
© 2018 Kirrilie Smout. All Rights Reserved.     

12 FACTS TO TELL YOUR CHILD/TEEN ABOUT SLEEP  

March 04 , 2018  

As parents, it is important for us to help our children/teens get enough sleep. This means we need to teach young 
people about sleep; why sleep is important and strategies to use to get enough. But other than "you need to get 
enough sleep" - what exactly should we be telling them? What do they need to know?  

Here are the 12 most important sleep concepts I think children and teens should know about, and the words you can 
use to teach them about these concepts.  

1. "SOME PEOPLE NEED MORE SLEEP, AND SOME NEED LESS. THE BEST WAY TO 
KNOW IF YOU HAVEN’T GOT ENOUGH SLEEP IS WHETHER YOU ARE SLEEPY THE 
NEXT DAY."  

Young people (and sometimes adults too) can get fixated on how many "numbers" of hours of sleep they need. 
Unfortunately it's not this simple. There have been more than one hundred different sets of guidelines published by 
many different health bodies over the last hundred years. Also, some young people need more sleep than average, 
and some need less.  

The best guide for all of us (at any age) to know if we are getting enough sleep is daytime sleepiness. If we are 
sleepy and tired during the day, then we probably need more sleep. Helping children and teens notice their daytime 
sleepiness is important, as often chronically sleep deprived young people are so accustomed to the feeling of being 
sleepy that they don't realise this is not normal.  

2. "IT’S NORMAL TO WAKE UP DURING THE NIGHT - WE ALL WAKE UP (VERY BRIEFLY) 
EVERY 90 MINUTES."  

Some children and teens I work with are very worried about waking up at night, and think it's abnormal to do so. For 
these young people, it can be useful to tell them we have "sleep cycles" of about 90 minutes, that we all wake (often 
so briefly that we don't remember it) every 90 minutes and this in itself is not a problem  

3. "WHEN WE DON'T GET ENOUGH SLEEP, WE WILL HAVE MORE PROBLEMS 
REMEMBERING INFORMATION, LEARNING NEW IDEAS, FEELING RELAXED AND 
HAPPY, STAYING FIT, RECOVERING FROM ILLNESSES, PLAYING SPORT, MOVING 
AND REACTING QUICKLY"  

Some (not all) young people need more motivation to address their sleep habits. For these children and teens, it's 
important for us to explain the sufficient range of problems associated with sleep deprivation.  

Sometimes as parents, we just touch on one problem associated with sleep deprivation. For example we might just 
say "if you don't get enough sleep you will be grumpy tomorrow". Unfortunately, given that changing sleep habits 
can be hard and involve a lot of sacrifice, it's important for them to know exactly why working on sleep will be 
beneficial for them.  

I find that finding out what each young person cares most about - and then explaining the effect of sleep deprivation 
in that particular area - can be useful. For example, some young people are highly motivated to do well in sport - and 
explaining research on strength and speech will help this young person. Some young people are highly motivated to 
feel less anxious and sad - helping these young people understand the effects of sleep deprivation on mood is more 
useful.  

Of course this is only an important topic of conversation if in fact the young person is NOT motivated to look at sleep 
habits. Some young people are anxious about their sleep and already motivated to get more sleep, in which case 
detailed explanations like this only make them feel more anxious and should be avoided.  



© 2018 Kirrilie Smout. All Rights Reserved.     

4. "ONE GOOD WAY TO GET TO SLEEP MORE EASILY AT NIGHT IS TO REGULARLY 
GET UP EARLIER IN THE MORNING - AND THEN MOVE AROUND, GET INTO LIGHT 
AND EAT FIRST THING THE NEXT DAY."  

If children and teens don’t have any problems getting to sleep at night, then it can be fine to for them to “sleep in” 
in the morning. If they do have problems getting to sleep however, then sleeping late in the morning - even if it's just 
on weekends - will often mean they have trouble getting to sleep again the next night.  

It's important for us as parents to teach young people that sleeping in excessively late on the weekends can be 
negatively affecting their sleep.  

It's also important for us to tell young people, once they get up, that they need to be "resetting" their body clock so 
their body knows it is day time straight away. This means turning on some bright lights (or opening blinds to let 
sunlight in), having breakfast and even doing some light exercise if this works with their routine. Resetting their body 
clock early in the morning like this, helps them get to sleep earlier at night.  

5. "ANOTHER GOOD WAY OF GETTING TO SLEEP MORE EASILY AT NIGHT IS TO DO 
MORE EXERCISE DURING THE DAY".  

The more minutes of exercise children and teens do during the day the quicker they fall asleep at night. The only 
exception to this is team sports played very late at night - unfortunately these delay sleep. Otherwise, encouraging 
our children to do more exercise, sport and incidental movement during the day has a direct positive effect on sleep. 
Telling them this can be useful so they can look out for exercise opportunities during the day too.  

6. "BE REALLY CAREFUL ABOUT TAKING NAPS DURING THE DAY. SHORT NAPS CAN 
BE GREAT IF YOU DON’T HAVE PROBLEMS SLEEPING. IF YOU DO HAVE PROBLEMS 
SLEEPING THEN EVEN A SHORT ONE CAN MAKE IT HARDER TO GET TO SLEEP AT 
NIGHT."  

