
 

Handling a child’s fears can be tricky. While we want to show empathy, we don’t want to add fuel to 

the fire. Dismissing your child’s fears as irrational and unfounded isn’t all that helpful, so ask 

questions when he express a fear of the dark. Digging into their concerns may be challenging, 

though it may be helpful in a couple ways. It lets them know that you are taking them seriously, 

which is very reassuring. It also helps you to assess what it is about the darkness that frightens them 

and helps you to address is. 

Bedtime is one of the only times of the day that your child is every truly alone, and in the dark. It 

makes sense that he may feel some anxiety or fear in this situation. To make darkness not so scary, 

you can do some fun games in the dark- play with flashlights, play hide and seek. This may not be 

an overnight fix, but stay respectful, calm and consistent, and soon his fears have been addressed 

and he’s learned that the darkness is more fun than scary, you’ll start seeing improvements to his 

sleep. 
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If your child wakes up crying or fearful and has trouble getting back to sleep, chances are he's had a 

nightmare. These scary episodes usually happen during the second half of the night, when 

dreaming is most likely to occur. Your child may remember a bad dream the next day and may 

continue to be bothered by it. Nightmares are completely different than night terrors, but the two 

can easily be confusing for parents.  

Night terrors are a less common sleep disturbance that usually strikes during the first third of the 

night. Children having a night terror episode actually remain fast asleep throughout the episode, in 

a deep, nondreaming state, yet they're extremely agitated and hard to console. During a night 

terror, your child will likely wake up screaming or crying and he will likely be unresponsive to you. 

He may push you away, may not be able to communicate or look at you.  

A night terror is a stage between deep sleep cycles, where he is neither awake nor asleep. These are 

most commonly caused from being overtired- whether this be related to a simple lack of sleep, from 

a simple illness such as a cold, or could be more serious and related to poor quality of sleep from 

sleep apnea or a sleep disorder. If your child snores or mouth breaths regularly, this should be 

discussed with your child’s doctor, as no one should do this, and may cause many issues down the 

road. 

The best way to handle night terrors is to ensure your child’s safety during the event, and then allow 

him to drift back to sleep. Trying to wake him will be difficult, then he may wake up confused, as he 

is unaware that he is having a night terror. This will result in a larger loss of sleep, which will 

perpetuate the problem. 

The good news is, improving the child’s sleep will stop night terrors from happening. Whether this 

be adjusting your child’s schedule to a more age-appropriate schedule, when illness ends and they 

are more well-rested, or when you address the reason for poor quality of sleep. Often times, simply 

increasing the sleep will quickly end night terrors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Why Nightmares Happen 
Nightmares are part of normal development as a child’s imagination develops and he begins to 

understand that there are things that exist that can hurt them. Nightmares occur occasionally for 

most kids, but 2-to-4-year-olds are particularly prone. This is an age when normal fears develop, 

imagination grows, and the ability to describe a bad dream kicks into high gear. Many things can 

cause stress and nightmares for a 2-to-4-year-old: toilet training, moving to a big kid bed, changes 

in childcare or at preschool, or a parent's layoff from work. Preschoolers to 5-to-8-year-olds may be 

greatly affected by nightmares. They have a rapidly expanding grasp of real-life perils (like car 

accidents, violence, and death), which can cause these nightmares to occur. Sometimes the things 

our children watch on TV or apps like YouTube (while usually harmless) can inspire a bad nightmare. 

Your child's nightmares may stem from listening to a story that's scary (even if it doesn't seem scary 

to you), watching an upsetting program or movie, getting excited or worked up before bed, or 

feeling anxious or stressed during the day. For a child working through feelings about these stressful 

events, nightmares are a normal response, and you're not a bad parent if your child has them.  

 

Preventing Nightmares 
First, minimize overall stress by making sure your child gets enough sleep. A relaxing and 

predictable bedtime routine can help ward off nightmares. Try a warm bath, an uplifting story, a 

song. You can also read books that talk about bedtime fears, such as There are Monsters in My 

Room, by Michael and Rachel Yu or Bye-Bye Bad Dreams, by Stephanie L. Robinson. Teaching 

nightmare-coping skills can also help.  

