SLEEP
Information for parents and
carers of children with disabilities
in Middlesbrough

Welcome
Being a parent is the most rewarding experience but it can also be
tough, especially if your child has a disability.
Getting a good night’s sleep is essential for everyone - not being able
to sleep causes stress and can make you feel mentally and physically
exhausted.
This booklet has been put together by staff and by Parents4Change.
It aims to help you think about why sleep might be a problem and to
suggest some tips and hints.
We hope it will be useful to you.
Other information which you might find helpful is contained in the
booklet “Information for Parents and Carers of Children with Disabilities
in Middlesbrough”. If you do not have a copy telephone the Children
with Disabilities Team on 01642 579160 and request a copy.

2

Contents
1 Introduction

4

2 Why sleep might be a problem

5

3 Being tired

6

4 The bedroom

7

5 The routine

8

6 Crying

9

7 Special equipment

10

8 Tips and hints

11

9 Asking for help

12

10 Frequently asked questions

13

11 Further information available

14

3

Introduction
Some children with disabilities do not
have any sleep problems. They sleep
throughout the night, and the rest of the
family can also have good nights sleep.

a problem, and give you some tips and
suggestions, which might help. If these
do not work, it will suggest people you
may contact.

However, for some sleep can be a
difficulty. For a few, it can be a major
cause of stress and can seem like an
impossible problem to manage.

It will also provide you with details about
websites and organisations that can
provide further information and support.
The most important thing to remember
is that there is help available so if you are
having difficulties with sleep please read
on.

Sleep for the child is very important, as
lack of sleep can affect the child’s mood
and behaviour, and stop them learning
and developing.

If you are finding your situation very
difficult and need urgent help, please
ring the Children with Disabilities team
on 01642 579160.

Sleep is also important for the family - not
being able to sleep can increase family
stress levels. Being tired all the time
makes it difficult to cope.

If your child has a Learning Disability,
you can ring the LD CAMHS Service
(Community Nursing Team) on 01642
283331.

This booklet has been put together by
people who understand how difficult it
can be get a good night’s sleep. It will
help you understand why sleep might be
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Why sleep might be a problem
Many families find it difficult to establish
a regular sleep pattern for their child this is not just a problem faced by parents
of children with disabilities.

l Medication taken by the child might
make sleep difficult.
l The child might have epilepsy or
some other condition, which makes
them wake at night.

However, some parents of children with
disabilities do have additional problems
and this might be for a number of
reasons:
l They may not have tried to put 		
in place the routines that they would
have done if their child did not have
a disability - having a disabled child
can be frightening, and sometimes
parents forget to put in place the
boundaries and routines that they
would put in place for another child.

Virtually all children can establish a
good sleep pattern with the right help
and support - for those few who can
not, extra help can be arranged. Try the
suggestions in this booklet - but if you
are in difficulty and need urgent help,
please ring the Children with Disabilities
Team on 01642 579160. If your child has
a Learning Disability, you can ring the LD
CAMHS Service (Community Nursing
Team) on 01642 283331.

l The child might have difficulties
learning or communicating, and
this might mean it takes longer 		
for the child to understand what is
expected at night, and develop a
good routine.
l The child might have physical 		
problems that mean it is difficult to
be comfortable at night - some pain
can seem worse at night and can
keep the child awake.
l The child might be anxious and may
need additional reassurance at 		
night.
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Being tired
It may seem obvious but it will be difficult
to get a child to sleep if they are not tired
- think about:
l Are they sleeping during the day?
Would it help to stop this?
l What are they doing during the
day? Are they taking part in any
physical activity? Can you increase
the amount of exercise they are
taking?

