
 

What affects sleep? 
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     Internal body environment: 

• physical health 

• what you eat 

• what you drink 

• how tense/relaxed you are   

     External environment: 

• light 

• sound 

• temperature 

• bed comfort 

  There is a natural "clock" in    
the brain that makes us sleepy 

when it's bedtime and alert when 
it's daytime. 

 

My sleeping 

environment 

The 

circadian 

clock in my 

brain 

What’s 
happening 

in my life 

What I think, 

how I feel, 

and  

what I do 

• light tunes the clock 

•dim light in the evening 
makes us sleepy 

• bright light in 
the morning 
wakes us up 

Sleep can be 
affected by things 
that make you feel: 

• stressed 

• challenged 

• overwhelmed 

• excited  
 

Thoughts: 
sleep is a  

lot more 
difficult when 
you think and 
worry a lot 

 

 
Feelings: when you feel 
nervous, sad or stressed you 
often don’t sleep as well 

 

 Behaviours: daytime naps and doing 
too many things before bedtime can 
make it hard to sleep 

 

 



For example… 
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1. Keeping a regular  

sleep/wake routine 

 

While some of the biological changes 

that affect teenagers’  sleep are 

beyond your control, there are some 

things you can do to help maintain 

regular circadian rhythms and 

increase your chances of getting a 

good night’s sleep. 

The best way to maintain regular 

circadian rhythms is to keep a 

regular sleep/wake routine.         

This means: 

Wake up at about the same 

time every morning. 

Go to bed at about the same 

time every night. 
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1. Keeping a regular  

sleep/wake routine  

(even on the weekends) 

 
Try to keep to your regular sleep/wake routine on 

weekends. This means going to bed and waking up within 

2 hours of when you normally would on a week day. 

 

 

If so, make sure you wake up within 2 hours of your 

normal wake-up time the morning after. You may 

feel tired during the day, but this will help you get 

back into your normal sleeping patterns more 

quickly.  

The following night, make sure you go to bed at 

your normal bedtime. Don’t go to bed earlier than 

usual because you feel tired – this will disrupt your 

circadian rhythms. 

Avoid staying up later than usual for two nights in a 

row. Your body will recover quickly from one night 

of staying up late, but two  nights makes it much 

more difficult, and might cause you to have 

difficulty sleeping for several nights after that.  

Sometimes you might have a special 

occasion on the weekend that makes it 

impossible for you to go to bed within 2 

hours of your normal bedtime.  
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2.  Limiting media use  

at bedtime 

 

Many teenagers find that one of the biggest 

challenges to keeping a regular sleep/wake routine is 

media use at bedtime. This means: 

Using computers 

Watching TV/DVDs 

Playing video games 

Using social media like Facebook, twitter, mobile 

phones, instant messaging, Skype. 

 

 

 

 

 

These types of media stimulate your mind and your 

emotions, making it much harder to fall asleep. 

What types of media do you use before you go to 

bed? 

_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________ 

 

//upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/27/Pidgin_Screenshot_Ubuntu.png


2. Plusses and minuses of  

keeping a regular schedule 
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Having a regular sleep/wake routine… 

Limiting media use at bedtime… 

Conclusion:      

       

       

       

        

 

Plusses   + Minuses  - 
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3. A quick-wake-up  

routine 

 

Having a quick-wake-up routine is one of the simplest and 

most beneficial things you can do to regulate your 

circadian rhythms and improve your sleep. This means: 

Get up as soon as your alarm goes off. 

Keep your alarm on the other side of the room so you 

have to get up to turn it off. 

Don’t press the snooze button!  

Open the curtains or turn on the lights – light will help 

you wake up. 

Do some exercises, have a shower or make your 

breakfast to help your body wake up. 
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4. A wind-down  

routine before bed 

 

Stimulating your mind and emotions before you go to 

bed makes it harder to fall asleep. 

Calming and relaxing your mind and emotions before 

you go to bed might make it easier to fall and stay 

asleep. 

Having a wind-down routine that you do half an hour 

before bed can help you feel calm and relaxed. Having a 

regular wind-down routine that you do every day also 

sends a signal to your body and brain that it is time for 

sleep. 

Things you could include in your wind-down routine are: 

 

 

• Dim the lights or light some 

candles 

• Practice mindfulness of the 

breath, or any relaxation exercise 

• Burn some relaxing oils 

• Listen to some peaceful music 

• Read quietly (nothing too exciting!) 

• Have a bath 

• Drink some warm milk or herbal 

tea (make sure there is no 

caffeine in it!). 
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5. Design your  

personal sleep plan 

 

Design a personal sleep plan for how you will go to bed 

at night and wake up in the morning.  

