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Sleep Strategies for ADHD Children

Make it a HabitMake it a Habit
This booklet has been developed to underline why sleep is important for
children, the negative effects of sleep deprivation and its effect on ADHD
and children in general and some tips for a solid bedtime routine. This is
probably preaching to the converted, but consistently executing a
scheduled bedtime ritual will pay huge dividends – there are only up sides
to this – your child gets good quality sleep and you get more sleep as a
parent, both of which will make a huge impact on how you and your child
function in the following days, weeks and years to come.

So be strong, and give it a go, and also be sure you can
consistently implement the routines you choose - keep them
simple and get 'buy in' from your partner so they also know the
drill.

Why is Sleep Important for Children (andWhy is Sleep Important for Children (and
adults!)adults!)
Whether your child has ADHD or not, the latest research suggest that
sleep is essential to good health. When kids get the sleep they need, they
may have a lower risk of becoming overweight and developing diabetes as
well as fewer learning problems and attention issues. Sleep is as important
as nutrition and exercise. It's when the body repackages
neurotransmitters, chemicals that enable brain cells to communicate. And
experts have recently been able to demonstrate that sleep allows brain
cells to "take out the trash" each night, flushing out disease-causing toxins.

1. Sleep promotes growth.1. Sleep promotes growth.
Growth hormones are secreted during sleep. This explains why babies
spend over 50% of their time asleep. Children found with deficient levels of
growth hormones were found to sleep less deeply than those with
average growth hormones.
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2. Sleep helps the heart.2. Sleep helps the heart.
Kids who sleep less well or have sleep disorders, experience excessive
brain arousal during sleep can trigger the fight or flight stress hormone,
cortisol, and have elevated blood glucose. Researchers believe this could
be linked to higher levels of diabetes, obesity and even heart disease in
later life. Good quality sleep protects children from these risks.

3. Sleep affects weight.3. Sleep affects weight.
Sleep, from infancy through to childhood can have an effect on obesity.
Reseachers have discovered that when we eat, our fat cells create a
hormone called lectin which signals the body to stop eating. Children who
does not get enough sleep do not produce enough lectin and therefore
there is no signal for the body to stop eating and children begin to put on
weight. Tired kids and adults not only tend to crave higher fat and
carbohydrate foods, but will also be more sedentary during the day
because they are sleepy – this again all contributes to weight gain.

4. Sleep helps stave off sickness.4. Sleep helps stave off sickness.
Whilst asleep, our bodies produce proteins called cytokines which help
the body fight infection, illness and stress. Less sleep results in the
production of fewer cytokines which makes the body more vulnerable to
infection and illness. This explains why when the body is fighting infections
such as a cold, you feel sleepy – this is the body’s response to try and
produce more cytokines.

5. Sleep reduces injury risk.5. Sleep reduces injury risk.
Kids who don’t get enough sleep are clumsier and more impulsive, and
therefore are more prone to injury as they often act before they think.
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6. Sleep increases kids' attention span.6. Sleep increases kids' attention span.
Children who consistently sleep fewer than ten hours a night before age 3
are three times more likely to have hyperactivity and impulsivity problems
by age 6. "But the symptoms of sleep-deprivation and ADHD, including
impulsivity and distractibility, mirror each other almost exactly," explains Dr.
Owens.

In other words, tired kids can be impulsive and distracted even though
they don't have ADHD. There is a risk that kids may be misdiagnosed with
ADHD when in fact they don’t have it, and it could be sleep deprivation or
sleep problems alone.

7. Sleep boosts learning.7. Sleep boosts learning.
A baby may look peaceful when he's sleeping, but his brain is busy all
night long. Researchers at Columbia University Medical Center have
shown that newborns actually learn in their sleep: Investigators played
certain sounds for sleeping newborns, followed with a gentle puff of air on
their eyelids. Within 20 minutes, the sleeping babies -- who were between
1 and 2 days old -- had already learned to anticipate the air puff by
squinting. And as for that twitching all babies do as they snooze? It seems
to be how their nervous system tests the connection between the brain
and muscles.
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Sleep aids learning in kids of all ages, and education experts are finding
that naps have a particular magic. Neuroscientists at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst taught a group of 40 preschoolers a game similar
to Memory. Then the kids took a nap (averaging 77 minutes) one week and
stayed awake the other week. When they stayed awake they forgot 15
percent of what they'd learned, but when they napped they retained
everything. The kids scored better on the game not only after they'd just
woken up but the next day too.

