
 

 
 

 

Night Terrors and Nightmares 

 

NIGHT TERRORS 

Let’s first talk about night terrors. The term “night terror” is often 

used to describe a variety of different nighttime behavior in babies 
and children. See, most parents have comforted their child from 

the odd nightmare. But actual night terrors differ radically 

from nightmares. A real night terror is a sleep disruption with a far 
more dramatic presentation than nightmares. Even though this 

behaviour can be alarming to parents, it is usually not a cause for 
concern. 

Night terrors in toddlers and older children happen during non-

REM sleep, which is the deepest sleep of the night. It occurs 2-3 
hours after a child has fallen asleep, when a child is transitioning 

from deep sleep to lighter sleep or REM sleep. Even though this 
transition is usually a smooth one, a child can become frightened 

and alarmed, resulting in a night terror. 

Now, a child’s behaviour during a night terror can be scary for you 

to watch. The child often shouts, screams, thrashes around, and 
his heart rate and breathing might increase. Thankfully, children 

won’t remember these night terrors because they occur during 
deep sleep, so the experience is only scary for you!  

Night terrors are experienced in 3-6% of children, making them 

relatively rare. They usually happen between the ages of 3 and 12 

years old, but have been reported in children even younger.  



What causes night terrors and how can they be prevented?  

Night terrors are caused by over-arousal of the central nervous 

system. The following circumstances are well-known triggers of 
night terrors in children. Avoiding the triggers can help you avoid 

night terrors and nightmares: 

 Overtiredness: This is the most common cause of night 

terrors that I’ve seen. If your little one is experiencing night 
terrors, ensure your child has a consistent, relaxing 

bedtime routine and early bedtime. Sometimes a child 
might need a SUPER early bedtime of 6pm on a temporary 

basis to make up for his chronic sleep deprivation. So if your 
child is going to bed at 7pm and experiencing what appears 

to be a night terror during the first few hours of the night, put 
her to bed for 6pm the following night so that she can catch 

up on some much needed sleep. 

Other known triggers can include: 

 Fever 

 New medications 
 Stressful life changes 

 Heredity 

If your child is experiencing a night terror, do not try waking him 
up. Stay with your child in his room to ensure he doesn’t hurt 

himself. A night terror usually only lasts for a few minutes, and the 

child will usually settle down and go back to sleep. If your child’s 
night terrors happen repeatedly, be sure to speak to your 

pediatrician about a possible referral for a sleep study.  

 

NIGHTMARES 

So now let’s switch gears and talk about nightmares. Nightmares 

are scary dreams that happen in the second half of the night, 
during REM sleep. When a child has a nightmare, he usually 



wakes up fearful and will need some reassurance in order to go 

back to sleep. Most children by preschool age understand that a 
nightmare isn’t real, but that still doesn’t stop them from waking 

up scared. 

We’re not quite sure what causes nightmares. Sometimes they 
occur for no reason.  Other times they happen when a child is 

experiencing stress or change, such as a move, a change in 
school, the birth of a sibling, or family tensions. Sometimes a child 

might experience nightmares in response to some kind of trauma 
or accident. And other times, a child with an active imagination 

might wake up from a nightmare due to a scary story or tv show 

they saw. 

Now, nightmares aren’t completely preventable, but there is lots 
you can do to set the stage for a peaceful night’s sleep so that IF 

the nightmare happens, you can quickly get your child back to 
sleep: 

1) Have a regular bedtime, wake time, and nap time if applicable 
and ensure your child is getting ample sleep over a 24 hour 

period.  

2) Make sure the bedtime routine is extremely relaxing. A bath, 
some snuggles, a peaceful story, and some quiet talk with 

meditation music in the background are all great additions to a 
bedtime routine.  

3) Ensure that your child feels comfortable and cozy in her room 
and sleep space. If your child is afraid of his room, incorporate 

regular playtime in there and make sure he has a transitional 
object that will give him comfort. Review the module on 

emotional well-being if your child is uncomfortable being in 
his room by himself. Some kids are afraid of the dark, so a dim 

night light can really help.  

4) Avoid scary movies, tv shows and stories before bedtime.  

 



If your child wakes up with a nightmare, reassure her that you’re 

there. Remain calm, cool and collected and your child will feed off 
of your sense of calm. Remind your child that she had a dream 

but that it’s over and not real, and everything is okay. Do what you 
need to do to assure your child that there’s nothing to be afraid of 

- open up the closets and check under the beds to make sure that 
there’s no monsters hiding anywhere. Feel free to turn on an extra 

light in the hallway if it will help. Give your child his favourite 
stuffed animal or blanket and an extra good night kiss before 

saying good night and leaving the room.  

The next morning, your child might want to tell you all about his 

scary dream. Be a good listener - it’ll help these scary images 
lose their power! 

 


