Supporting Sleep in the Early Years

Hello, my name is Tara Vernon and welcome to this short video on sleep in the early years. In this video we will look at why sleep is so important and some common issues affecting sleep in infants and young children. We will also look at what constitutes good sleep hygiene, and how parents and carers can promote good sleep hygiene habits.
We all adhere to the circadian cycle of sleep and wake, that is to say that we wake and sleep according to our circadian rhythm, our body clock. Our body clock is affected by external factors such as light, temperature, meal times and social interactions and activity and these in turn affect our internal rhythm. The most powerful external factor that affects the sleep/wake cycle is light, including the blue light that emanates from television screens, tablets, or other devices. Our body temperature also affects how we sleep, and we will wake if we are too hot or too cold.  
So let’s consider why sleep is so important. Poor sleep affects cognitive functions such as memory, learning, attention and mood regulation as well as health, behaviour and overall wellbeing.  Sleep recharges our bodies and allows us to recover from mental and physical fatigue. We need sleep for brain development, and it is during sleep that the toxins in the brain, which are built up during the day, are cleared. Many hormones are released during sleep for example, the growth hormone which helps to repair cells, break down fat, boost our immune system, strengthen our bones, increase our muscle mass, develop our reproductive organs and increase height in children and adolescents. Sleep is also vital for memory consolidation, as in sleep information we have learnt during the day becomes hardwired and is transferred from our short-term memory to our long-term memory which is an important part of learning.  Also, if we don’t get enough sleep the part of the brain that stores positive memories can be affected. 
The amount of sleep children need will vary, particularly for children with additional needs, but the recommended guidelines are 12-16 hrs including naps for babies aged 4-12 months, 11-14 hours including naps for infants aged 1-2 years, 10-13 hours including naps for children aged 3-5 years and 9-12 hours with ideally no naps for children aged 6 and over. If a nap is needed, then ideally try to limit it to 20 minutes and before 2pm. Try to be mindful also of unintended napping for this age group e.g. falling asleep in the car.
To support better sleep, it is important to follow good sleep hygiene practices. Sleep hygiene refers to the principles that can be applied to achieve this. Sleep hygiene practices focus on consistent day time and night time practices that promote sleep and encourage non-problematic sleep behaviour.  The aim is that these become habit if practiced routinely. Good sleep hygiene is important for good quality sleep in all children and indeed adults. 
We can develop good sleep hygiene practices for our children by:
· Engaging in daytime behaviours that will positively affect sleep such as exercise, time outdoors, regular meals, not eating heavily in the run-up to bedtime and avoiding sugary food or drinks after lunch time.  A light supper for e.g. of milk and toast, a banana or crackers and cheese before the wind down hour however, may help your child to sleep through the night.
· Reducing environmental stimulation for example no screens one hour before bedtime, having a quiet, calm, dark bedroom to sleep in that is not too warm or too cold. Should your child need a light on it is better to place a dim light or night light on the ground so that it is not above or at eye level.
· If the use of a tablet or device is an essential, non-negotiable part of your child’s bedtime routine then you could install an application to filter out the blue light that effects melatonin production. These can be downloaded on the app stores for IOS and Android devices.
· Making sure your child feels safe in their bedroom.
· Starting the wind down time one hour before bedtime.
· Using a regular and consistent bedtime routine e.g. bath, brush teeth, story time, and using a good night phrase like “sleep tight, I love you”
· Setting a consistent sleep and wake time even at the weekend and on holidays. This will make sure that your child’ s body is creating melatonin and reducing cortisol at the right time.
· Improving relaxation and reducing anxiety so for example avoiding talking about any worries at bedtime, practising stretches or calm breathing, listening to relaxing music, listening to a story, having a massage etc.
· Helping your child to learn to fall asleep, on their own, in their own bed. Having consistency in the sleep and wake environment is very important, that is to say that the conditions your child falls asleep in need to be the same as the ones they wake in, in order for them to be able to self-soothe or resettle themselves independently.  If for example your child falls asleep with you there and they wake in the middle of the night to find you gone, they may find it harder to resettle or may not be able to resettle.





Some common issues affecting sleep in infants and young children are resisting bedtime, difficulty with settling and falling asleep, waking during the night and being unable to fall back to sleep, heightened anxiety around bedtime, and difficulty with sleeping alone. Whilst each child is different, there are techniques that can be of benefit for example:
· Using a comforting object as a parent substitute such as a blanket or teddy or an item of the parent’ s clothing.
· If your child is used to you being with them then gradually withdrawing yourself from the room. This graduated withdrawal process is also known as the disappearing chair.
· If your child is having difficulty falling asleep but is falling asleep before 1 am then moving their bedtime backwards may help. So, for example if bedtime is 7pm but your child doesn’t sleep until 10pm then moving bedtime to 10pm (with wind down starting at 9pm) and gradually making this time earlier by 15 minutes each day or at a slower pace if needed, until you reach your desired time.  Also, using bright light in the morning can help advance the body clock.
· If your child is staying awake until after 1 am then it may help to move their sleep time forward. This is called chronotherapy and has been shown to increase a child’s average sleep time and decrease sleep disturbances. However, this technique is best undertaken with the support of a sleep professional. 

Thank you for taking the time to watch this video. We hope that you found it helpful.
Further free information is available via the HSE, cerebra.org.uk and at sleepaction.org.