Generally, as children grow older they
need less sleep. This can also be true for
children with disabilities. If you are trying
to put your teen-age child to bed at 7pm,
and they only need 8 hours sleep, they
will wake up at 3 am. You may need to
think about what time you are expecting
them to go to bed.
l What time are they getting up? If
you let them “sleep in”, especially
during holiday periods, this may
disrupt their routine.

l What time are you trying to put
them to bed?
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The bedroom
When a child is not sleeping, it is very
tempting to let them sleep with you.
However, if a child becomes used to
sleeping in your bed or in your room,
they may not find it easy to move.
(Remember a baby should never sleep in
your bed, as this can be very dangerous.)
Some parents still have teenage children
sleeping in their bedrooms because they
have let this happen when the child was
young, and have not been able to change
this.
This is very sad, as apart from the
difficulty for the parent, it means that the
child will be in distress if the parent is
ever in hospital or too ill to have them in
the room.

It is much easier to get a child used to
sleeping in their own room when they
are quite young.
A child’s bedroom should be a place
where the child feels safe and happy.
Remove anything that might frighten the
child and try to make sure the room has
everything that is needed.
Make sure there are “comfort toys” maybe a photograph of you would help.
It is not a good idea for a bedroom to be
used as a punishment - e.g. sending a
child to their room if they are naughty.
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The routine
Getting a good routine, which you
stick to, may help. Families will have to
work out the best routine for them and
it may not be the same for all families.
However, having a routine, which is
followed every night, can help a child
understand what is required, and can
help them prepare for sleeping. The
routine might include the following:

l
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

A slow preparation for bed,
so the child knows that this
is what will happen - this might
include a regular bath time,
snack, story before bed,
quiet activity. It will be different
for every child but at least an
hour before bed should be set
aside for preparation time until a
good routine is in place.

l
		
		
		

A lot of love re-assurance and
caring, so that the child
prepares for sleep in a calm and
happy state of mind.

l The bedroom being ready
l No excitement/drama just before
bed
l A fixed bedtime – a time when
he child is expected to be in bed
and ready for sleep.

It is a good idea not to stay with your
child until they are asleep - they need
to become used to falling asleep on
their own. This is very important. If
they can only fall asleep when you
are there, they may never learn to fall
asleep without you. If they wake in
the night, they might not be able to go
back to sleep on their own.

l Clothes that are associated with
sleeping only - pyjamas or night
clothes that are not worn during
the day - not even during school
holidays.
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Crying
Listening to a child cry can be very
distressing - if you are already tired, the
noise can seem overwhelming. If your
child is older, you might be embarrassed
at the disturbance caused to neighbours.
You may not want other members of the
family to be disturbed.

l Go to the child every few minutes
- check they are alright (with as little
contact as possible) and settle them
back down - leave quickly - repeat
this as often as needed.
None of this is easy - if you are already
tired and stressed ask for help - talk
to your doctor or other person who is
helping you. If you are finding your
situation very difficult and need urgent
help, please ring the Disability Team
on 01642 579160. If your child has a
Learning Disability, you can ring the LD
CAMHS Service (Community Nursing
Team) on 01642 283331.

All of this means that sometimes a parent
“gives up” and stops trying to establish a
good sleep pattern. They may just wait
until the child falls asleep and then put
them to bed - or take them into their bed.
It is really important to keep going and
try to get your child to go to bed and to
sleep. If you give up, this may be a much
bigger problem when your child is older.
If your child cries and you have checked
that nothing else is wrong, and you feel
that they are just trying to avoid bedtime,
you can think about:
l Letting them cry. It may take several
nights but eventually they will 		
learn that crying does not work.
However, this can be a very stressful
thing to do and you will need the
support of the whole family. If you
give up after an hour or two, you
will just have taught your child that
they will get what they want if they
cry long enough.
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Special equipment
Some children have a physical
disability which means that they can be
uncomfortable when lying down or can
not turn in bed.
Some children may “rock” at night and
you might worry that they might hurt
themselves.
Some children may leave their room at
night and you might worry about where
they will be in the house.
Some children may need a special bed
or mattress or a door alarm or padding
around the bed.

Some children who can not move easily
need a sleep system at night. This means
equipment - possibly only additional
pillows/cushions – which helps to keep
them in the right position and stops their
body becoming curved.
If this applies to your child, it is essential
that such equipment is used. Some
children can become much worse if
they are not in the correct position
when asleep - eventually they may not
be able to breath. Other children may
experience pain if they are not in a good
position.

