still around.   
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Night Waking 
 
 
Remember that all children wake briefly several times a night. How they fall asleep at 
the beginning of the night has a big impact on how easily they will be able to settle 
themselves back to sleep when these night wakings occur. For instance, at the 
beginning of the night, if a child falls asleep in your arms, or being rocked, or with a 
bottle then the chances are that when they wake in the night they will need the same 
thing to get back to sleep.  
Once a child has learned to settle themselves to sleep at bedtime they are often able 
to do the same during the night when they wake up. While you are teaching them to 
settle themselves back to sleep during the night, it is important to carry out the same 
steps and rules you have used during the initial settling time. Try to avoid getting into 
your child’s bed or taking them into your bed. You may gain more sleep that night but 
you are sending a very confusing message to your child and undoing all the good 
work you have done at settling time. 
 
 
Rewards 
 
Children in this age bracket often respond well to rewards. Rewards can take the 
form of stickers, praise or time spent with a parent doing a particular activity. Involve 
them in making a reward chart and ensure that they understand what is expected of 
them. Make the rewards achievable perhaps working on small improvements and 
keep them motivated by giving them lots of praise when they make changes 
however small. Do this when they wake in the morning - don’t focus on bad 
behaviour the night before and never remove a reward you child has earned. 
 
 
Remember: 
 
All children wake several times a night. 
Things may get worse before they get better – this is normal.  
Consistency is key.   
 
 
Seek further advice if your child: 
 
Snores loudly most nights 
Has irregular breathing or gasps loudly at night 
Has prolonged night terrors or unusual night time behaviours. 
 
 



 
 

Top sleep tips (ages 4-6) 
 
 
How much sleep is normal? 
 
Children of this age need about 11 hours sleep, depending on the child. It is usual for 
every child to wake for a very short time several times a night but they should be 
able to settle themselves back to sleep without adult attention. 
 
 
Sleep Problems 
 
Children of all ages can have problems with sleep and it is not uncommon for new 
sleep problems to appear at this age. Children may begin to have nightmares – this 
is part of normal development and children mainly need simple reassurance. Sleep 
walking and sleep terrors may also begin (although the child may be unaware of 
these) and some children develop problems with snoring which may cause them to 
wake up. Most problems in this age range however, are around difficulties getting to 
sleep, staying asleep and waking at an appropriate time. Whilst there is no magic 
wand or quick fix, all of these problems can benefit from a good, regular bedtime 
routine. It is important that all the adults who carry out the bedtime routine do the 
same thing and have agreed in advance how to deal with difficult behaviour – 
changing sleep habits can be emotionally tough and you will need to support each 
other. 
 
 
Bedtime routine 
 
Children like routine and consistency and a regular routine has a positive impact on 
sleep. A bedtime routine needn’t take any more than 45 mins and should be carried 
out the same way every night with little or no variation during weekends or holidays. 
Once you have left the living area it is important that you do not return to it – you are 
aiming to build up a positive association with the bedtime routine and going to sleep 
– the day is over and your child is heading for bed. 
 
A typical routine might include: 
 

1. Quiet time 
2. Bath 
3. Pyjamas on 
4. Brush teeth 
5. Story 
6. Kiss, cuddle, lights out. 
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Quiet time 
 
This can consist of tidying up toys, puzzles, drawing, getting packed lunch ready for 
the next day or having a bedtime snack. This is not the time for homework or rough 
and tumble – you are aiming to help your child wind down. Aim to start the routine at 
the same time every night with only a variation of an hour on high days and holidays. 
Similarly, keep getting up time the same – allowing your child to have a lie in at the 
weekend will result in their body clock re-setting to an unhelpful time. It sounds 
obvious, but make sure your child is tired at bedtime – putting them to bed too early 
will only result in a bedtime battle and stress all round. Switch all screens off during 
quiet time – ideally for an hour before bed. This is very important as the light from 
modern screens has been shown to be very stimulating to the brain and this reduces 
the amount of Melatonin produced in the body. Melatonin is a naturally occurring 
hormone which makes us feel sleepy. For this reason it is also helpful to dim the 
lights, draw the curtains etc during quiet time as low light levels encourage Melatonin 
production. 
 
