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The Importance of Having a Daily Routine

A daily routine offers many benefits. It helps us get through the day without thinking too much about the little things. Even more importantly, it can set the stage for a good night’s sleep, so you and your child will wake up refreshed and ready to start another happy and productive day.
The Benefits of Routine for Children
Children benefit from structure. They learn what to do and when to do it. They learn how to do things, like brush their teeth, get dressed, solve math problems and so on. 
There is plenty of room for creativity during the 9 AM to 3 PM school day, and in extra-curricular activities. However, routines help them know what to expect and enable them to feel safe and secure. 
Regular meal times and regular bed times are two of the best ways to schedule your child and keep them happy and healthy. 
How Much Sleep Does Your School-Aged Child Need?
Before we talk about a sleep schedule and sleep routine, it is important to know how much sleep your child needs, and why. If your child is attending school, assume they need ten to eleven hours of sleep per day, preferably at night rather than naps (which can be hard to get during a school day, and which can disrupt a regular night’s sleep pattern).
There are two stages of sleep: rapid eye movement (REM) and non-rapid eye movement (NREM). Both are important, but REM is considered to be the most healthful and rejuvenating, allowing people to not feel sleep deprived and to therefore put in a good performance every day. 
Children enjoy about 30% REM sleep in a 90-minute cycle throughout the night. But if they do not sleep long enough, or deeply enough, they can start to become sleep deprived.
Signaling It Is Time for Sleep
A predictable daily routine will help signal it is time for sleep. Dinner, homework, a bit of TV and/or computer use, all show it is time to wind down at the end of the day and relax. 
The trouble is that when we get busy, these routines can start to suffer, with rushed meals grabbed on the go, too much homework, and the addictiveness of "just 5 more minutes" on a game that turns into another 30 minutes or more.
A bedtime routine should include getting into PJs, brushing teeth, and a few pages of a familiar old book to help your child wind down. There should be no media in the room. Reserve the bedroom for sleep. Cut down on clutter so they are not distracted. 
Make sure the bedding is comfortable and the room at the right temperature. If the long days of summer prevent your child from falling asleep at their regular time, get some blackout curtains.
Keep Up the Routine Every Day
It is okay to relax it a bit once in a while, but in general, try to stick to the same routine every day, even weekends and vacation. This will cause less confusion to your child’s "body clock" and make bedtime less of a battle.


Why School-Aged Kids Still Need a Bedtime Story

There are a number of reasons why school-aged kids still need a bedtime story. Some are to do with sleep, and others to do with their educational achievements and laying the foundation for a life-long love of books.
Setting a Sleep Routine
School-aged children need about ten to eleven hours of sleep per night. The trouble is that school work, TV and electronics can get in the way. However, even small amounts of sleep deprivation can lead to big problems. 
Studies have shown that a lack of sleep results in lost productivity, emotional issues, and even accidents - sometimes serious ones. 
A daily routine you stick to every day, even at the weekends, can go a long way towards having productive days and getting your child ready for sleep at night.
Evenings should be set up in such a way that they signal the lead-up to sleep. A good dinner, homework, and a small amount of TV or gaming will let them know the end of the day is near. However, they should not watch or do anything over-exciting for at least an hour before bedtime.
Having a bath or shower, getting into sleepwear, brushing one’s teeth, and so on, are all signals for your child that sleep is drawing near.
But the biggest lure of getting in bed might actually be the bedtime story. Reading a bedtime story is a shared activity that can create close family bonds. In addition, stories are ingrained in our culture. We share them all the time in different forms, such as movies and TV. 
However, books will also help your child improve their reading skills, add to their vocabulary, and capture their imagination. They can learn about history, art, nature, science and more through the books you and they choose. 
Educational Achievements
Studies show that parents who read to their children regularly are making a significant impact on their child’s educational achievements. Every subject, even math, relies on your child having good reading and comprehension skills. Even ten minutes of reading six nights a week can add up to an extra hour of teaching and learning. 
Just think what you would have to pay a tutor per hour these days, and you can see the time spent reading can be well worth it.
A Love of Books and Learning
One study argues that parents should continue reading to children up to the age of 11:
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/11864664/Children-tell-parents-please-dont-stop-bedtime-stories.html 
Other studies have shown that 66% of six-year olds who were read to expressed a love of books, but the same group of children one year later whose parents had stopped reading to them showed that only 44% expressed a love of books. 
In addition to the educational boost, bedtime stories are a great way to lull your child to sleep, and to share experiences and quiet moments with each other, without being on the go all the time. Chances are children won’t remember every toy you gave them or every video game they played, but they will remember you reading to them every night.