Teens in particular who sleep during frees or after school, or during the afternoon on the weekend will often have 
more trouble getting to sleep at night than those who don't do this. They then don't have enough "sleep debt" built 
up by night time to get to sleep - stay awake until very late - and then have trouble getting up in the morning. And 
the cycle repeats itself. It's important we let teens know about the potential dangers of naps.  

7. "YOU NEED TO TURN OFF YOUR DEVICES AT LEAST 30 - 60 MINUTES BEFORE BED. 
LOOKING AT BLUE LIGHT FROM PHONES OR LAPTOPS “TURNS DOWN” A “SLEEP 
HORMONE” CALLED MELATONIN AND MAKES US FEEL MORE ALERT."  

There are now several years of studies which show an association between late night electronic device use and sleep 
quality. Some preliminary studies have shown that even a "quick" look at our devices in the middle of the night can 
interfere with not only getting back to sleep, but getting enough "slow wave" (deep) sleep.  

I find that explaining these experiments to children and teens, and telling them about sleep hormones increases their 
understanding about family rules about "switch off" times. Of course most young people are not motivated by 
themselves to turn off these highly pleasurable and fun social media, gaming devices - but knowing the research 
behind it can reduce the arguments when we are parents put the rules in place.  

8. "WHEN YOU GO TO BED, MAKE SURE YOUR ROOM IS REALLY DARK, COOL AND 
QUIET. "  

Even small amounts of light and heat can reduce sleep hormones. We need to help our children cover up clock 
lights, close the door, take off a blanket and even use ear plugs if needed. It's important for young people to know 
this so they can adjust their own body temperature as needed.  

 



© 2018 Kirrilie Smout. All Rights Reserved.     

9. "WHEN YOU GO TO BED. CLOSE YOUR EYES, RELAX YOUR MUSCLES AND STAY AS 
STILL AS YOU CAN. TEST YOURSELF TO STAY SUPER STILL FOR A MINUTE OR TWO 
AND THEN WRIGGLE AROUND IF YOU NEED TO AND THEN TRY TO STAY SUPER 
STILL AGAIN."  

It's amazing how many children don't know this basic fact: you can't get to sleep when you are moving around. Of 
course, staying really still in bed is a struggle for some young people for a range of reasons. Helping them learn to 
do this is a slow process - but it's important to be working on it.  

10. ONE WAY OF HELPING YOURSELF GET TO SLEEP IS TO SAY CALM THOUGHTS TO 
YOURSELF ABOUT GETTING TO SLEEP OR MAKE CALM PICTURES OR IMAGES TO 
PUT IN YOUR HEAD.  

Kids and teens need coaching about specific "getting to sleep strategies" like using calm thoughts and imagery. It 
sounds simple, but some young people don't know what to put in their head when they are trying to get to sleep. 
Teaching them to say calm thoughts to themselves, use their imagination to visualise calm scenery or "mini movies", 
or go over a book/TV show can be really helpful. Some young people also feel really anxious about NOT being able 
to get to sleep and need to create some calm thoughts about sleep itself like “I'm ok”; "I'm getting better at getting 
to sleep all the time", "My muscles are getting more and more relaxed". Share with them what you do in your head 
when you can't sleep.  

11. "IF YOU CAN’T GET TO SLEEP WITHIN ABOUT 15 MINS OF HAVING YOUR EYES 
CLOSED AND BEING REALLY STILL, GET UP AND DO SOMETHING BORING FOR A 
FEW MINUTES, AND THEN TRY AGAIN."  

Staying in bed for hours trying to get to sleep is agonising, miserable and counter-productive . It can be convenient 
and comforting for us as parents to know our children and teens are in bed, however if they are lying awake for long 
periods of time this means they are setting up an unconscious association between being awake and in bed, which 
will cause more problems. If children and teens have genuinely been lying still, with eyes closed (not on their 
phone/devices), and with a relaxed body, late enough at night - and are not asleep, it's better for them in the long 
run if they get up, do something boring (do some stretches, walk to the bathroom and back, look at a magazine or 
book (not electronic device) and then try again 15 minutes later. We want to teach them to do this independently 
however rather than need our input (ie have a written "can't get to sleep plan" in their bedroom which they need to 
follow before asking for parent help - but how successfully they can do this will depend on their age.  

12. "HAVE TROUBLE WITH SLEEP? YOU’RE NOT ALONE. IT'S NOT EASY - AND IT TAKES 
PRACTICE"  

Depending on the study you look at, approximately 50% of kids and teens have regular problems getting enough 
sleep. It's important we let young people know that there is nothing (necessarily) seriously or unusually wrong with 
them, that difficult with sleep is very common. We need to tell young people that learning to get enough sleep is like 
learning to manage our physical fitness, or learning to read - or any other tricky area of life.  

It takes some time, effort and sacrifice. We should teach our young people to be patient with themselves as they 
learn getting these sleep skills.  