 
Food and Drink 
 
Consider the timing of your child’s evening meal – do they need a small snack before 
bed? Avoid caffeine which is found in tea (including green tea), coffee and chocolate. 
This includes hot chocolate, chocolate cereals and chocolate biscuits. A milky drink 
works well. Also avoid fizzy drinks and snacks high in sugar as these are too 
stimulating. 
 Avoid giving your child a drink to take to bed as they may come to depend on it if 
they wake in the night – most children over the age of 6 months don’t need a drink 
during the night. It may also contribute to bed wetting if this is an issue. 
 
 
Bathtime 
 
If at all possible, include a bath in your child’s bedtime routine. Aim for this to be a 
calming event and no longer than 10 minutes. Baths are helpful in a bedtime routine 
as they can be relaxing but also because the cooling down process after the bath 
increases feelings of sleepiness. There is some research to suggest that adding 
Lavender oil or using Lavender bath products aids sleep. Care should be taken when 
using the essential oil – follow the instructions. 
 
 
Bedroom 
 
Avoid using the bedroom as an area of punishment during the day – you want your 
child to view their bedroom as a positive, safe place to be at night. 
Try lying on your child’s bed – is it comfortable, warm and the right size? A 
temperature of 18-20 degrees is ideal with the bedroom being a little cooler than the 
rest of the house. Is there too much noise coming from the living area?  
Make sure the bedroom is quiet and dark – a blackout blind is very helpful and night 
lights should be kept low. If you don’t have a blackout blind a blanket or towel draped 



Page 3 of 4 

 

Top sleep tips (ages 4-6)                                                                                      May 2013/version 1 

 

 

over the curtain rail will do. Limit the number/length of stories to be told. Make sure 
your child knows in advance how many there will be and stick to this.  
 
 
Settling 
 
Once you have finished story time and given your child a kiss and a cuddle 
goodnight, aim to leave your child alone in their own bed with the lights out and 
nightlight on (if necessary). If your child is unhappy about this you have several 
options and you need to make a choice based on what fits best with your parenting 
style, your child and your family. 
 
If your child has been used to falling asleep lying next to you or in your arms you 
may prefer to make changes in small steps by staying in the room with them and 
gradually over a period of nights move further and further away from them until you 
are no longer in the room. Be boring – no eye contact or conversation and stay until 
they are asleep – then wait another 10mins to be sure. Eventually (and it can take 
some time) you will be able to sit outside the room by which time your child is well on 
the way to learning to fall asleep without your presence.  
 
Alternatively, you could position yourself outside the room to begin with and calmly 
return your child to bed every time they get up (this is known as Rapid Return). 
Again, no eye contact or conversation. This method can be quite gruelling for 
parents and initially things may get worse before they get better but if you can leave 
the room your child will learn to settle themselves more quickly.  
Another alternative is to leave the room and return at regular intervals to reassure 
your child. Again it is important that you do not interact very much with your child – 
you are merely reassuring them that you are still around.   
 
 
Night Waking 
 
Remember that all children wake briefly several times a night. How they fall asleep at 
the beginning of the night has a big impact on how easily they will be able to settle 
themselves back to sleep when these night wakings occur. For instance, at the 
beginning of the night, if a child falls asleep in your arms, or being rocked, or with a 
bottle then the chances are that when they wake in the night they will need the same 
thing to get back to sleep.  
Once a child has learned to settle themselves to sleep at bedtime they are often able 
to do the same during the night when they wake up. While you are teaching them to 
settle themselves back to sleep during the night, it is important to carry out the same 
steps and rules you have used during the initial settling time. Try to avoid getting into 
your child’s bed or taking them into your bed. You may gain more sleep that night but 
you are sending a very confusing message to your child and undoing all the good 
work you have done at settling time. 
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Rewards 
 
Children in this age bracket often respond well to rewards. Rewards can take the 
form of stickers, praise or time spent with a parent doing a particular activity. Involve 
them in making a reward chart and ensure that they understand what is expected of 
them. Make the rewards achievable perhaps working on small improvements and 
keep them motivated by giving them lots of praise when they make changes 
however small. Do this when they wake in the morning - don’t focus on bad 
behaviour the night before and never remove a reward you child has earned. 
 
 
Remember: 
 
All children wake several times a night. 
Things may get worse before they get better – this is normal.  
Consistency is key.   
 
 
Seek further advice if your child: 
 
Snores loudly most nights 
Has irregular breathing or gasps loudly at night 
Has prolonged night terrors or unusual night time behaviours. 
 