When Should My Child Go to Bed?

In reference to school-aged children, one of the most common questions parents have is when their child should go to bed. The answer will depend on the age of the child. In general, school-aged children should get about ten to eleven hours of sleep per night, for a number of reasons.
The Importance of Sleep
Sleep is essential for all living beings. In humans, studies have shown that even mild sleep deprivation can have devastating consequences in terms of accidents, as well as poor performance at work, school, sports, and so on.  
The Two Phases of Sleep
The two phases of sleep each have their own role to play in maintaining good health.
i) Non-rapid eye movement (NREM) or "quiet" sleep
During the deep states of NREM sleep, a number of physical changes take place that can help repair the wear and tear on the body. The blood supply to the muscles is increased, bathing them with essential nutrients. 
Rest allows a person to renew their energy. During NREM, tissue growth and repair will also occur. In addition, important hormones related to healthy growth and development are released. 
There is a connection between sleep and weight, so if you have a chubby child, don’t just look at what they are eating and their levels of activity; also consider how well they are sleeping.
ii) Rapid eye movement (REM) or "active" sleep
During REM sleep, our brains are active and dreaming occurs. REM sleep appears to repair the wear and tear on our brains. Our bodies become stiff and even "paralyzed". The breathing and heart rate both become irregular.  This may not sound restful, but it is considered the most important sleep stage for truly restful and rejuvenating sleep.
All people cycle between NREM and REM throughout the night, switching from one to the other - especially if they wake in the middle of the night.

Babies spend around 50% of their time in each state, with a sleep cycle about 50 minutes long. A school-aged child will have 30% REM sleep and the sleep cycle will usually be about 90 minutes.
Sleep Issues to Watch Out For
There are several sleep stealers to watch out for that can lead to sleep deprivation in your school-aged child if you are not careful.
1. Busyness
Children tend to skimp on sleep due to homework, extracurricular activities that crunch their schedule, and too much media on the TV and/or gaming on the computer. Make sure your child is not taking on too much every day. 
Set limits on entertainment. Avoid it too close to bedtime, as it may be too stimulating before going to sleep. Make sure you have a night-time ritual - getting into pajamas, brushing teeth and so on.
2. Struggling to fall asleep, or stay asleep
Overly stimulated children will have trouble falling asleep. They might even rebel and refuse to go to bed, demanding to stay up late. 
Some children wake in the night and have trouble falling asleep. Others sleep in only short bursts, which might result in them never reaching the REM stage, or not staying in it long enough to feel truly refreshed.
If your school-aged child has sleep issues, try to discover the cause and get them back to a regular routine.