Making sure families get enough sleep isn't easy, especially with parents
working longer hours, more elaborate after-school activities, bedrooms full
of cool electronics, and the pressure to pack more into every day. "We've
done a good job of teaching parents about why kids need to exercise and
eat healthy foods," says Dr. Corkum. "Still, the simple fact is that kids sleep
less today than they used to. And unless we make an effort to get that
sleep time back, their health will suffer."

Is ADHD and Sleeping Difficulties linked?Is ADHD and Sleeping Difficulties linked?
Sleep deprivation and ADHD have long been recognized having a
relationship. But they also have tended to be viewed as separate
conditions.

A new theory suggests that separation may not be entirely accurate, and
that sleep problems and ADHD may be even more closely connected than
we thought.  

At a conference in Paris last fall, an international group of scientists
proposed a theory linking the symptoms of ADHD to disruptions in normal
circadian rhythm function—disruptions that also can bring about chronic
problems with sleep.  
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The scientists were careful to make clear: they’re not attributing all ADHD
symptoms to circadian rhythm dysfunction. But they do say that there is
significant evidence of a very close association between ADHD and
sleeplessness, and suggest that disruptions to normal circadian rhythms
may be one important, underlying factor that contributes to both
conditions. 
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How does ADHD affect sleep?How does ADHD affect sleep?
57% of parents who have a child with ADHD experience less than 6 hours
of sleep per night. This may lead to more emotional outbursts by parents,
so getting your child’s sleep under control is critical.

Sleep problems are rare in children. Only about 6 percent of children
‘without’ ADHD experience sleep issues or have a sleep disorder. By
contrast, that number is as high as 50 percent for children with ADHD.

ADHD symptoms and medication both commonly interfere with sleep, and
sleep deprivation in turn can worsen ADHD symptoms.

 As many as 50 percent of children with ADHD suffer from sleep
problems.
 Children with ADHD experience higher levels of daytime sleepiness.
 Children with ADHD are more than twice as likely to suffer from sleep-
disordered breathing.
 Children with ADHD are more likely to have periodic limb movement
disorder (PLMD) and restless legs syndrome (RLS), resulting in less
restful sleep.
 Nearly 75 percent of adults with ADHD report suffering from insomnia.
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Sleep disorders associated with ADHDSleep disorders associated with ADHD
The most common sleep problems associated with ADHD include:

 Anxiety or resistance about bedtime (for children with ADHD)
 Difficulty falling asleep at night
 Difficulty waking up in the morning
 Sleep-disordered breathing and sleep apnea
 Interrupted sleep (waking during the night)
 Excessive daytime sleepiness
 Restless legs syndrome or periodic limb movement disorder
 Delayed sleep-phase disorder

Individuals with ADHD are also more likely to report a higher rate of
nightmares, and to demonstrate parasomnias like sleepwalki

Sleep management tips for parents ofSleep management tips for parents of
children with ADHDchildren with ADHD
Children with ADHD thrive with consistent routines and this goes for
bedtime routines as well. The advice below can be altered to suit your
family and is only a guide. Some of it may sound a little over the top, but if
you implement these tips on a regular and consistent basis, then this
should help your child get better quality sleep for longer.

Children with ADHD are prone to excitability and find it more challenging to
relax and go to bed at night, even if they are tired.  The following tips may
prove useful.
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1. Establish a bedtime routine.1. Establish a bedtime routine.
Routines in general, are especially beneficial for children with ADHD, as
the consistency helps them focus on the task in hand. Keep to a regular
sleep and wake schedule – this should not be altered even over the
weekends and school holidays where possible. There may be times when
you have friends around for supper and this gets in the way of the bedtime
routine; try to put your children first and follow through with the routine. If
necessary set an alarm or use a timer if it helps to remind you when to
start the process.