If you think this might apply to you,
ask for a referral to an Occupational
Therapist who can help and who can
provide advice/support or equipment.
Talk to your GP or other person who is
helping you and ask them about this.
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Tips and hints
You have probably thought about all this
already but these are some things you
can think about which might be affecting
your child’s sleep.

l LIGHT AND DARK - some 		
children are frightened of the dark
and may need a small night-light or
the door left open – other children
may sleep better if it is very dark.

l HUNGER - a hungry child may not
sleep - make sure your child is not
hungry

l ENTERTAINMENT - a mobile or
soothing light might help - 		
sometimes calm music might also
help - however to much stimulation
may keep the child awake

l THIRST - check your child has a
drink before going to bed - can you
leave a drink of water near them?
l FOOD AND DRINK - Avoid food
and drink which may provide your
child with too much stimulation and
affect their sleep - this might include
sweets and orange juice and other
food which has a lot of additives.

l NOISE - try and reduce noise in
other parts of the house – and keep
your voice low and calm.

l HOT AND COLD - think about the
temperature of the bedroom – also
think about the bed - sometimes
a blanket might be preferred by a
child to a duvet - sometimes a warm
(not too hot) hot water bottle might
help

l TOILET - check the child has been
to the toilet/is changed

l SMELL - some herbs, like lavender,
are found to help by some families
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Asking for help
Do not be afraid to ask for help if you
have a sleep problem.

There are many people you can talk to
including:

Make it clear that you have tried all the
things in this booklet and you are still
having a problem.

l Your doctor
l Your health visitor
l The parent support adviser at school

You may find it helpful to keep a diary
of what you have been trying and how
your child is sleeping. Write down what
happened before bed, what you tried,
and how your child slept - this might help
you to work out what works and what
does not. It will also help you to explain
to others how difficult it is.

The most important thing to remember
is that there is help available. If you
are finding your situation very difficult
and need urgent help, please ring the
Children with Disabilities team on 01642
579160. If your child has a Learning
Disability, you can ring the LD CAMHS
Service (Community Nursing Team) on
01642 283331.
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Frequently asked questions
One day they will have to sleep on their
own – you may be ill or otherwise unable
to care for them. This will be very hard
for them if they have never slept on their
own.
Part of being a good parent is helping
your child have a good sleep routine.

l How much sleep does a person
need?
This will vary from person to person but
as a rough guide:
Age 1-3		
12 - 14 hours
Age 3-6		
10 - 12 hours
Age 7-12		
9 - 11 hours
Age 12-18		
8 - 10 hours
Adults			
7 - 8 hours
Older people		
6 - 7 hours

l I am at the end of my tether
what can I do?

l Does it matter if they sleep in
my bed?
Yes it does. It can be very dangerous for
a young baby to sleep in your bed.
If your child has a physical disability,
they might not be able to be in a good
position in your bed.
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Ring the Disability Team on 01642
579160. They will help you to think
about who the best person is to help
you. If you feel that you are in great
difficulty and cannot cope, please make
sure that you tell them this. If your child
has a Learning Disability, you can ring
the LD CAMHS Service (Community
Nursing Team) on 01642 283331.

Further information available
Helping your child’s sleep - Information for Parents of Disabled Children
Contact a Family
www.cafamily.org.uk
Telephone Number 0808 808 3555
Sleep and Autism: helping your child
The National Autistic Society.
www.autism.org.uk
Telephone Number 0808 800 4104
Sleep difficulties in Children
SCOPE
www.scope.org.uk
Telephone Number 0808 800 33 33
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Children with Disabilities
2nd Floor Hemlington Health Centre
21-25 Viewley Hill Centre Hemlington
Middlesbrough TS8 9JH
Tel: 01642 579160
Fax: 01642 579172
Parents4Change
Parents4change@hotmail.co.uk
01642 200526, 07584 055639, 07971 602168

This handbook was given to you by

Contact No.

The information in this handbook was correct at time of print August 2013.

www.mccreativedesigns.co.uk

We can provide this information in other languages,
large print, Braille, on CD or tape.

