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	Our experts explain how sleep issues change during childhood.
by Dr. Charles Flatter, Dr. James M. Herzog, Dr. Phyllis Tyson and Katherine Ross
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	During sleep, children do a lot more than simply rest. Their bodies are gathering the resources they need for growth. And psychologically, they're working through one of the crucial issues of childhood: separation. Sleep problems, which are rooted in the earliest separation issues, tend to become more manageable as a child gets older.

· Birth to Two
· Two to Five
· Six to Eleven



BIRTH TO TWO 
By James M. Herzog, M.D.

While a baby is in the womb, her cycle of wakefulness and sleep is quite similar to her mother's. In the first few days and weeks after birth, the baby makes an effort to continue to coordinate her sleep cycle with her mother's. Feeding on demand seems to aid this process. A study conducted at Boston Children's Hospital suggests that when the mother of a newborn feeds the child on demand—that is, feeds the child when he is hungry—the baby adjusts more quickly to the mother's sleep pattern than if the baby is fed on a fixed schedule.

These findings suggest that the more the baby's environment responds to her internal rhythms, the easier it is for her to learn to follow a "normal" routine: to sleep through the night and stay up during the day.

In the first month of life babies may sleep for 16 or 17 hours out of every 24. Because infants use up so much energy in physical development, they need lots of sleep to rebuild their reserves.

Sleep has another crucial function. Babies require many intervals of REM (rapid eye movement) sleep, during which the central nervous system and neurons in the brain's key centers undergo a great deal of development. REM sleep occurs more often during infancy than at any other time.

By the second month, a baby's feedings can be postponed in favor of periods of play; this helps to stretch her wide-awake times between nursing and sleeping. Eventually, the baby's alert states can extend for several hours between feedings, and she will sleep for increasingly long blocks of time at night.

Cries in the Night
By the age of six months or so, a baby begins to develop a sense of his separateness from his parents, which often gives rise to feelings of anxiety when he is away from them. In his crib, he's aware that he will be separated from his parents not only by a physical distance but also by a different state of consciousness. That's why it's common for babies of this age to have difficulty falling asleep at night and at nap times and falling back to sleep if they awaken.

As a way of coping with the tensions caused by separation, many infants turn to self-soothing activities, such as sucking on a thumb, bottle, or pacifier. Babies learn to use these activities quite effectively to counteract feelings of anxiety.

Easing Your Baby to Sleep
Around their second birthday, babies start to need less sleep—around 12 hours on average, including naps. By now, their dreams often involve separation issues. (We know this because toddlers are able to express themselves verbally or through play.) Dreams might be one of the reasons that very young children wake up during the night and can't get back to sleep.

Should parents respond to a baby's distress, or let him cry? The experts who favor letting the baby cry contend that he can be conditioned to go back to sleep if his parents don't gratify him by picking him up.

My point of view is different. I believe that when a baby or young child cries at night, it means that he needs something from his parents. I also believe that the parents' role is to help the child learn to manage the transition between waking up and falling back to sleep. I don't think this is accomplished by ignoring the child's distress. When a baby has trouble sleeping, his parents should soothe him back to sleep by feeding him, if necessary, or by just holding him.

The ideal way to ease both the physical and psychological transition between wakefulness and sleep is to establish bedtime rituals that involve holding or rocking the child, or speaking or singing to her in a soothing way. Most parents start to do this in the first few months of a baby's life, as soon as the child has a fairly regular bedtime. By the time a youngster is two, the routine usually includes reading, singing, or storytelling.

Rituals not only offer the baby reassurance about the coming separation, but also convey to her that sleep, like the restful and emotionally intimate time preceding it, is a soothing and pleasurable state.

Take-Away Tips
· A six-month-old may be wakeful because he is fearful of separation from his parents. Over time, he will learn various self-soothing mechanisms that will ease him to sleep.

· Bedtime rituals, which help the child manage the transition from wakefulness to sleep, should start in infancy and involve holding and rocking. By the time a child is two, they can include reading and storytelling. —K.R.



TWO TO FIVE
By Charles Flatter, Ed.D.

When you consider the extraordinary energy that preschool-age children expend during the day, you can really appreciate how much they need a good night's rest. As they sleep, youngsters gather the energy necessary to keep growing and developing at a great rate. The amount of sleep preschoolers need varies tremendously, but generally, 8 to 12 hours of sound, comfortable sleep is adequate.

Helping a Child Get to Sleep
Starting around age two, most children develop at least occasional fears of the dark or of monsters that seem to lurk in corners, closets, or under the bed. These fears usually indicate that a child is struggling with issues relating to separation from his mother and father.

As children become physically and emotionally independent, they also become less reliant on their parents. When a preschool child is required to be alone in a bedroom, the sense of separateness can suddenly seem quite frightening. As a result, he may protest when bedtime comes around and make frantic efforts to fight off sleep. Or he may call out in the middle of the night, saying that he is scared or just can't sleep.

A child may have trouble sleeping because of his dreams. Although one of the likely functions of dreaming is to relieve tension by replaying the events of the day, dreams can sometimes make reality overly vivid. For example, if a three- or four-year-old is bothered by another child at preschool or in day care, that bully may appear in a more threatening form in her dreams and frighten her awake. The best thing for parents to do in these instances is to make sure that nothing is seriously wrong with the child, hug and comfort her, and return her to bed.