Keep it realistic. This might mean making gradual 

changes, e.g., if you usually go to bed at 2:00am on a 

Saturday night, try bringing it back to 1:00am, and then 

midnight, etc.  

Include the following things in your plan: 

A set time for homework and activities to be 

finished and all media to be switched off 

A wind-down routine at the end of the day 

A set time for lights out 

A set time for waking up 

A quick-wake-up routine. 
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5. My Personal  

Sleep Plan 

 

I will finish doing  homework/other activities and switch 

off all media at the following time:   

My wind-down routine is:    

       

       

       

       

       

       

        

My lights out time is:     

   

My waking up time is:    

    

My quick-wake-up routine is:    

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

 



 

2. Helpful and unhelpful  

beliefs about sleep 

 

Sometimes the way we think about sleep can become very negative and 

unhelpful. Unhelpful beliefs about sleep can make us feel stressed, worried 

and frustrated, which makes it much harder to fall asleep.  

 

There are a number of different types of unhelpful beliefs about sleep: 

Exaggerating the importance of getting a good night’s sleep 

If I don’t sleep well it will ruin everything 

Under-estimating your ability to cope if you don’t sleep well 

I won’t be able to handle it if don’t sleep well tonight 

Having unreasonable expectations about your sleep 

I must sleep well every night 

Believing that you have no control over your sleep 

There is nothing I can do to become a better sleeper 

Thinking that sleep is something you can fix by trying harder 

I must try harder to fall asleep 

Blaming sleep for all your problems 

If I feel bad it is always because I haven’t slept well 

 

By changing the way you think about sleep, you can begin to feel more 

relaxed about sleep, which might help you to sleep better! 

Unhelpful 

beliefs 

about sleep 

Feel 

stressed 

and worried 

Sleeping 

Difficulties 

Helpful 

beliefs 

about sleep 

Feel calm 

and relaxed 

Better      

Sleep 
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2. Helpful and unhelpful  

beliefs about sleep 

 

If I don’t sleep well, I 

might feel a bit tired, 

but I can still do 

everything I need to do  

In the past, I have 

always been able to 

cope OK after a bad 

night sleep 

 

If I don’t sleep well it 

will ruin everything 

Everyone has a bad 

night’s sleep once in 

a while – it is no big 

deal 

I won’t be able to handle 

it if I don’t sleep well 

tonight 

I must sleep well 

every night 

I know lots of 

strategies that 

can help  me sleep 

better  

 There is nothing I 

can do to become a 

better sleeper 
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2. Helpful and unhelpful  

beliefs about sleep 

 

Sleep will come 

naturally when I give up 

my struggle with it 

There are lots of 

reasons other than 

bad sleep that 

effect how I feel 

 

I must try harder to 

fall asleep 

I will be able to do 

everything I have to 

do tomorrow – even 

if I feel a bit tired 

If I feel bad it is always 

because I have not slept 

well 

I have to get a 

good night’s sleep  

or tomorrow will 

be a disaster 

There is no point 

worrying about sleep – 

using my Sleep SENSE 

techniques gives me 

the best chance of a 

good night’s sleep 

 I bet I won’t be able 

to sleep tonight 
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Managing worries  

at night-time 

 

Unlike daytime, night-time is NOT a good time for dealing 

with worries. 

Worries at night-time can lead to sleeping difficulties.  

There usually isn’t anything you can do about problems 

late at night. 

Problems often seem worse late at night than they do 

in the morning. 

What should you do if you start worrying at night-time? 

Strategies we have already learned: 

• Write the worry down and put it in your worry box 

• Practice mindfulness (e.g., mindfulness of the breath, 

body scan) 

• Switch to savouring 

New Strategies: 

• 3-minute breathing space  

• ‘Letting go’ 

All the strategies for night-time worries  

can also be used for “unsolvable” problems. 



15 

 

1. 3-minute breathing  

space instructions 

 

The 3-minute breathing space is a quick mindfulness technique that can 

help you cope with worries and stress on the spot. It involves 3 steps:  

STEP 1.  AWARENESS 

Close your eyes and bring your attention to your inner experience. Ask 

yourself: 

•what is my experience right now?    

•What thoughts are going through my mind?  

•What emotions am I feeling? 

•What sensations can I feel in my body?   

•Put your experiences into words, for example, say in your mind, “I am 

thinking that I will fail the test tomorrow”, “I am feeling worried”, “my 

chest feels tight”.   

STEP 2: REDIRECTING ATTENTION 

Gently redirect your full attention to your breathing.  Follow the breath 

all the way in and all the way out. Notice the physical sensations of 

breathing in your belly, your chest and your nose.  

To help you focus on your breathing, try saying to yourself “Breathing in 

…  breathing out” or counting, “inhaling, one … exhaling, one; inhaling, 

two … etc.” 