Children with ADHD may require a full hour to calm down before bed. You
can use a timer to piece out different elements of the routine:

 The first half hour can be dedicated to pre-bedtime activity like a bath
or brushing their teeth, getting their clothes and bags ready for school
the next day.
 The next fifteen minutes can be a relaxing activity like reading a book
together or listening to calming music.
 Finally, the last fifteen minutes should be spent in the bed and revolve
around a ritual you repeat each night, whether it’s saying I love you,
talking about what went well that day and being grateful for those
things. If your child is older, then they can be left to read their own
book.
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2. Use a reward system.2. Use a reward system.
Once you have a set bedtime routine, you can set different rewards for
your child to earn when they keep to it. For example, your child may earn a
token, sticker or star for every day they get into bed on time, or they can
earn ten extra minutes of playtime for going to bed in a calm manner.
Whichever reward system you use, it is important to not lecture or scold
your child for times when they cannot complete the routine on time.
Remind them that they will have a chance to earn the reward the next
time. Finally, always follow through with giving your child the reward.

3. Make the bedroom a relaxing environment.3. Make the bedroom a relaxing environment.

a) Lighta) Light  – some children like the room to be dark. If this is the case,

invest in black out blinds and a clock that does not light up throughout the
night. Other children like the comfort of soft light in their rooms at night.
There are specific night lights for children such as "OK to Wake! Owl with
Night-Light & Music"

b) Electronics, gadgets and video gamesb) Electronics, gadgets and video games - turn off electronics

and reduce visual distractions. Reserve the bedroom strictly for sleep so
their brain associates it with falling asleep. Avoid doing homework,
watching TV or video gaming in the bedroom. If there are electronics or
gadgets in the room, then remove them, i.e. ask your child to hand in their
game controller or the phone at least 1 hour before the scheduled
bedtime. The light emitted by ‘gadgets’ signals the brain to wake up, not
go to sleep. Also most video games are exciting and challenging and will
result in increased dopamine production in the brain which in turn will not
help your child sleep.

c) Soundc) Sound  - encourage other siblings, relatives or guests in the house to

be quiet after a certain time.
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d) Temperatured) Temperature  - set the room temperature to 18°C. Keeping the

bedroom cool will calm your child as well, as long as they are properly
clothed to be comfortable. If the room is warm, turn on the air conditioning
or a fan; the white noise created by these machines can also help a child
fall asleep. Specific white noise machines are also available - see "White
Noise Machine". Dress your child in pure cotton as this fabric is cool and
helps prevent sweating at night. After a warm bath the body’s core
temperature cools which encourages the child to feel sleepy before bed.

e) Comforte) Comfort  - avoid noisy bed sheet and pyjama materials. As many 40 –

60% of children with ADHD may be challenged by Sensory Processing
Disorder.

With this in mind, your child may also be hypersensitive, so cut off itchy
labels and don’t have them sleep in flannel pyjamas with flannel bed
sheets as they tend to make turning over in bed difficult.

Some children may benefit from sleeping under a "Weighted Blanket". This
site comes highly recommended and has a lot of products designed for all
sensory needs if your child is challenged by Sensory Processing Disorder.

f) Calming Strategiesf) Calming Strategies - Children may benefit from breathing exercises

to reduce their anxiety and calm them down further before bed – watch
this simple video for breathing tips "Take 5 Breathing: A Breathing Exercise
for Kids" or try "Away With The Fairies - A Guided Meditation for Children".

There are also some herbal oil blends and balms that can be used to help
induce calming and relaxation in children. An example of this is: " Sleepy
Bear" or "Badger Sleep Balm". Children may also like herbal tea with some
honey before bed - " Celestial Seasonings Sleepytime Herbal Teabags " has
good reviews.
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4. Wake your child up in a soothing manner.4. Wake your child up in a soothing manner.

Children with ADHD are more prone to temper tantrums or irritability if
they’re woken up harshly via traditional alarms. Where possible, try a
gradual alarm that slowly gets louder and uses a pleasant song rather than
a harsh beep, or open the curtains before gently rousing your child. Ensure
there is enough time in the morning for your child to get dressed and eat
before going out the door; a rushed morning routine may set your child up
for a poor start to the day.

