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Preface

At some point in their development, many children will experience trouble sleeping. The delay tactics come out – they are thirsty, they need the toilet, they are not tired . . . the list goes on. Perhaps they have a big test at school or have heard a story in the playground that made them feel worried and they have a few nights where they are more resistant about going to bed than usual. This can be a normal part of childhood. However, in some cases, sleep problems can last for many months, or even years, and night-time can become a time of high stress, anxiety and many tears (from the parent and child!). We know that many parents feel uncertain about the best way to support their child’s sleep problems or night-time anxiety.

Is my child’s sleep normal? Is it abnormal? Should I ignore them? Should I stay with them? Will they grow out of it?

Coupled with this stress, sleep seems to be an area where everyone has an opinion on what you should do, or what you are doing ‘wrong’. Wading through these opinions can be a further source of stress for many parents.

Books on sleep are available in abundance. However, if you look in your local bookstore or online you will see that most books target infant sleep or adult sleep (e.g. insomnia). There is very little information about how to help your older child sleep. This is problematic, as we know that approximately half of all children will experience sleep problems at some point. We also know, from our clinical work, that many parents spend months or years trying to work out the best way to help their child sleep and – amongst the various opinions and strategies provided by well-meaning people – parents can find it very difficult to work out what the best techniques are to help their child sleep. We would like parents to be able to have access to a resource where they can learn techniques to improve their child’s sleep, based on the best scientific information that is currently available. Therefore, through this book, we have provided parents with step-by-step information about how to help their child overcome their sleep problem. This book is aimed at children aged 5 to 12 years old, but you may see similar patterns of sleep in your slightly younger or older children who could also benefit from these strategies.

So who are we?

We are both clinical psychologists who specialise in working with children, adolescents and their families. For the past sixteen years, Michael has worked with children, teenagers and adults with sleep problems. In 2005 he opened the Child & Adolescent Sleep Clinic at Flinders University in South Australia, where he has pioneered the development of cognitive and behavioural treatments for childhood sleep disorders. In 2011, Rachel joined this clinic, where she specialised in cognitive and behavioural treatments for children and teens with sleep problems, before relocating to the UK to continue her research and clinical work in the area of clinical child psychology.

Through our clinical work and research, we have seen hundreds of children and families who are struggling with sleep problems. While every family we saw was unique, we continued to see many similarities in the stories we heard from parents. In particular, many parents were very unsure about the best way to respond to their child’s sleep problems, particularly when it stemmed from anxiety. By the time they had come to us at the clinic, many had been dealing with their child’s sleep problem for years – sometimes over a decade. Maybe for many years it had been manageable. They might have sat with their child while they fell asleep, but it only took 15 minutes. Their child may have slept in the parents’/parent’s bed, but this was okay for a while. Often, as they reached school age (e.g. around 4–5 years old) the sleep problems became more difficult to manage. They completely ruled the family’s evenings. Parents hadn’t had their bed to themselves for years, or hadn’t had any time for themselves in the evening. They themselves might be sleep deprived from being woken during the night. Of course, overwhelmingly, they were worried about their child being very anxious, but also what it might mean if their child is sleep deprived. Their child might be too anxious to go to school camps or trips or to sleepovers with friends, or even to stay with their relatives. In some cases, their child might be able to do all of these things, but when they were at home with Mum or Dad they found it very difficult to fall asleep – causing lots of stress and anxiety for everyone involved.

In this book we cover a range of sleep problems that we most commonly see in our clinical work. This includes children who find it very difficult to sleep without a parent present, or where they are very anxious at night-time. We also discuss parasomnias (i.e. when your child performs a behaviour while they are ‘asleep’), including bed-wetting, sleep-walking and night terrors. The approaches we discuss are the same approaches that we use in our clinical work, and the examples we provide are based on different families that we have seen over the years (with names changed). Treatments are based on cognitive and behavioural approaches. These approaches were originally designed for the treatment of adults with insomnia and over the years have been adapted for use with children. Importantly, these treatments have also undergone testing via research studies, where we, and other researchers, have shown that they can be highly effective in combating child sleep problems. Cognitive and behavioural strategies to target sleep problems are the ‘gold standard’ method (that is, the techniques recommended by experts on the basis of the current evidence) of improving childhood sleep problems, particularly when they are related to anxiety.

