
Misbehaving or Missing Sleep? 
From Sleepless in America by Mary Sheedy Kurcinka  

 
Behind every power struggle, every temper tantrum, every instance of misbehavior, there is a feeling 
and need – too often, that need is sleep.  So, how do you know if your child‟s challenging behavior is 
fueled by exhaustion?  Let‟s take a look at the signs.  Check all the behaviors that apply to your child. 

 
Emotions 

How well is your child coping with 
frustrations, dealing with surprises and 

managing anger?   
 Loses it over little things 
 Is easily frustrated 
 Becomes upset by changes in routine or 

surprises 
 Is difficult to calm or comfort 
 Is irritable and cranky 
 Experiences frequent stomach- or headaches 
 Is unsatisfied; nothing is right, no matter 

what you offer 
 Is easily overwhelmed 
 Is anxious and resistant 

 

The Body 
How well is your child able to control her 

body? Are movements smooth and 
energetic or jerky and frenzied? 

 Clumsy, experiences frequent accidents, falls, 
and injuries 

 Frenzied, hyperactivity 
 Wild at bedtime, can‟t fall asleep – even when 

tired 
 Hits, throws things, or shouts 
 Has to be awakened in the morning 
 Gets sick more frequently than the other kids 
 Craves carbohydrates or sugar 
 Is lethargic; can‟t seem to do what he is 

usually capable of doing 
 Seems unable to stop from breaking the rules 

Attention, Focus & Performance 
Does your child have problems staying 

focused on important things, screening out 
trivial stimulation, and performing well? 
 Loses focus, wanders from one activity to 

another 
 Seeks stimulation to keep going – annoys 

siblings or peers, wants to watch TV, 
especially in the late afternoon 

 Needs your attention and help to stay on task 
 Is forgetful 
 Struggles to make decisions 
 Doesn‟t listen 
 Has difficulty performing at peak level or 

resists participating altogether 
 Talks excessively 
 Finds it difficult to work without disrupting 

others  

Social Situations 
Is your child able to get along with others 

or does he frequently end up in arguments? 
 

 Experiences hurt feelings frequently 
 Has difficulty being patient 
 Suffers from separation anxiety 
 Is bossy and demanding 
 Loses it if told “no” 
 Has difficulty solving age-appropriate 

problems or talking it through 
 Easily forgets the rules or wants to debate 

them 
 Is irritated by siblings and peers – especially 

in the late afternoon 
 Is not open to your guidance 

 
Now go back through each of the four areas and total your responses.  Mark your total on 
the scale below.  How tired is your child? 
 

0-5 
Well rested

6-15 
Tired

16-36 
Really missing sleep 



Are You Missing Sleep? 
From Sleepless in America by Mary Sheedy Kurcinka  

 
Stop for a moment and ask yourself – how am I feeling right now?  How tense is my body?  What is 
my energy level?  Check all of the items that apply to you when the experience of feeling energetic 

and calm throughout the day no longer exists in your recent memory. 

 
Emotions 

How well are you coping with frustrations, 
dealing with surprises and managing 

anger?   
 Be short-tempered, easily “set-off” by the kids 
 Feel irritable and cranky, nothing is much fun 
 Burst into tears 
 Become frustrated easily 
 Find it difficult to alter plans or deal with 

surprises 
 Become controlling and demanding 
 Feel overwhelmed, anxious, or jittery 
 Experience head- or stomachaches 
 Feel guilty that you just don‟t have enough 

energy for the kids 
 

The Body 
How well are you able to control your body 

and impulses?  
 Feel frenzied, unable to stop yourself 
 Have difficulty falling asleep – even though 

you‟re tired 
 Hit, yell, or throw things 
 Wake up in the morning to an alarm going off 

or a child waking you, rather than on your 
own 

 Become ill more frequently  
 Craves carbohydrates, sugar and/or caffeine 
 Feel sluggish, heavy, unable to make a meal, 

pick things up, respond to a child 
 Experience overwhelming sleepiness at 

certain points in the day 

Attention, Focus & Performance 
How well are you able to concentrate and 

perform?  Are you easily distracted? 
 Feel as though you are in a fog 
 Mix up words 
 Forget things 
 Make a list and then lose it 
 Perform poorly – especially on things that 

require quick thinking or action 
 Miss „cues‟ from your children and others 
 Miss your exit on the freeway 
 Have difficulty making decisions or thinking 

things through 
 Find it impossible to be creative 

Social Situations 
Are you able to get along with your children 

and others, or frequently disagreeing? 
 

 Argue with your partner and your children 
 Take your children‟s behavior more personally 
 Pick battles you would never pick on a “good 

day” 
 Put more pressure on your children 
 Find the sibling squabbles intolerable 
 Demand that things be done NOW! 
 Be more easily hurt by the comments of 

others 
 Be less flexible 
 Allow the „tone‟ to creep into your voice 

 
Now go back through each of the four areas and count how many items you checked.  Add 
them together to determine your score. 
 

0-5 
Well rested

6-15 
Moderately tired

16-36 
Needing sleep 

 
 