Signs That Your Child Is Overtired

There are a number of ways to tell whether your child is overtired. Spotting them could mean the difference between happiness and harmony, and screaming temper tantrums and meltdowns that will frazzle everyone’s nerves - including your child’s.
Common Sense
The first thing to consider is how much sleep your child is getting. If they are not getting ten to eleven hours per night, they are probably suffering from sleep deprivation. This can cause them to be tired - acting cranky, being generally sluggish and not in the mood for anything, not even food. 
They are literally too tired to eat. They might become clingy and start to whine or complain.
If you notice the following, beware of overtiredness:
· Wanting to stay up late a lot
· Frequent night wakings
· Very early wake-ups
· Lots of small naps through the day as they doze off for minutes at a time
· Nightmares
These are all signs that an erratic sleep pattern is forming. They can also be signs that your child is not reaching what is termed the REM (rapid eye movement) stage of sleep, which is considered to be the most restorative and refreshing - particularly for the mind.  
Even if your child is not actually sleeping, encourage them to rest in bed. A collection of favorite books on the nightstand (nothing too exciting) can help lull them to sleep.
Establish a sleep routine of pajamas, teeth brushing and so on. Don’t allow media in the bedroom, such as TV and/or DVD, and discourage these forms of entertainment (including video games) for at least an hour before bedtime so they are not overly stimulated.
Don’t let them eat or drink too much before bed. A light snack can help prevent them from waking up hungry. Too much liquid, however, might cause them to need to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night - or worse still, wet the bed.
Other Signs to Watch Out For
Many children also exhibit emotional signs when they are overtired: 
· Crying, usually for no reason
· Rowdy or over-energetic behavior
· Having a "hair-trigger" - that is, being overly sensitive, or getting aggressive or angry over the least little thing
· "Sundowning" - becoming agitated and hyper as the day ends, from around 4 to 7 PM 
· Defiance, saying no, being stubborn
· Meltdowns
· Tantrums
Children lacking sleep are overtired and therefore overly sensitive. If they don’t rest, things can quickly escalate out of control.
As a parent, the best thing you can do apart from spotting the warning signs is to impose structure and routine and try not to deviate from it. A set bedtime and wake-up time are crucial. Don’t let them wheedle you into staying up late too often.  
At the weekends, try to stick to the same routine as you do during weekdays. It may be tough, but a similar schedule when you are on vacation can help, especially during the long summer holidays. If the long days of summer might prevent your child from wanting to go to bed at their normal time, get some blackout curtains.
Don’t drag them to stores or other overly stimulating places in the afternoon. Encourage a short rest when they get home from school. Finally, try to find something they enjoy that will calm them down if they start to become agitated.


Tips for Dealing with Anxiety at Bedtime in Children

Getting children to go to sleep can be a challenge for most parents. However, if your child starts to show anxiety about bedtime, or genuine fear, it’s time to get to the bottom of the cause and take action to help them get a healthy and restful sleep every night.
1. How Much Sleep Do Children Need?
In general, school-aged children need ten to eleven hours of sleep per night. Unfortunately, sleep stealers such as homework, TV, DVDs, gaming, texting, and so on, can all have an impact on their sleep. 
Even five-year-olds want to stay up late and watch TV. They are anxious that they might be missing out on lots of fun. Even when they are obviously tired, or even over-tired, it can be tough to get them to settle down for the night. 
A calming routine of bath, PJs and a bedtime story can help them wind down enough to be able to sleep.
2. Night Terrors
Some children are afraid of the dark. A nightlight can help. You can also play games in the dark to make it seem less scary, such as a treasure hunt with a flashlight or hide and seek in dark places like closets.
Other children don’t like to sleep on their own. Parents will often let the child come in with them, and they all fall asleep and end up sharing the bed all night. This can be a bad idea for a number of reasons. 
It can become a bad habit and cause intimacy issues between a couple. A sleeping adult can also cause serious damage to a child by rolling over, or through a misplaced elbow or knee. 
If you wait until the child falls asleep to pick them up and carry them to their room, it might wake them. It can also be very disorienting if they wake in the middle of the night in a different place.
3. Nightmares
Many children have nightmares. Avoiding scary subject matter in books and movies can help. Limit the amount of news they see on TV and what topics are discussed around the dinner table. If there are family tensions in the house, don’t allow the conflict to spill over to the point where it will make your child anxious.
Some nightmares are based on reality, like the time they were chased by a big dog. Deal with real-life events like this at the time by soothing them but not making a huge fuss. Try distracting them instead so they don’t dwell on it. 
Similarly, if they have a nightmare, don’t make them relive it by telling you about it. This might cause them to dwell on the dream and make it a recurring one. Reassure them that it was only a dream that came from their own imagination, and then distract them with talk of more interesting topics. 
Do not engage with the content of the dream by hunting for "monsters" under the bed or in the closet. This might make them even more scared. Have them picture a safe, happy place, and that should counteract their fear and help them understand that their mind can create both monsters and paradises alike.


