Battling the shadow monsters
Experts offer parents several methods of helping children cope with nighttime fears
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The baby teeth are brushed. The fuzzy sleeper is zipped from ankle to neck tab. The bedtime drink of water has been chugged and a favorite blankie tucked around a 5-year-old form.

Now all it will take is a flip of the light switch -- and monster time will begin.

Jagged shadow monsters will dance on the walls as the curtains sway. Or the creature under the floor will breathe a menacing sigh each time the furnace kicks on.

Then there's the under-the-bed beast who creaks and scratches every time a body shifts on the mattress above.

Parents: Have no fear. Imaginary monsters just love to lurk around kids, especially those between the ages of 4 and 6. And adults with the right attitude can help kids slay those dragons and develop the mental skills to keep the beasts at bay.

"It's a normal developmental stage," said Eric Amsel, a Weber State University psychology professor with a keen interest in childhood pretending. "It's also natural when it stops. It's a 

natural progression."

Childhood fears of the fantastic are common because kids' ability to create pretend images and scenarios develops at a faster rate than does their ability to control those creations.

As a healthy part of play, children create monsters, pirates, tigers, lava flows and bad guys. Then kids start to believe their creations are real.

"Learning how to control these things is really important in a child's development," Amsel said. "For parents, these episodes offer a real opportunity to help your child toward intellectual growth. It's a wonderful thing."

Hunt down the source

Amsel's research is focused on the developmental stages children's waking minds go though under normal circumstances. A parent's first task is to find the source of the monsters, according to Jim Bird, chairman of child and family studies at WSU.

"We ask parents to explore children's statements and think about why they are saying monsters are under the bed," Bird said. "Is it a fear coming from within them, or are they just saying it to keep the parents in the room? Most people know their children well enough to do a quick assessment.

"Sometimes, it can be a child's way of coping if the parent doesn't spend enough 

time with them. Some parents feed the fears so much that the child has learned a nice stalling technique to keep the parent in the room."

Bird also asks parents to take a look at major events occurring in their children's lives.

"If the nightmares are just episodic, it can be pretty normal," Bird said. "We all have nightmares. It's part of normal existence. But when the nightmares become theme-based or come more frequently, we often see a parallel to things happening in the family, like death or divorce.

"If a child imagines someone is going to take him away, he may be trying to resolve divorce issues and the reality of someone taking him away. Often, parents in the middle of a divorce don't see the connection."

John Kluthe, a psychiatrist at Ogden Regional Medical Center, said dreams tend to be more significant in older patients.

"Carl Jung has described what dreams might try to communicate with us, but usually with small children, it's more a matter of emotions piled in there, creating upsetting images."

Monster management

Barring the presence of major life upsets or recurring emotional themes, fears of the fantastic are a normal part of 

childhood. And Amsel's research suggests some parental strategies help more than others.

Some have punished their kids for indulging in such irrational thinking. That misguided approach generally creates more problems, Amsel said.

Some parents stand firmly rooted in reality and use logic to make the child join them. Others join in the fantasy and help children take back control.

Amsel and Bird favor the latter two approaches.

"I believe parents should be clear that they don't believe there's a monster under the bed, but ask the child how they can solve the problem," Bird said. "In our society, a child may suggest getting a gun to shoot the monster, but parents can ask if there is another way. With that, a child may come up with a good plan, like suggesting you look under the bed."

This is not the time for practical jokes.

"A parent might have a slight desire to tease and pull his hand back as if something under the bed had bitten it," Bird said. "Avoid that temptation. Don't go there. It may relieve tension, but the long-term effect typically is not good. It doesn't solve any problems."

When told the search reveals no monster, the child may come up with a preventive measure, like keeping on a night light. A parent can suggest or agree to plans that will help calm the child. A calming bedtime story or simply staying in the room for a while can work wonders.

"If you can get an answer from the child about what will help, that may empower the child to believe his or her solution will take care of the problem."

Entering the fantasy world

Bird does not favor the use of fantasy solutions, such as waving a "magic wand" to banish monsters or clutching an "enchanted teddy bear" for protection.

"I know many doctors do suggest that, and there are numerous books that support the practice, but I see it as trading one fallacy for another, one pretense for another. I'm not saying parents should never do it if it calms a child down. I'm just saying my approach helps empower the child. By supporting the fantasy, you are not helping the child accept the reality and learn to solve the problem."

But Amsel's research suggests entering into the fantasy may be the best approach.

"Reassuring children intellectually may not be the most effective strategy," Amsel said. "Telling them there is no monster doesn't always make the fear go away. Anyone who has gone to a scary movie, like 'Jaws,' knows that when you are frightened and it's dark, logic may not seem that comforting. Emotions can take on a life of their own."

Hand to claw combat

Numerous studies have demonstrated the power of belief over logic. In one study, children were shown that a box was empty, then asked to imagine it contained a puppy or a monster. When the researcher left the room, kids could not help being drawn to the box with the imaginary puppy, or putting a safe distance between themselves and the imaginary monster box.

"Children understand the difference between fantasy and reality, but if they create an image in their head, it is vivid and hard to give up," Amsel said. "Think about the last time you thought you told your spouse something. The more vividly you imagine you did, the more certain you become. There's a lot of false memory research going on now that involves vivid mental images."

Amsel does not encourage children to believe in monsters, but he will join in the fantasy. He suggests asking the child how to get rid of the monster. Maybe the beast could fall into quicksand. Maybe it could turn into a nonthreatening puppy or cow.

"Get into the fantasy and help the child 

transform it into something he or she can control," Amsel suggested. "Make the image less vivid, less enriched, less salient. Make it more everyday, more mundane, more easy to deal with."

A necessary stage

Joining into the fantasy to help your child regain control eases the emotional emergency, and it can involve the child in problem-solving, Amsel said. Joining children in their normal childhood fantasies does not encourage them to hold delusional beliefs as adults, he said.

Amsel urges parents to appreciate all stages of intellectual and emotional development. Pretending and imagining lay the foundation for hypothetical thought necessary to scientific research, he said. Scientists have to imagine "what if it were different than it seems to be" in order to do research.

And if the late-night sessions get too tiring, just remember that all stages pass.

"By 6 or 7, belief in the fantastic will have reached its peak," he said. "It's all downhill from there. Kids will be more able to tell fantasy from reality and manage their fears. It's no accident that that's when school starts. That's when children become more capable of controlling their minds."

You can reach Nancy Van Valkenburg at 625-4274 or nvan@standard.net.
