Foundations for a Healthy Childhood

Fostering Early, Rhythmic and Plentiful Sleep

We interact with the world around us on many different levels: taking the world in, meeting its offerings, and releasing what we cannot make our own.  This interaction and processing is essential.  We constantly breathe in and out the air around us.  We regularly take food and water into our bodies.  And we sleep.  Sleep, like breathing and eating is an instinctive part of our existence and therefore somewhat mysterious.  When it is working well we hardly give it a second thought, but when it is irregular or unpredictable it dramatically impacts the rest of our daytime activities.  The transitions of evening relaxing and releasing from the day and morning awakening and entering into new activity are important signposts for all of our physiologic rhythms.  In the same way that we cannot intellectually decide if we are hungry or full, thirsty or satisfied, trying to “will” ourselves awake or asleep is usually an elusive process.  But we can help guide and support these transitions.  Looking at sleep in relation to our other rhythmic activities of breathing and digestion can be very helpful.  The beauty of a regular rhythm is that once established it helps carry us through our day, and it restores healthier instinctive activity.  Then, when sleep is disturbed or imbalanced, we can return it to less conscious, more natural patterns of sleeping and waking.

One truth learned early on by a new parent is that “you can’t make a child stay awake, and you can’t make a child fall asleep.”  This is absolutely true, and trying to train the sleep patterns of a newborn would largely be an exercise in futility.  But as the child grows and matures it loses some of this absolutely instinctive, physiologic rhythm.  This burgeoning independence brings freedom to form new patterns, and this independence also needs to be trained and guided.

What follows are some specific guidelines for fostering healthy sleep in your children:

Most people today (children and adults) are chronically sleep-deprived. 

You may say to yourself “well, my child isn’t tired and refuses to go to bed until 9:30 or 10pm”—this may be true, but a child who is overly tired has more trouble settling down than one who is well rested.  An overly tired child is also acutely aware of their environment and may have trouble releasing their consciousness from their environment until it has quieted (sometimes until the parents are themselves getting ready for bed).  A good guideline for a small child, which we can define as birth to seven years, is 12 hours of sleep a night.  If the child is small enough that they are taking one or more naps, those hours of napping would be in addition to the twelve hours.  It may well be that your child needs less than the twelve hours, but this really can’t be determined until the child has regularly had the opportunity to sleep that much.  You may be surprised.  The most important part is a consistent pattern.  When there is a regular, early bedtime ritual a child will relax into it, though they may protest for the first few days (until they learn that they are not going to miss anything really important).  Commit to providing a consistent early bedtime for two weeks, even if it means canceling social obligations and temporarily retreating from the world.  Many people have been surprised by how easily their child relaxed into the new routine (and it usually takes less than two weeks).

Sleep is one of our most important digestive activities.

This statement applies not just to the digestive activity happening in our intestine, but to the way we work through our daily interactions with the world.  In an infant, eating is directly linked to sleep.  As soon as the infant eats or sucks, it relaxes and it is ready to begin the transition into sleep.  This makes sense because the child needs to work through, to digest what it has just taken in.  We likewise (adults and children) need time to “digest” our day.  An infant may do this in 20 minute cycles.  The small child needs sufficient time to do the same work.  When they have had sufficient sleep they are happy and ready to meet a new day.
An hour of sleep before midnight can be worth two after midnight.

This rule of thumb helps our sleep cycles best match the rhythm of sunrise and sunset, but it also again has to do with our digestive cycles.  Around 3am the flow of bile from the gallbladder increases in preparation for the approaching digestive activity of the new day.  Our sleep then begins to lighten, and the early morning hours are when our most active dreaming may take place.  We more easily remember these dreams because with the lightening sleep our senses are also preparing for the coming experiences.  This lightening, this preparing, means that sleep during the early morning hours does not have as much of a protected, “sensory-digestive” quality.  You can observe this yourself—a child who sleeps 12 hours from 9:00pm to 9:00am is not as rested as a child who sleeps from 7:00pm to 7:00am, and is generally not as ready to meet the day with a happy and eager attitude.  And the 3am transition seems to be consistent, whether a person goes to sleep at 7, 9, or 11pm.
Don’t add heavy digestive content in the evening.

This can be taken both literally and figuratively.  We sleep better, in fact we generally feel better, if we consume most of our fats and proteins at breakfast and lunch (the main times we eat between 3am and 3pm, when the body is primed to really meet and break down substantial food), and save our carbohydrates for the afternoon and evening.  This is admittedly the opposite pattern of the traditional American diet, which fills breakfast with sweet breads and cereals, orange juice, and other carbohydrate-rich foods, and saves the heavy proteins for the evening meal.  But most people have themselves experienced that if they eat a heavy meal late at night their sleep is delayed and fitful.  Now imagine how a heavy meal affects the still maturing digestive and sleep rhythms of the growing child.  Children thrive if they are given protein and fats in the morning and at lunch (meat, eggs, dairy, beans, nuts, etc.) because it helps sustain their energy for activity through the waking day, and feel better when they are given a lighter meal (fruits, grains, vegetables) in the evening which are more quickly digested and allow them to more easily release from the day.  Wise heads have often described it as “Breakfast like a King, Lunch like a Prince, Dinner like a Pauper.”  Many people have found this shift to be helpful not only for the child’s sleep, but for the whole family’s well-being.
As previously mentioned, digestive activity must happen not only for what we eat, but also for what we experience.  Heavy sensory content will be stimulating and overloading.  All television and media (CDs, DVDs, regardless of the content) should be eliminated from the afternoon and evening experience of the child.  The overwhelming sensory impressions of television programming are never a healthy experience in the life of the young child, but it is particularly disruptive and taxing when our own physiology is shifting towards sorting through and digesting the experiences of the day, not taking in new content.  Think of what would happen if instead of a drink of water at bedtime you gave your child a bratwurst; media is similarly disruptive, taxing, and inappropriate.
Learning to relax into sleep, to self-soothe, is a developmental milestone, like crawling, walking, and speaking.

This means that, like crawling or walking, it takes practice and training.  We do not have to show our children how to move their arms and legs to crawl—but we do know that giving them “tummy time,” the opportunity to flex and coordinate their muscles, helps.  Similarly you cannot make a child go to sleep, but you can help train their ability to release from the day.  A lighter (and earlier) mealtime and a softening evening sensory diet definitely help.  The warmth, predictability, and beauty of a bedtime ritual also make it feel safe to begin to the release from the day, and to signal that no new content is coming.  A bath and story (it is often best for a small child if it is the same story in repetition) can help bring the reassuring warmth and intimacy needed for transitioning to sleep.  A candle, verse, and song offer even softer experiences, and spiritual pictures to guide our journey away from the daytime waking world.  When we model the appropriate transition through the evening’s activities, content, and rhythms, the child more easily finds his or her own inner ability to balance and release. 
Remember that you are not putting your child to bed early as a punishment.  You are doing it because you love them and they really need this guidance from you, in fact their healthy growth and physiology depends on it.

Lastly, for children who are anxious at bedtime, or have trouble releasing from the day, a hot water bottle on the abdomen at bedtime can be very soothing.

This needs no real explanation.  Dressing in warm layers, and having a dark and quiet room help too.

Creating conscious rhythm and transition for your child will also help create more rhythm in your own life.  Your child may not be the only one who benefits from the change.  Sweet dreams.
Adam Blanning M.D.
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