 



 
 

Top sleep tips (ages 6-12) 

 
 
How much sleep is normal? 
 
Children of this age need about 10 hours sleep, depending on the child. It is not 
unusual for primary school age children to get less sleep than they need. This may 
be due to homework, evening activities and bedtimes becoming later. Your child may 
not be getting enough sleep if the following are affected: 
 
Mood: lack of sleep can make children moody and irritable. They can get frustrated 
and upset more easily. 
Behaviour: tired children can find it difficult to manage themselves. They may 
become over-active or refuse to do as they are asked. 
School performance: tired children struggle to concentrate, to learn, memorise and to 
be creative. It’s also harder for them to make good decisions.  
 
Sleep problems 
 
Children of all ages can have problems with sleep. At this age, most sleep problems 
are around difficulties getting to sleep and getting enough sleep. Whilst there is no 
magic wand or quick fix, these problems can benefit from a good, regular bedtime 
routine. It is important that all the adults who carry out the bedtime routine do the 
same thing and have agreed in advance how to deal with difficult behaviour – 
changing sleep habits can be emotionally tough and you will need to support each 
other. 
 
Bedtime routine 
 
Children like routine and consistency and a regular routine has a positive impact on 
sleep. A bedtime routine needn’t take any more than 45 mins and should be carried 
out the same way every night with little or no variation during weekends or holidays. 
Once you have left the living area it is important that you do not return to it – you are 
aiming to build up a positive association with the bedtime routine and going to sleep 
– the day is over and your child is heading for bed. 
 
A typical routine might include: 
 

1. Quiet time 
2. Bath 
3. Pyjamas on 
4. Brush teeth 
5. Story 
6. Kiss, cuddle, lights out. 
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Quiet time 
 
This can consist of calming activities, getting packed lunch ready for the next day or 
having a bedtime snack. This is not the time for homework or rough and tumble – 
you are aiming to help your child wind down. Aim to start the routine at the same 
time every night with only a variation of an hour on high days and holidays. Similarly, 
keep getting up time the same – allowing your child to have a lie in at the weekend 
will result in their body clock re-setting to an unhelpful time. It sounds obvious, but 
make sure your child is tired at bedtime – putting them to bed too early will only 
result in a bedtime battle and stress all round. Switch all screens off during quiet time 
– ideally for an hour before bed. This is very important as the light from modern 
screens has been shown to be very stimulating to the brain and this reduces the 
amount of Melatonin produced in the body. Melatonin is a naturally occurring 
hormone which makes us feel sleepy. For this reason it is also helpful to dim the 
lights, draw the curtains etc during quiet time as low light levels encourage Melatonin 
production. 
 
Food and Drink 
 
Consider the timing of your child’s evening meal – do they need a small snack before 
bed? Avoid caffeine which is found in tea (including green tea), coffee and chocolate. 
This includes hot chocolate, chocolate cereals and chocolate biscuits. A milky drink 
works well. Also avoid fizzy drinks and snacks high in sugar as these are too 
stimulating. 
 Avoid giving your child a drink to take to bed as they may come to depend on it if 
they wake in the night – most children over the age of 6 months don’t need a drink 
during the night. It may also contribute to bed wetting if this is an issue. 
 
Bathtime 
 
If at all possible, include a bath in your child’s bedtime routine. Aim for this to be a 
calming event and no longer than 10 minutes. Baths are helpful in a bedtime routine 
as they can be relaxing but also because the cooling down process after the bath 
increases feelings of sleepiness. There is some research to suggest that adding 
Lavender oil or using Lavender bath products aids sleep. Care should be taken when 
using the essential oil – follow the instructions. 
 
Bedroom 
 
Avoid using the bedroom as an area of punishment during the day – you want your 
child to view their bedroom as a positive, safe place to be at night. 
Try lying on your child’s bed – is it comfortable, warm and the right size? A 
temperature of 18-20 degrees is ideal with the bedroom being a little cooler than the 
rest of the house. Is there too much noise coming from the living area?  
Make sure the bedroom is quiet and dark – a blackout blind is very helpful and night 
lights should be kept low. If you don’t have a blackout blind a blanket or towel draped 
over the curtain rail will do. Limit the number/length of stories to be told or the 
amount of time your child can spend reading to themselves. Make sure your child 
knows in advance what the limits are and stick to these. Do not allow any screen 
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time (including phones) as the light from screens reduces the amount of Melatonin 
produced.  
 
