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Night Terrors and Sleepwalking:  Can I do anything to stop these behaviors? 

“My child wakes up screaming and I can’t calm her down.  She walks everywhere in the house!” 

The following techniques may be helpful for parents who are troubled by their child’s 

screaming episodes at night or sleepwalking. 

Summary:  Night terrors and sleepwalking can be distressing experiences for a parent, probably 

more distressing than they are for the child!  When a child sleepwalks around the house, he 

may appear confused with his eyes open and may mumble incoherent answers to a parent’s 

questions.  When a child has sleep terrors, he might appear agitated or frightened.  He might 

cry out or scream while flailing his arms and avoiding a parent’s comforting hug.  Surprisingly, 

the child usually has no problem going back to sleep and is not upset in the morning.  Sleep 

terrors usually occur during the first few hours of the night when the child is in the deepest 

stage of sleep (compared to nightmares that occur later in the night during REM sleep).  The 

child is not dreaming and it is not a clear sign of a psychological problem.   Certain triggers, such 

as sleep deprivation, illness or stress, may exacerbate these episodes.  Many parents wonder 

what they can do to help their child during these troublesome episodes of sleep terrors or 

sleepwalking.  The following are basic guidelines: 

 Keep your child safe by locking all outside doors and securing all windows.  You can also

set up an alarm (i.e., a bell above your child’s door) to alert you when your child is out of

bed.

 Don’t try to wake your child up.  Although there is nothing inherently dangerous or

damaging about awakening a sleepwalking child, the child can become more agitated

and the episode can last longer.

 Likewise, don’t try to comfort your child as this can also cause increased agitation.

Ensure your child is safe and remember that the episode will end shortly.

 Softly guide your sleepwalking child back to bed.

 Keep a regular sleep schedule to prevent triggering more episodes.

 Don’t make a big deal of it in the morning.  Your child likely doesn’t remember the

episode and might become frustrated if you talk too much about it to him or her.

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


