more common sleep disorders.

Sleep is a biologically complex process. Many parents, and many
health professionals, are still unaware that children’s sleep problems
are preventable and can often be treated effectively without the need
for medication. Even lesser degrees of sleep loss or quality can have
profound physical and psychological effects both on the day-to-day
functioning and development of a child.

Common sleep problems
Sleep problems are very common in children. Some groups are at
higher risk of such problems such as those with chronic illness and

handicapping conditions. In the general population 25% of children
between birth and four years experience sleep disorders/distur-
bances; 15% of children aged 4-10 years have sleep disorders and
the figure rises again at the onset of puberty and adolescence to 25%
to 30%. Sleep deficit will affect the child’s emotional state, learning
and retention of learning, overall behaviour, immunity system and
level of growth. Therefore it is very important that sleep disorders are
properly indentified and treated.

Unfil the age of four settling and night waking are the most common
sleep disorders. These can certainly be prevented, and where they
have become established, can be effectively resolved. A regular
bedtime routine and appropriate napping will help as will encourag-
ing self soothing fo sleep. Limit sefting is also important fo ensuring a
degree of self confidence and security in children. There are a variety

What can parents do?

1 Ensure that your child or children have a regular and recog-
nisable bedtime routine consisting of three or four activities
which set the scene for bed.

2 Recognise your child’s “sleepy signals”. Children, particularly
pre-school children, have a very small window when you can
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more than one simple issue or sleep disorder which may occur ot the
same time, in the same child, this makes appropriate identification
of the disorder/disorders more important as resolving these requires
different approaches.

Resolution of children’s sleep disorders takes fime. Some simple sleep
disorders can be easily and quickly resolved. Some will resolve by
themselves in time, but where a child’s sleep disturbance is affecting
the whole family, some degree of help is often required to address
the issues appropriately.

Sleep training

Although it is not possible to “sleep train” a newborn child it is worth-
while starting to teach a baby to recognise the differences between
night and day. There are some simple ways to do this. When the
baby is about three to four months old, “sleep training” can begin in
earnest. Having a simple recognisable bedtime routine of about 20
minutes, which is followed every night before bed, helps clue baby
that this is night fime and that he/she is expected to sleep. Some
babies may already have a good established sleep pattern, but most
achieve this by six months. Between six months and four years of
age night waking and bedtime refusal can become a concern. Some
children have similar sleep issues to their parents and this is worth
considering. If the parents have struggled with their own sleep chal-
lenges they tend to have a different perspective. Narcolepsy is one
genetic sleep disorder which recent research suggests is part of an
auto immune disorder.

get them to bed and quickly to sleep. Miss this opportunity
and they become more alert and sleep is more elusive.

3 Have a quiet hour before bedtime. Slowing down prepares
for better easier sleep.

4 Follow the good sleep hygiene guidelines.

5 If your child cannot get fo sleep or stay asleep and you have
concerns seek professional advice.
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