  

When to Talk about Fears 
Avoid talking about fears before bed or in the middle of the night. Tiredness often leads to more 

drama and the darkness doesn't help. Breakfast or at the dinner table is a great time to ask about 

fears that might have come up the previous night. When dinner is over, so is talk of fears.  

 

How to Help Your Child After a Nightmare 

Go to your child when he cries out. Physical reassurance is important, so hug him or rub his back 

until he calms down. You don’t need to ask about the details of the dream- simply reassure him that 

it’s not real. Let him tell you about the nightmare if he wants to, but don't press it. At this age he 

understands the difference between reality and fantasy, so you can console him by reminding him it 

was "only a dream".  

 

 



 

 

What To Do If Your Child Says She’s Too Scared to Sleep 
Your child is going to need reassurance after having a nightmare. This is especially the case with 

younger children. Be patient if she's still upset– we all know the emotions conjured up by a 

nightmare are very real. If appropriate, you may also want to show your child there are no monsters 

under the bed or hiding in the closet. Be nonchalant about it to avoid getting drawn into an all-the-

lights-on monster-hunt extravaganza. Double-check that your child's favorite toy or stuffed animal 

is tucked in with her, and remind her you're right down the hall, ready to assure that everyone in the 

house is safe. Be aware, that if you go on a monster hunt, or make a “monster spray”, this may 

reinforce that monsters are real, and will come unless you do these steps each night. 

As your child gets older, though, you will want to start teaching him coping skills that she can use 

when he is anxious or scared.  

 

Have Him Stay in His Bed 

Don't encourage your child to get out of bed. He should stay in bed and find out for himself that he 

really is safe so that he can learn to overcome his fears. If he becomes sick or should ever need you 

to attend to him overnight, it is much better for you to stay with him in his room than it is for him to 

join you. If your child is too frightened to stay in his room alone, it is okay to occasionally stay with 

him until he falls asleep. If you end up doing this frequently or for more than two nights in a row, he 

will come to depend on your presence to go to sleep, and you may have to redo your sleep plan all 

over again. If he is sleeping in a big kid bed, and he gets up in the middle of the night and comes 

into your room to tell you about a nightmare, it is best to take him back to his bed. Check on him. If 

your child is anxious about you leaving, check on him frequently. It is better to check on him on a 

predictable schedule, every 5 or 10 minutes, so that you’re coming and reassuring him is not based 

on him crying or calling out for you. Again, nightmares should be a very infrequent occurrence and 

anything occurring more frequently is usually because of an inability to connect sleep cycles, usually 

a result of inconsistencies around sleep and getting attention at night for being afraid, or “afraid”. 

Some children learn that this phrase gains them attention, so use it frequently, even when not 

scared. 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Additional Tips 

 

Listen and validate 
We want to listen when our children develop a fear or hesitancy of their own. Stay calm, and 

acknowledge that you hear them. You can ask them to tell you more about their dream or what 

might scare them about the dark, etc. but try not to react in a way that will belittle them or in a way 

that will play in to the fear "Let’s go right now and look under your bed for monsters". Or worse, "If 

you're a good boy, the goblins won't get you." It's never too early to tell children that while fears are 

valid, we don't want to let them control our lives. Let them know that goblins and witches aren’t real, 

they’re only costumes, etc., but validate the emotions they are feeling. 

Play in Your Child’s Bedroom 
Play in your child’s bedroom with them. Lots of parents keep most toys out of the room, so the 

room isn't seen as a fun happy place by the child. Make sure they play in there. Even if the toys leave 

after they finish. 

Age-Appropriate Screen Time 
What children see can have a huge impact on young children. Make sure to check ratings and 

suggestions before allowing your child to watch shows or play games. Startling, violent, or "bad 

guy" imagery- even if it seems mild to us- can be disturbing for youngsters and will stick with them 

for far longer than you want it to.   