Common Sleep Problems in Younger Children

Most parents are aware of the importance of sleep for their child, but are not always clear about how much sleep is enough. They are also often confronted with common sleep problems which they may not be aware are not normal and need to be dealt with, or they know there is a problem but are not sure what to do.
How Much Sleep Does a Child Need?
A school-aged child generally needs ten to eleven hours per night. However, as they get older, get more homework, and engage in more recreational activities, their sleep can start to suffer.
Even mild sleep deprivation and disruption of sleep can cause serious issues. Studies have shown that those countries which practice daylight savings time note more accidents during the dates when the clocks change, especially when the clocks are set forward one hour and people therefore lose an hour of sleep.
A lack of sleep can cause:
· Accidents and injuries
· Behavioral problems
· Mood disorders, such as stress, irritability, depression and anxiety
· Memory, concentration, and learning problems, often described as a "brain fog"
· Slower reaction times, such as when playing sports, or when adults are driving
· Overeating and binge eating
· Gaining weight, mainly due to the lack of sleep affecting the hormones that impact metabolism and weight loss
If your child is showing any of these symptoms, it might be time to tighten up on your daily and nightly routines.
Other Issues to Watch Out For
Sometimes underlying health issues can result in sleep disorders. 
If you have noticed any of these in your child, it might be time to follow up with a pediatrician:
· Snoring
· Breathing pauses during sleep, gasping sounds or wheezing sounds
· Trouble falling asleep, even though you know they have been up for hours and have to be tired
· Problems with sleeping all the way through the night
· Trouble staying awake during the day, nodding off a lot in the car and/or at home
· Unusual events during sleep, such as sleepwalking or nightmares
· Night terrors, a reluctance to go to bed
· Bedwetting, which can disturb sleep and be very upsetting
· Getting up in the night for various reasons, such as the toilet
Snoring and respiratory issues could be a sign of a more serious condition known as sleep apnea, in which the upper airway gets cut off and the person literally wakes up for microseconds at a time in order to gasp for breath. 
Over time this can lead to both seriously disrupted sleep and oxygen deprivation.
Mood disorders can usually be handled safely without medication. Stress relief techniques, meditation and visualization of a "happy place" can all help.
Nightmares can lead to night terrors, a fear of falling asleep. Parents being on the same page about regular bedtimes and what to do if a nightmare occurs can help. So too can limiting anything the child finds "scary".
Practical Steps
1. Establish a regular time for bed each night, seven nights a week.
2. Establish a regular wake-up time seven days a week.
3. Organize a relaxing bedtime routine, such as bath, pajamas and a story, to signal the end of the day.
4. Do not allow electronics in any bedroom (including your own).
5. Limit liquids three hours before bedtime, and avoid stimulants like caffeine and chocolate.

How to Deal with Bedwetting in School-Aged Children

Most children should master toilet training by the time they are five years old and ready to go to school. If they haven’t, it can be a frustrating and exhausting time for parents, and an embarrassing and even potentially emotionally devastating issue for children.
Bedwetting Defined
Bedwetting can be defined as "involuntary urination in children five years of age or older". Studies show that about 15% of children in the US who are age five are still wetting the bed. 
The involuntary nature of the wetting also means that they might wet themselves in school, during sports, and so on, causing a great deal of social embarrassment. That embarrassment will get worse the older the child gets.
When to Worry
If you child is older than five and still wets the bed regularly, a trip to the doctor might be in order. In many cases, there might be a natural reason, such as an immature bladder. 
They might refer you to a urologist or nephrologist (a person who specializes in the kidneys) to make sure there are no structural issues. Note that boys are twice as likely as girls to wet the bed.
If your child gets a clean bill of health, there are a range common-sense methods you can try to eliminate bedwetting and lack of urinary control (which is referred to as incontinence).
What to Do
1. Beware of drinking times and amounts
Everyone needs to stay hydrated, but having your child concentrate their drinking in the earlier part of the day can help, with less fluid intake two to three hours before bed. Watch quantities as well, to avoid a full bladder during the day as well as night that could cause accidents.
2. Toilet training
Encourage your child to go to the bathroom about every three hours, and make sure they go before bed.
3. Bladder training
Going too often might limit the capacity of the bladder to hold urine. Not going often enough can result in incontinence. Going once every three hours should be enough to train the bladder to hold urine. Have your child think about how their bladder feels, and take a bathroom break rather than push things to the limit. 
4. Eliminate items that can irritate the bladder
Encourage your child to drink fresh water. If they are not fond of the taste, add a little juice for flavor, such as apple. Avoid citrus juices, which are acidic. Steer clear of soda, caffeine, artificial flavorings, colorings, and sweeteners. Avoid chocolate milk and cocoa as well.
5. Watch out for medications
Some can affect the bladder and urination, such as certain cold and allergy medications.
6. Beware of constipation
A child should have at least one bowel movement a day. If they are not, this could cause pressure on the bladder and lead to urinary incontinence. Encouraging them to drink small amounts throughout the day, plus adding exercise to their daily routine, should help.
7. Try a bedwetting alarm if other options fail
If the above strategies don’t help, a bedwetting alarm can help. Clip the alarm to the child’s underwear or place it on the pad on the bed. Once the device detects moisture, the alarm will go off.
8. Try to be patient and encouraging
This can be a frustrating and embarrassing situation for everyone. Patience and persistence will be key.


