Night waking – Are they really awake?

All babies and many young children wake during the night.

Sometimes they wake during the night and when we go to them we may wonder ” Are they really awake?”. Sometimes they look half asleep or look dazed. When your child does this, they may be having a ‘Confusional Arousal’

Confusional Arousals happen during deep sleep, which in young babies can happen any time they are sleeping ( including napping in the day).  In toddlers and school aged children they usually occur after about 1 or 2 sleep cycles  (usually about 1½ hours  - 3 hours after falling sleep). It is a sleep problem that happens when the child is not quite awake and not quite asleep. These arousals can range from very mild to more severe. 

Mild versions can include moaning, mumbling, crying, sitting up, standing up and talking. 

More severe versions include sleep walking doing some activity (looking in the wardrobe, trying to open the window, etc.) and sometimes mistaking the bedroom floor for the toilet.

The most severe are night terrors (sleep terrors) where the child can get up, run around, sometimes looking frightened, agitated and crying a lot, sometimes being inconsolable. These are obviously more common in older, mobile children.
These arousals can be caused by several things:

· If your child is not getting as much sleep as they need
· Certain medications

· Having a full bladder, being sick, having a temperature
· Stress

· A family history – if a blood relative of the child has walked or talked in their sleep sometime (which is most people) then the child is more likely to have them too.

What happens during these episodes?
· Children do not know what they are doing during these episodes. They will not recognise you or follow any commands that you give them. They will not remember the episode in the morning. They cannot be comforted as they are not conscious and cannot understand you.

· They are NOT nightmares, the child is not acting out a dream.
· They are in fact OK.

What can you do as a parent?

· Be assured that these are quite common and do not mean that your baby is sick or abnormal. Your child is OK and is not abnormal or sick. 

· Simply by ensuring that your child is safe is all you can do.  If they cry for you during the night, you can go to them and watch them if you like. Wait and see if they react to you by calling to you or maybe putting their arms up to be picked up. This will help you to understand if your child is ACTUALLY awake.  If they do not react to you they are probably not awake, and if they are safe, you do not have to worry about them.
You will need to be able to see them if you are testing if they are awake. A night light will help – they will not know the night light is on.

· If you wake a child during an episode, this can sometimes make it last longer and also may confuse them as they will not know why you have woken them because they have been asleep.

· Putting them back to the bed with a gentle word or two or going to the toilet before bed (in older children) can help.
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