 

Games in the Dark 
Make being in the dark fun. Play flashlight tag. Use flashlights to make shadows on a wall. Talk 

about how shadows are not bad; they are simply part of the room. In the daytime, sit in the dark 

room with your child and look for shadows. Look at them and talk about how they are simply a part 

of the room and how they are made. Help your child understand that it isn’t necessary to make 

shadows go away (in fact we can’t) but he can know what they are and that they are harmless. Have 

a treasure hunt and search for things that glow in the dark. Use your imagination and be creative. 

Use your imagination to fight imaginary fears, like monsters. You can also get several glow-in-the-

dark toys or bracelets to explore in the dark. Shadow books (like “Whoo’s There? A Bedtime 

Shadow Book”) are also fun!  

 

Noises 
Noises are always mundane when heard by adults Help your child to name the sound of what they 

hear. Visit the furnace, water heater and visible pipes in your house. Kids don't know what they are, 

teach them. Run the water or turn up the heat to get them to make some noises and talk about how 

they help the house. Noises aren't scary when they have a name and a purpose. 

 



 

  

Daytime Imaginary Role Play  
Have your child be actively involved and in control of coming up with solutions to help him gain a 

sense of mastery and control. As a daytime activity, lie on the floor with pillows and blankets, and 

ask him who he thinks is brave and strong. Whatever he says, go with it. If he says, his pet chicken is 

brave, ask, “What would your chicken do if there were monsters.” Be careful with your language, so 

that you aren’t agreeing with him that there are monsters, but saying, well, suppose there are 

monsters, what would your brave hero do? Whatever he says, go with it. If he says chicken would 

use a sword and destroy them, repeat that back to him. Don’t correct him if you don’t like his idea. 

Ask him to imagine that he is doing to something he is afraid of. Later on, if you like, you can tell 

him that what he imagines is reserved only for the monsters and not anything else. 

 

Security Object.  
Most children are comforted by having a stuffed animal or comfort item nearby for nighttime 

company. Help your child become attached to a security object that he can keep in bed with him. 

This can help your child feel more relaxed at bedtime and throughout the night. His “stuffed bear” 

is “brave” and it stays with him throughout the night. Keep your child away from scary TV shows, 

videos or stories that may add to his fears.  

 

Relaxation Techniques.  
Teach your child relaxation strategies to help him relax at bedtime and fall asleep. For example, have 

your child imagine a relaxing scene, such as lying on the beach or watching a sunset. This will give 

him something else to think about while lying in bed and help distract him from fearful thoughts. 

Also, it is physically impossible to be relaxed and scared at the same time. Talk to your child about 

his fears during the day and how he can be less frightened at night. Additionally, build your child's 

self-confidence during the day. If he feels secure during the day, this can help him feel more secure 

at night, too.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Resources 
The website sleepforkids.org (a service of the National Sleep Foundation) is a fun resource to look at 

with children.  It is fun and interactive and has education about sleep, fun games, and tools. 

The website relaxkids.com offers great resources for kids, including downloads, CDs, and books. 

Relax Kids is one of the leading experts in child relaxation training, classes and resources. Relax Kids 

uses research-based mindful and relaxation techniques alongside values and positive psychology 

(positivity, strength-building, gratitude, resilience and compassion) to help support children's 

emotional health and wellbeing. 

 

Conclusion 

Nightmares aren't completely preventable, but parents can set the stage for a peaceful night's rest. 

That way, when nightmares do creep in, a little comfort from you can quickly ease your child's mind. 

For most kids, nightmares happen only now and then, are not cause for concern, and simply require 

a parent's comfort and reassurance. Talk to your doctor if nightmares often prevent your child from 

getting enough sleep or if they happen along with other emotional or behavioral troubles. 

 

 

Disclaimer: The information in this guide is for informational purposes only and is not meant to be 

substituted for recommendations made by your child’s pediatrician or other trusted medical provider. 

Please follow your parental intuition and the advice of your doctor when determining appropriate care 

practices. 


