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Fits, Faints & Funny 
Turns



• To review the features of epileptic and non-epileptic events in children

• To identify important questions to ask in the history

• To decide when a child needs urgent review in hospital

Objectives



● 3 week old baby

● 3 day history of rhymical jerking while asleep 

● Seems otherwise well

● No other symptoms

● What other questions do you want to ask?

Case 1



• Do the episodes look similar? (stereotyped)

• How often do they happen? 

• What time of day? 

• Is there an association with sleep?

• Are there any obvious triggers? 

• What, exactly, happens?

• Before, during, after (awareness, eyes, face, limbs)

• Ask for eye witness account AND ask the child

• Try and get video of the event

History, History, History…



● Events only happen in sleep, after the child has been asleep 
for 15-20 minutes

● Occurring at least once a day

● No clear triggers

● Described as rhythmical jerking of both hands and 
sometimes legs, no facial twitching, stops if baby woken up

● Examination – Unremarkable

● Yes, Mum does have a video…

Case 1



Case 1



A. Reassure and discharge home 
with safety netting advice?

B. Discharge, but plan to review 
again that week?

C. Book routine paediatric 
outpatient review?

D. Refer to hospital for urgent 
paediatric review?

Management
What would you do?

Response 
Counter



● Completely benign condition in an otherwise healthy child

● No associated abnormal neurology

● Often presents in the first few weeks of life

● Stops if the child is woken

● Only occurs in sleep

● Usually resolves spontaneously in the first 2-6 months of life

● Does not require treatment

Benign Sleep Myoclonus of Infancy



● Only in sleep – Benign Sleep Myoclonus of Infancy

● During feeds – Sandifer Syndrome/GORD

● Associated with excitement/emotion – Shuddering Attacks, self 
gratification

● Sudden onset following pain/shock – Rule out cardiac causes

Non-Epileptic Episodes - Infants



Non-Epileptic Episodes - Infants



• On waking or going off to sleep

• Repetitive limb jerking/stiffening

• Myoclonic jerking while awake

• Movements associated with changes in GCS

Epileptic Clues - Infants



• 8 month old boy

• 3 recent episodes of becoming stiff and turning blue

• Starts with a period of crying

• What other questions do you want to ask?

Case 2



• Otherwise fit and well

• Episodes last 1 minute and child is fine afterwards

• No association with sleep/waking

• No rhythmic movement, but sometimes twitchy while upset

• And yes, Mum does have a video…

Case 2



Case 2



A. Reassure and discharge home 
with safety netting advice?

B. Discharge, but plan to review 
again that week?

C. Book routine paediatric 
outpatient review?

D. Refer to hospital for urgent 
paediatric review?

Management
What would you do?

Response 
Counter



• Benign episodes of breath-holding lasting up to 1 minute

• Often triggered by pain/emotion

• Associated with loss of consciousness, cyanosis and 
stiffening/twitching

• No post-ictal period

• Otherwise neurologically normal children

• No associated morbidity

• Can be more common in children with iron deficiency anaemia

Breath-Holding Attacks



• 6 month old boy

• Regular episodes of stiffening arms 

• No loss of consciousness, but becomes upset afterwards

• Otherwise well

• What other questions would you like to ask?

Case 3



• Developing normally

• No association with feeds or sleep

• Initially infrequent, but now happening multiple times per day

• And yes, Mum does have a video…

Case 3



Case 3



A. Reassure and discharge home 
with safety netting advice?

B. Discharge, but plan to review 
again that week?

C. Book routine paediatric 
outpatient review?

D. Refer to hospital for urgent 
paediatric review?

Management
What would you do?

Response 
Counter



• Epileptic condition with typical EEG changes

• Typically start between 4-12 months of age

• Classic extensor movements of arms with flexion of trunk 
(Salaam attacks)

• Associated with developmental delay

• Treatment with steroids and Vigabitrin 

Infantile Spasms/West Syndrome



• In sleep only – Night Terrors

• During feeds – Sandifers/GORD

• Only with fevers – Febrile convulsions

• Associated with pain/shock – Breath holding, reflex anoxic seizure, 
exclude cardiac cause

Non-Epileptic Episodes - Toddlers



• Episodes around sleep

• Atonic seizures (drop attacks)

• Episodes of intermittent limb weakness –Todd’s paralysis

• Vacant episodes –sudden cessation in play/speech, automatisms

• Repetitive limb jerking/stiffening

Epileptic Clues - Toddlers



• 5 year old boy

• Wakes in the night screaming and inconsolable

• Does not appear to be aware of surroundings

• Sometimes associated with increased tone in trunk

• Well in the daytime

• No memory of nocturnal events

• Thoughts?

Case 4



● Only in sleep –parasomnias, night terrors

● Associated with Fever, intercurrent illness – convulsion/syncope

● Specifically with movement – Dystonia/dyskinesia

● Associated with Pain/Shock – Cardiac, syncope

● Worsened by stress/anxiety – Tic disorder, pseudo-seizure

● Associated with boredom –Daydreaming

Non-Epileptic Episodes - Children



● On Waking  (Benign Rolandic Epilepsy)

● Vacant episodes – no distractions, sudden cessation in activity or 
speech, school work falling behind

● Drop attacks – significant, usually causing injury

● Myoclonic jerks when awake

● Speech regression (Landau-Kleffner syndrome)

Epileptic Clues - Children



●History, history, history…

●Video can be very helpful

● Referrals for abnormal neurology in young children is always 
appropriate

● Red flags
● Acute confusion 

● Pervasive behaviour change/lethargy 

● New onset, recurrent convulsive seizures (>1 per week) 

● Abnormal cardiac examination or ECG findings 

● Abnormal neurological examination findings 

● Symptoms of raised intracranial pressure (blurred/ double 
vision, headache at night or on waking, persistent 
nausea/vomiting) 

● Signs of sepsis/meningitis 

Key Points
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Any Questions?