STEP 3: EXPANDING ATTENTION 

Allow your attention to expand to your whole body - especially to any 

sensations of discomfort, tension, or tightness.  If these sensations are 

there, then bring your attention to them and “breathe into them” on 

the in-breath.  Then, breathe out from those sensations, allowing those 

parts of your body to soften with the out-breath.  Say to yourself on 

the out-breath, “It’s OK. Whatever it is, it’s OK.” 

 _______________  
Adapted from Segal, Williams, and Teasdale (2002).  Copyright by The Guilford Press. Permission to 

photocopy this handout is granted to purchasers of this book for personal use only (see copyright page 

for details). 



16 

 

1. Using the 3-minute  

breathing space 

 

The 3-minute breathing space is especially useful at night-

time when you find yourself worrying and can’t sleep.  

For example, you could use it: 

• Before you have to give a talk in class 

• If you have a fight with your mum 

• If you feel like you embarrassed 

yourself in front of your friends.  

 

In what other situations could you use 

it? 

• ______________________________

______________________________ 

• ______________________________
______________________________ 

You can also use it during the day when you notice 

yourself feeling stressed, or when you think you might 

become stressed.  

Finally, the 3-minute breathing space is a good way of 

managing unsolvable problems. 
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2. “Letting go” 

 

Leaves on a stream: Imagine a moving stream with 

leaves floating on the water.  Put your thoughts 

and worries on the leaves one by one and watch 

them drift further and further away with the 

stream. 

Conveyor belt: imagine a conveyor belt moving right 

in front of you.  Put your thoughts and worries on 

the conveyor belt one by one and watch them 

becoming smaller and smaller as they move 

further away.  

Thought bubble/cloud: imagine your thoughts and 

worries are like clouds or bubbles floating in the air. 

Watch them moving around in a gentle breeze as 

they drift further and further away.  

Labeling: If you prefer using words, labeling what 

you are experiencing can work very well to help 

you let go of thoughts and worries.  For example, if 

you notice you are thinking about not sleeping, label 

it as “ thought” . If you notice yourself feeling 

anxious, label it as “emotion”. If you notice your 

heart beating fast, label it as “sensation”.  

 Another strategy that can help you deal with worries at 

night-time is “letting go”. There are many different ways 

you can do this – pick the one that feels right for you.  

“Letting go” is also a great way of dealing  

with unsolvable problems.  
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Case Study: Sophie 

 

•This is Sophie 

•Sophie is in Year 9 and her 

favourite subjects are Art 

and History. 

•She lives with her parents, 

younger brother, and her 

cat, Scratchy. 

•Sophie tends to worry about 

things quite a bit, and has 

always been shy. Growing 

up, she had trouble sleeping 

from time to time.  

•As the term goes on, Sophie starts to feel 

more and more stressed and tired. She is 

having difficulty falling asleep and struggles to 

get up in the morning. She also feels very 

sleepy in class, and sometimes can’t 

concentrate on what the teacher is saying. 
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Case Study: Sophie 

 

• Sophie gets up at 7:00am and usually 

comes home at 5:30pm after school 

and sports. 

• She has a 1-hour nap before dinner, and 

starts doing her homework at 8:00pm 

in the living room. She has a cup of 

coffee to help her stay alert.  

• Sometimes Sophie feels hungry when 

she goes to bed, and gets annoyed by 

the sound of the clock ticking in her 

bedroom.  

• During the night, she often gets woken 

up by Scratchy, who is busy hunting 

around the house.  

• At about 10:30pm, Sophie goes on Facebook or 

messages friends. Her best friend is going through a 

really difficult time at the moment, and Sophie tries to 

be there for her.  

• When she goes to bed at around 11:00pm, her mind is 

often racing. She worries about her homework, her 

friends, and sometimes she simply worries that she 

won’t fall asleep.  

 

Weekdays 
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Case Study: Sophie 

 

• Sunday nights are often difficult 

because it’s her last chance to 

finish homework that she has put 

off doing over the weekend.  

• Sophie tries to go to bed around 

10:00pm on Sundays, but she 

usually feels wide awake at that 

time. She often finds herself lying 

in bed, worrying about school. She 

ends up sleeping badly, and wakes 

up feeling tired and irritable.  

Weekends 

• Sophie loves sleeping in on the 

weekends and doesn’t get up until 

11:00am. 

• On Friday and Saturday nights, she 

does fun things like hanging out with 

friends, watching movies, or surfing 

the internet. She usually stays up til 

1:00-2:00am. 
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Case Study: Sophie 

 

What would you suggest Sophie do to improve her sleep? 

__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________ 

What issues are affecting Sophie’s sleep? 

__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________
__________________________________ 


