AGOURA-WEST VALLEY PEDIATRICS

HEALTHY SLEEP HABITS FOR CHILDREN

Good sleep habits are as important to children’s health as are good nutrition and exercise habits.  Not only does inadequate sleep lead to fatigue, but it can also cause problems with mood, behavior, attention span and school performance.  The first step toward ensuring that your child gets enough sleep is making sure that you lay the proper foundation for good sleep habits.  Listed below are the items that pediatric sleep experts consider very important in developing or improving childhood sleep habits.  

1. The child’s bedroom should be dark and quiet during sleep times.  Bright light exposure before bedtime can delay the body’s sleep cycle.

2. Bedroom temperature should be kept “comfortably cool” (less than 75°).

3. Noise in the environment should be minimized as much as possible.  Background music or “white noise” may be used to overcome any unavoidable, disturbing environmental noises.

4. A regular bedtime ritual or routine is important to allow their minds and bodies to settle down and relax before sleep.  The routine should be consistent and not too long (less than 30 minutes).  It can include snack, tooth brushing, bathing, story time, and final “tuck-in” and “good night”.  Bathing before bed may be relaxing or stimulating depending upon the child.  (If bedtime struggles occur after an evening bath, it may be separated from the bedtime by more than 1 hour or moved to the morning).

5. Bedtime routines should be enforced strictly and consistently every day.  Children do best when they keep a regular bedtime.

6. The time of morning awakening should be consistent each day, including on weekends. 

7. Napping should be appropriate for the developmental stage of your child (infants from 6 months to about 18 months usually require two naps; only one nap is need from about age 18 months to 5 years).  Prolonged, too frequent, or late napping may reduce nighttime sleeping.

8. Children should learn to fall asleep alone (without their parents’ presence in the room), and should be put to bed drowsy but still awake.
9. Children should not go to bed hungry, and may have a healthy snack before bedtime.  Finish breast and bottle-feeding before your child falls asleep.  Limit excessive fluid drinking before bedtime, which may result in night awakenings or bedwetting.

10. The following things should be avoided before bedtime to allow children to get sleepy at the appropriate time:

· Television and video games

· Scary or sad stories

· Vigorous (rough or high-energy) play or exercise

· Foods and drinks containing caffeine or other stimulants (including chocolate)

· Medications that can be stimulating (including nasal decongestants)

Like other health problems, the solution to your child’s sleep problems should be individualized to fit the needs of your child and your family.  Ask your child’s doctor if you need any additional information about how to develop these habits, or about any sleep problems you are experiencing with your child.  

