SLEEP IS IMPORTANT TO YOUR CHILD’S HEALTH
Sleep affects how children feel and function. By helping your child to get the recommended
amount of sleep, you can improve your child’s health, psychological well‐being, and safety. Sleep
is key to your child’s growth and developmenti as well as his/her ability to learn.
The chart belowii provides general guidelines showing how your child’s need for sleep changes
with age. There may be individual differences between children:
Age
Preschool aged children
School‐aged children
Adolescents (Teens)
Adults

Daily Sleep Need
10‐12 hours
At least 9 hours
9 hours
7‐8 hours

Unlike preschoolers who may need naps, school‐aged children usually get all of their sleep at
night. Teens need more sleep than adults. In addition, adolescent body clocks shift to a later
sleep‐wake cycle, making it hard for most teens to either fall asleep or wake up as early as they
once did, or as early as younger children and adults. This shift is due to changes in teen brains
and bodies and is what makes it hard for many teens to fall asleep much before 11:00 p.m.iii
Why Is Sleep Important? What Happens During Sleep?
Adequate sleep is a central part of a healthy lifestyle. During sleep, your body and your brain
actively work to support healthy brain and body function. iv
Sleep helps your child focus and remember what he or she has learned. Memory is improved
with sleep. Sleeping seems to enhance learning as if it were extra practice,iv whether your child
is learning an academic subject like algebra, new physical skills like playing a musical instrument,
dance steps, plays in sports, or how to drive a car.
Sleep also is vital for your child’s physical health. As one example, sleeping well supports the
immune system, which helps fight infections, and thus sleep may decrease your child’s risk of
getting sick.v
What Happens When My Child Doesn’t Get Enough Sleep?
Sleep loss appears in younger age groups but is more common in teens.vi One national study
showed that teenagers, on average, obtain 1.5 hours less sleep each school night than the 9
hours they need to function best.vii

Even repeatedly losing an hour of sleep per night can be harmful to your child’s function. This is
because such nightly sleep loss accumulates (adds up) and produces a sleep debt. Performance
and function decrease with each added night of sleep lost.viii Your child may tell you that they
are used to a lack of sleep—this feeling has little to do with reality in terms of true daytime
ability.
Young people who do not get enough sleep may be overly active, misbehave, have problems
paying attention, or suffer declines in school performance. Sleep deprivation is sometimes
misdiagnosed as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.ii Sleep‐deprived young people may
have difficulty getting along with others, may be angry and impulsive, or lack motivation. Shorter
sleep durations in adolescents and later parental set bedtimes (after midnight) have been linked
with depression and increased suicide ideation.ix There also may be a link between sleep loss
and risk‐taking behavior.x Sleep loss is of particular concern in teens as they are already
inexperienced drivers. Research has linked decreased sleep (even 25 minutes less on school
nights) to lower grades in adolescents.xi
Sleep loss may lead to increased weight gain and obesity.xii One study of teenagers showed that,
for each hour of sleep lost, the odds of becoming obese increased.xiii Sleep helps maintain the
healthy balance of a number of hormones, including the ones that control appetite.xiv Thus, loss
of sleep may lead to increased appetite, overeating, and unhealthy weight gain.
Sleep loss may have life and death consequences for your teen driver. Drowsy driving causes
more than 100,000 crashes a year, resulting in 40,000 injuries and 1,550 deathsxv and these
numbers are considered conservativexvi for many reasons including under‐reporting by police of
sleep as a cause of crashes. More than half of all fall‐asleep crashes involve young drivers
between the ages of 16 and 25.xvii
How Can You Help Your Child Develop Healthy Sleep Habits?
It is important for your child to understand that getting enough sleep is a vital part of a healthy
lifestyle. Make sleep a top priority and help your child to set a schedule that allows enough time
for sleep. Developing a relaxing bedtime routine may help. Your Guide to Healthy Sleep provides
tips to build healthy sleep habits:
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/sleep/healthy_sleep.pdf. As always, if you have a
question about your child’s or teen’s sleep, a good place to start is with his/her primary doctor.
Remember, even children who have established healthy sleep habits can be sleep deprived
when schedules limit time for sleep or the time available conflicts with a child's natural sleep
cycle.

For complete references, please visit: www.vasleepmedicine.org
To learn more about sleep, you may wish to visit:
• The National Sleep Foundation, http://www.sleepfoundation.org
• The National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute,
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/public/sleep/healthy sleep.pdf
• Healthy Sleep: Understanding the third of our lives we so often take for granted,
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/about
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