Coping with Nightmares

Nightmares are never pleasant for anyone, but they can be particularly difficult if your child is suffering from them. You may feel helpless and upset for your child. The truth is that there’s a great deal you can do to help them deal with any nightmares they might have. 
Here’s a logical sequence of events that can help them settle back down to sleep, and which should also prevent recurring nightmares and anxiety about sleep.
Dealing with a Nightmare
1. Go to your child’s room
Go there to comfort and reassure them.
2. DO NOT ask them to tell you about the dream
This will make them relive it, and might even lead to them having the same nightmares again.
3. DO NOT engage with the content of the dream
If they say they saw a big scary monster, don’t start looking for it in the closet or under the bed.
4. Be practical
How many of us remember what we have just dreamed minutes before we wake up each day? Dwelling on a bad dream is difficult when we have other things to pay attention to. Make suggestions that will help your child get back to normal.
You might suggest:
· Going to the bathroom
· Washing their face
· Planning breakfast when they get up in the morning
· Reminding them of all the interesting things they will be doing the next day, and how much they will enjoy them once they have had a good night’s sleep
5. Settle them back down
Younger children might benefit from a special toy, blanket and/or nightlight, as long as it does not shine in their face and interfere with their sleep. Older children might like a fresh set of PJs or a quiet chat. 
Some parents teach their children relaxation, stress relief and meditation exercises. These can be as simple as a breathing meditation, with long, deep breaths, or as complex as a visualization, in which the child can go to a "happy place" in their mind whenever they feel stressed.
6. Distract them and tire them out
There are a number of ways to distract them and help them get back to sleep. Bedtime stories can always help. Choose an old favorite - nothing too exciting. Give them a magazine or photo album of happy images to go through. Some like to listen to music. Start with Brahms’ lullaby. 
Dealing with Recurring Nightmares
If your child keeps getting nightmares, widen your attention to other important aspects of their life, such as:
· What they are watching on TV
· What they are reading
· What games they are playing on the computer
· What issues they are encountering at school, such as bullying or stress
· What issue or conflicts there might be in your home
Then take steps to address the issue. For example, ban horror movies and books. Make sure they are playing games suited to their age level. 
Talk about important issues at the dinner table and during non-pressure moments. Discuss dreams, for example, and how nightmares can be unpleasant, but they are just products of the imagination - not a glimpse of the future or a sign something bad might happen.


