
 

Bedtime fears and nightmares:  What can I do when my child is afraid at night? 

“There’s a monster under my bed!  I had a bad dream. “ 

The following techniques may be helpful for parents with a child who is afraid to go to bed or who has 

occasional frightening nightmares. 

Summary:  Bedtime fears are extremely common in young children and are part of the normal 

development of a child’s imagination.  Common fears include being alone, the dark, monsters, animals, 

social situations, bodily injury, natural disasters, and ghosts.  Children with these fears may resist going 

to bed and may appear scared, tearful or anxious right before bedtime.   

 Listen and understand your child’s fears.  Don’t ignore them. 

 Reassure (within reason) that your child that he is safe and you are nearby.  

 Teach coping skills by sharing how you deal with something you are afraid of.  Read stories 

about children who overcome their fears. 

 Use humor and imagination.  Be creative and allow your child to come up with a solution to 

conquer their fears.   

 Provide a security object, such as a special blanket or stuffed animal.  Some children might even 

want a pet that can sleep in their room (i.e. a fish tank). 

 Use a dim nightlight or leave the door open to reassure your child. 

 Avoid scary television shows/movies/video games, particularly right before bedtime. 

 If your child leaves his room, take him back and reassure him that it will be ok.  You can also 

briefly check on him every five or ten minutes until he is asleep. 

 Tell your child how proud you are for him being brave.  Establish a sticker chart for being brave. 

Summary:  Almost 50% of three to six year olds have had at least one nightmare.  Nightmares often 

occur in the early morning hours when the child is in REM sleep or “dream sleep.”  The child may be 

frightened and insist he cannot go back to sleep.   

 Avoid scary stories and shows before bedtime.  Choose a comforting bedtime routine. 

 Make sure your child is getting enough sleep.  Sleep deprivation can increase the frequency and 

intensity of nightmares. 

 Be reassuring when your child wakes up with a nightmare.  Let him know you are nearby and he 

is safe. 

 Provide a security object or turn on a nightlight. 

 Discuss the nightmare the next day to see if there is anything bothering your child. 

 Have your child draw pictures of his bad dreams and throw them away or help him imagine 

different endings. 

 Make a “dream catcher” to hang above your child’s bed.   

 Teach your child to change the channel in his mind to start a new dream.  Or suggest flipping his 

pillow over for a fresh start. 

 Practice relaxation exercises with your child (e.g., breathing or imagining a relaxing beach scene) 

Partially adapted from Take Charge of Your Child’s Sleep by Judy Owens, MD, and Jodi Mindell, PhD 