5. Exercise on a daily basis.5. Exercise on a daily basis.

Children thrive on exercise! Exercise helps children release excess energy
and also helps the body fall asleep. Encouraging exercise during the
school term time may not be such a priority as exercise may be part of the
school day. It is easy however to forget exercise during the holidays, so try
encourage trampoline jumping, bike riding, walking the dog, running,
tennis, golf and swimming. Where possible exercise in the morning to help
them wake up or stop energizing physical activities at least 3 hours before
bedtime, otherwise this may prevent the child from calming down.

6. Avoid stimulants in your child’s diet.6. Avoid stimulants in your child’s diet.

Some foods are better for sleep than others. While it’s unlikely that your
child indulges in coffee, stimulants can still be found in many carbonated
beverages, tea and even chocolate, which contains caffeine. Don’t
encourage eating 2-3 hours before bedtime. If a child needs to have
something, a warm glass of milk and a banana which is good source of L-
tryptophan – this amino acid helps create Niacin which in turn creates
serotonin which helps regulate sleep and melatonin levels.
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7. Minimize irritations and unpredictable situations in other7. Minimize irritations and unpredictable situations in other
areas of your child’s life.areas of your child’s life.

While it’s not always in your control, avoiding difficult situations whenever
possible can prevent your child from acting out or feeling frustrated before
bed. Try not to argue with your partner or your child in the lead up to
bedtime. This will heighten a child’s anxiety and frustration and may upset
the routine Try to avoid overly stimulating environments that can
encourage hyperactivity and irritability. By keeping your child’s life as calm
and predictable as possible, it will help manage you their symptoms on a
daily basis and make it easier for them to relax and fall asleep at night.

8. Help your child organize their homework.8. Help your child organize their homework.

As your child ages into his or her teens, they may have more difficulty
organizing their homework assignments. This can result in delayed sleep
and night time anxiety. Helping your teenager organize their homework
and prioritize tasks can help ensure they go to sleep at a timely hour.

9. Side effects of common ADHD medications9. Side effects of common ADHD medications

ADHD medication can be short-acting (4-6 hours) or long-lasting (6-12
hours). Either form requires frequent dosing.

The longer-acting the stimulant, the greater the side effects, especially in
regards to appetite and sleep issues. However, longer-acting stimulants
are often preferred since they require less doses (one less thing to
remember) and reduce variability in mood during the course of the day.

Remember not all children suffer from the side effects of medication. If
they do, then visit your GP and ask to try a different medication.
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10. When a bedtime routine is not enough...10. When a bedtime routine is not enough...

So you managed to implement the routine but your child is still not getting
a good night’s sleep. This may be due to other factors mentioned earlier,
such as:

 Sleep-disordered breathing and sleep apnea
 Restless legs syndrome or periodic limb movement disorder
 Delayed sleep-phase disorder

Before seeking help from your doctor or GP, it is worth keeping a sleep
journal for a couple of weeks so that you are armed with information you
can present to the professionals. 

The journal may include the following points:

 What type of ADHD medication is given to your child and at what
time?
 What your child ate during the day and at what times?
 What type of exercise you child did during the day and when?
 What is your child’s mental frame of mind like? e.g. anxious (maybe
there’s a test coming up), frustrated (perhaps your child is having
social problems with their peers at school)
 What prevented your child from sleeping well through the night
noting the time of the incident? e.g. slept walked at 2.30am or came
into your room at 4.00am needing a cuddle or got up twice to go to
the toilet

What is your child’s mental frame of mind like e.g. anxious (maybe there’s a
test coming up), frustrated (perhaps your child is having social problems
with their peers at school)

What prevented your child from sleeping well with the incident time e.g.
slept walked at 2.30am or came into your room at 4.00am needing a
cuddle or got up twice to go to the toilet
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By completing a comprehensive sleep journal for your child, you may see
a pattern forming that could be related to something that ‘you’ can alter –
perhaps diet, or drinking enough water during the day so they don’t have
to drink before they go to bed and risk needing the toilet during the night.

If you can’t identify any issues, then take your sleep journal and your child
to the doctor or GP to seek further help. They may prescribe a sleep
inducing medication like melatonin or some other alternative therapy.

As mentioned earlier, sleep is critical to your child’s healthy development
and is good for reducing your child’s ADHD symptoms, so try and keep
positive and know that you’re doing the absolute best for your child.

If the routine goes out slightly, don’t beat yourself up and abandon it,
persevere and you and your child will reap the benefits.
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