Settling 
 
You are aiming for your child to settle themselves to sleep in their own bed at a 
sensible time with the lights out and a nightlight on if necessary. If your child is 
unhappy about this you have several options and you need to make a choice based 
on what fits best with your parenting style, your child and your family. 
 
If your child is used to having a parent in the room when they fall asleep, you may 
prefer to make changes in small steps by staying in the room with them and 
gradually over a period of nights move further and further away from them until you 
are no longer in the room. Be boring- no eye contact or conversation and stay until 
they are asleep- then wait another 10 minutes to be sure. Eventually (and it can take 
some time) you will be able to sit outside the room by which time your child is well on 
the way to learning to fall asleep without your presence. 
 
If your child is not getting enough sleep because bedtime is too late, make changes 
gradually. Bring bedtime forward by 15 minutes per week and keep the waking up 
time the same every day including weekends. This may take several weeks but will 
ultimately be worth it.  
 
Bedtime fears 
 
Children of this age have vivid imaginations which can translate into fears about the 
dark which then make it more difficult for them to settle off to sleep. Bedtime fears 
are a common part of normal development. Try to avoid joining your child in their 
fear by, for example, checking under the bed for monsters as it suggests that 
monsters do actually exist. Reassure your child and encourage the use of a security 
object which may help your child relax throughout the night. 
 
Rewards 
 
Children in this age bracket often respond well to praise from teachers as well as 
parents so it might be helpful to involve them in the plan. Use a home-school book to 
communicate progress and also consider the use of rewards. These needn’t be 
extravagant and often rewards which take the form of extra time spent doing a 
favourite activity with a parent are the most motivating. It is unhelpful to focus on bad 
behaviour the night before and never remove a reward your child has earned 
 
Remember: 
Set limits around bedtime and stick to them 
Things may get worse before they get better – this is normal and to be expected 
Consistency is key 
 
Seek further advice if your child: 
Snores loudly most night 
Has irregular breathing or gasps loudly at night 
Has prolonged night terrors or unusual night time behaviours. 
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Top sleep tips (ages 13-16) for parents 

 
How much sleep is normal? 
 
Adolescents need about 9 hours sleep although the average amount that they get is often 
much less. After puberty, there is a shift in the biological clock of about 2 hours which 
means that bedtime for teenagers naturally becomes later. As teenagers still have to 
wake at the same time for school they are likely to become sleep deprived which has an 
effect on:  
 
School performance – attention, memory, decision making and creativity are all impaired 
through lack of sleep and can result in lower grades 
Behaviour – more risk taking behaviour is likely such as drinking, driving fast and making 
poor decisions. 
Mood – sleep deprivation can make teenagers moody and irritable. They are less able to 
manage themselves and can become frustrated and upset more easily. 
 
How to help your teenager get more sleep 
 
Provide a quiet, safe and comfortable space for your teenager to sleep in. Ideally, the 
bedroom should be cooler than the rest of the house. 
 
Encourage a regular bedtime routine and at weekends avoid them having a lie in of more 
than an hour (any longer than this and their body clock starts to re-set making it harder to 
get back into the routine on a school day). 
 
Help them to avoid smoking, alcohol and caffeine as they disrupt sleep. Caffeine can be 
found in tea (including green tea), coffee, chocolate drinks including hot chocolate and 
chocolate itself.  
 
Ensure that your teen is outside for part of the day (especially in the morning) as daylight 
helps to regulate the body clock responsible for sleep. 
 
Encourage exercise but not in the hour before bed 
 
Make sure that electronic devices are switched off at bedtime as these are too stimulating. 
Easier said than done but if your teenager has problems falling asleep it is very 
necessary.  If these devices have a screen they will also produce a light which reduces 
the amount of Melatonin produced by the body. Melatonin is a hormone which makes us 
feel sleepy so it is helpful to encourage its production by dimming lights and removing 
screens in the hour before bed. 
 
Teenagers may need help if they: 
Snore loudly most nights 
Have difficulty falling or staying asleep 
Seem excessively sleepy during the day 
Fall asleep in the early hours of the morning and then have problems waking up 
Have persistent odd behaviours during the night. 