But before we begin – we know that many parents feel a lot of guilt around their child’s sleep, especially when their child is very anxious at night. No parent likes to see their child anxious or distressed. In our clinical work, parents often ask us questions such as:

Have I caused it? Am I making it worse?

Sometimes even well-meaning advice from a relative or friend can make a parent feel as if they have somehow failed. Nevertheless, it is important to note that there are many different factors that can cause a sleep problem to develop, some of which we will discuss in Part I of this book. Sleep problems are rarely caused by one single issue. However, parents do hold the key to helping their child overcome their sleep problem. The aim of this book is to help equip parents and children with the skills to face the child’s worries during the night, and to restore better sleep practices. This is partly through identifying and shifting bedtime practices that may have been used to reduce anxiety in the short term, but may have unknowingly contributed to the maintenance of longer-term sleep problems. Ultimately, our hope is that this book helps parents to feel more confident and empowered to help their child’s sleep problem – so the whole family can get a better night’s sleep.


Introduction

This book is split into three parts – in Part I we have provided you with information about children’s sleep, including what sleep ‘looks like’; how to tell if your child has a sleep problem; how sleep problems may develop, and how sleep and anxiety are related.

In Part II we take you through step-by-step techniques so you can support your child to overcome their sleep problem. This section is focused on sleep problems that are related to anxiety – such as when a child cannot fall asleep without a parent present, is very resistant to going to sleep, or perhaps needs to sleep in their parents’ bed. We start by explaining two sleep techniques that are for use with children who have a lot of difficulty falling asleep, either when they first go to bed or when they wake during the night, without a parent or carer present. The first sleep technique we discuss is bedtime restriction (perhaps a slightly alarming name for what is a relatively straightforward technique!). Next we describe a similar technique, referred to as sleep restriction. These treatments, which we have used with hundreds of families across our clinical and research work, are designed to take only a few weeks to implement (for some families, their child’s sleep problem is fixed in as little as one week) and are our recommended first steps to improving your child’s sleep. They are particularly designed to improve the quality of your child’s sleep – helping them fall asleep faster and stay asleep during the night. In many cases we have found that these short treatments are enough to eliminate children’s sleep problems.

However, we know that very anxious children may need some additional support. Therefore, Part II also provides step-by-step information on supporting your child to face their fears. First, for parents of older children (as a guide, 8+ years old), we explain how to help your child understand and challenge their fears and worries. Next we explain how to support children of any age to face their fears, one step at a time.

While the focus of these techniques is on children who are anxious about sleeping alone, we know that there are other sleep problems experienced by many children – including night terrors, sleep-walking and bed-wetting (a group of issues referred to as ‘parasomnias’). Therefore, in Part III we focus on what to do to help your child with parasomnias. Again, we provide step-by-step guides to managing these issues.

Finally, even after your child’s sleep has improved, it is important to remember no one sleeps perfectly all of the time (I’m sure we can all relate to that!). There may be ‘blips’ where you notice your child is falling back into poor sleep patterns. Therefore, in Part III we have also provided an overview of tips and tricks for helping your child maintain good sleep, including as they become a teenager.


Abbreviations

We will refer to some important abbreviations in this book. We’ll remind you of their meaning throughout. We use the same acronyms that we use in our research and clinical work, as we know that some parents like to do further reading of research studies (e.g. search on Google Scholar), and we want parents to feel empowered to do so. To do this, though, it is important to know the correct terminology. We have provided the relevant definitions here, at the start of the book, so you can easily come back to them if necessary.

SOL = Sleep Onset Latency: which is the amount of time it takes your child to fall asleep at the start of the night.

WASO = Wake After Sleep Onset: which is the total amount of time that your child is awake for during the night (between falling asleep and before waking in the morning).

TST = Total Sleep Time: which is the total amount of sleep they get overnight.

TIB = Time In Bed: which is the total amount of time between when you first put them to bed to sleep, and when they wake up and get out of bed the next day.
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