Handling Problems
Because of a child's separation fears, she may come to her parents' room at night and insist on sleeping in their bed. Allowing her to do so may encourage a kind of dependence in a child. The best way to prevent sleep problems like this from beginning—or to stop them if they're already established—is to set up a regular nighttime or nap-time routine. This may include a low-key story, a soothing song, or a quiet conversation about the events of the child's day. And of course, allow her to have a say about which story she wants to hear and what she'd like to discuss.

It may help a child to take a beloved cuddly toy to bed with her every night. Holding a stuffed animal close may help her manage the transition between wakefulness and sleep and between being with family and being alone.

The vital thing is that the child falls asleep reassured that even though he isn't with his parents, he is still important to them and loved by them. He also needs to know that what happens in dreams isn't real, and that nothing scary is hiding in the dark.

A final point about bedtime routines: It doesn't pay for parents to be too rigid about whether the child sleeps with the light on or off, or whether the bedroom door is open or shut. Most children face enough of a challenge to be strong and independent during the day. There's no need to reinforce this message at bedtime, when they are alone and feeling vulnerable.

As children approach their fifth birthday, sleep problems become less common and more manageable. Like most other aspects of development, the events surrounding sleep—for example, when bedtime occurs, whether lights stay on or off, or which story is read—come more under a child's control. Being in charge reduces anxiety and makes a child feel independent and self-confident.

Take-Away Tips
· Bad dreams and other sleep problems are common for preschoolers. The best thing for parents to do if a child awakens is to make sure nothing is seriously amiss, reassure her, and return her to bed.

· Be flexible about rituals and objects that comfort a child at bedtime. Leaving his door open and a nightlight on may make him feel less vulnerable. —K.R.



SIX TO ELEVEN
By Phyllis Tyson, Ph.D.

When children start first grade, they require eight to ten hours of sleep a night to ensure their physical well-being. Sleep and dreaming are now coming to play an increasingly important psychological role, too. School-age youngsters are so focused on the outside world that they tend to close off their fantasy life more than younger children do. Sometimes it is only through dreaming that they are able to reenter the rich and varied realm that underlies consciousness. A child may now be able to recall dreams, report them in great detail, and even make some connections between them and events in his daily life.

Big Kids Need Comfort, Too
As with younger children, sleep at this age is also a time of separation—separation from both the real world children are so actively engaged in and from their parents. By the time a child is age six, he is spending a considerable part of the day away from home and has probably resolved his greatest fears related to separation.

But it is perfectly natural for a certain amount of uneasiness to linger at bedtime. In fact, a seven- or eight-year-old child may experience difficulty sleeping over at a friend's home. And a 10- or 11-year-old may continue to need his old, worn teddy bear or other cuddly toy to keep him company while he sleeps. Even if these toys are kept out of sight in a closet or drawer, or placed in a pile of other stuffed animals or dolls, a child may still consider them his nighttime companions.

Parents can help children make the transition from wakefulness to sleep by keeping to bedtime rituals. In each family and with each child, the elements may differ but usually include a bath, a drink or snack, a story (this is particularly important for 6- and 7-year-olds, but even 10- and 11-year-olds like to be read to at night), and a quiet talk about the events of the day.

These rituals are perhaps the only period of the day when children can have their parents all to themselves. Even though a youngster is now capable of putting herself to bed without parental help, a story or just a goodnight kiss are still important to her.

"Mom, I Can't Sleep"
A word about sleep problems: Most school-age children are able to handle bedtime separation with little difficulty. But things may not be so simple for a child who has had sleep problems since early childhood. At age six or seven, or even older, she may awaken or walk into her parents' bedroom at night, saying that she can't sleep. In most cases these awakenings don't mean that a child is experiencing serious distress. They do indicate, however, that she's become used to a pattern of interrupted sleep.

Being firm is the best approach. Let the child know before she goes to sleep that you expect her to stay in her own bed throughout the night, and provide whatever comfort and support you think she needs. If she wakes and wants your attention, take her back to bed and tell her that she must stay there and go back to sleep. You will encourage her to move toward greater independence if you help her handle this problem.

A different kind of difficulty may appear suddenly in a child who is normally a solid sleeper. He may be experiencing some real distress that's either physical or psychological in origin. If he has a persistent ache or pain, he should probably see his doctor. If he complains of scary dreams or can't fall asleep, it's a good idea to talk to him when he's calmed down to find out if there's a problem at school (for example, a fight with a close friend). After some gentle probing, a parent can usually find out the source of the difficulty and help the child work through the problem.

By the time a child reaches her eleventh birthday, she is well on her way to becoming a truly independent person. But she won't completely outgrow her bedtime rituals. Even into her adolescence, a goodnight kiss and a quiet talk may continue to mark the close of the day. And this is as it should be. Sleep and sleep rituals have a meaning throughout life, as do the bonds of love and affection that connect us to our parents.

Take-Away Tips
· If your six- or seven-year-old makes a habit of wanting to come into your bed in the middle of the night, think twice before you agree. She needs your help in making a separation and sleeping through the night on her own.

· If a "good sleeper" suddenly begins to have disturbing dreams, find out if there's a problem, at school or with a friend, that you can help her deal with. —K.R.
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