Common Sleep Problems in Teens
Everyone has trouble sleeping from time to time, but if your teen is struggling with sleep issues, it’s best to deal with them sooner rather than later.
How Much Sleep Does a Teen Need?
Teens are still growing, so they need more sleep than an adult. Nine to ten hours, and up to eleven hours, will be the norm. 
However, various lifestyle and other issues mean that teens seldom get as much sleep as they really need in order to maintain optimal health.
Teen Sleep Stealers
One of the main reasons teens don’t get enough sleep are the many aspects of their lives that get in the way of sleep, and/or require them to need high-quality, rejuvenating sleep - which can be difficult if they have sleep issues.
Common sleep stealers include:
· Too much schoolwork and studying
· Too much screen time on computers, smartphones, and other devices
· Too much game time
· Too much time on the phone talking or texting friends
· General stress
· Particular stressors, such as exams, bullying, relationship issues, worrying about getting into particular colleges, and so on
· Too many extracurricular activities, especially sports
· Too much TV / overly stimulating movies such as horror films or action films, especially before bed
· Media in the bedroom, such as a TV/DVD or streaming on a smartphone or tablet
· Too much exercise within a couple of hours of bedtime - it serves to energize the body
The Consequences of Poor Sleep
There a number of consequences related to poor sleep, some more severe than others. A lack of sleep can cause:
· Accidents and injuries
· Behavioral problems
· Mood disorders, such as stress, irritability, depression and anxiety
· Memory, concentration, and learning problems, often described as a "brain fog"
· Slower reaction times, such as when playing sports, or when adults are driving
· Overeating, binge eating
· Gaining weight, mainly due to the lack of sleep affecting the hormones that impact metabolism and weight loss
How Parents Can Help
It can be tough with teens, because they want to be independent and often view themselves as adults. They also often have erratic schedules, especially once they get to high school, where they might have free periods and varying start times in school. 
However, here are some ways you can help.
1. Establish a regular bedtime for yourself each night, in order to set a good example for your teen.
2. Establish a regular wake-up time seven days a week for everyone in the family.
3. Make time for a proper breakfast that includes protein. It will set everyone up for the day and help reduce food cravings and bad food choices. 
4. Cut back on caffeine. Teens don’t drink much coffee and tea these days to get a caffeine buzz, but they do go for Red Bull, Monster and other energy drinks. 
Cutting caffeine can lead to withdrawal symptoms such as headache, but can also improve quality of sleep long term.
5. Try to have a sit-down dinner as a family at least three nights a week. Both parents and teens have crazy schedules, but a sit-down dinner is a great chance to connect with one another and also helps signal the end of the work and school day.
6. Encourage your teen to have a relaxing bedtime routine, such as a shower, comfortable sweats, and some light reading. 
7. Do not allow electronics in their bedroom.
Tips for Dealing with the Issue of Electronics in the Bedroom

Electronics in the bedroom is a serious issue for both adults and children. It can really start to affect children’s sleep, academic performance and even behavior if you are not careful. Here are some ways to deal with the issue.
1. Your Bedroom Is for Sleeping
The main function of a bedroom is to go to sleep in. It should be cool, comfortable and inviting. For a child, it should be full of a range of things they like, but not so cluttered that they get distracted and don’t want to sleep. 
Keeping it neat and tidy also means fewer nightmares from shadows on the walls that make their toy dinosaur look ten feet tall.
2. The Bedroom Is Not an Office
Don’t cram the room with a desk, computer and so on. Have one family computer downstairs and time its use, and for which purposes. Studies have shown that children can easily become addicted to the internet and on-screen activities.
3. The bedroom Is Not the Family Den
It is recommended that children should not have a TV and/or DVD player in their room. If they are going to watch TV or a film, they should do it downstairs with the rest of the family.
4. Make Time for Family Activities
Take an interest in their homework. Have dinner around the table as a family at least three nights a week. Read bedtime stories. All of these activities will help you bond as a family and improve their academic performance.
5. Give Them Only the Most Basic Mobile Phone
A mobile phone is important these days to help keep children safe, but it does not have to be the latest model with all the bells and whistles that they can game on all night and text on all day. Insist on them being put away at least an hour before bed so the small screen does not overly stimulate them.
6. Tablets, Kindles and Media Players
These might seem educational, but studies have shown that they can interfere with sleep patterns due to the suppression of melatonin, which helps people fall asleep and stay asleep. Those who tend to get hooked on on-screen activities also tend to have poor impulse control, making them more likely to make poor personal choices. 
Interacting with your children more, especially at family dinners, can help. Studies have shown that those who have regular family dinners are far less likely to use tobacco or alcohol, or engage in sexual activity.
7. Don’t Buy the "I Need It to Fall Asleep" Argument
People from the dawn of time have managed to fall asleep without the help of an electronic device. Swap a screen for a storybook instead. You and your child will be able to enjoy a good story and a shared experience together.
8. Don’t Use a TV as a "Babysitter"
Studies have shown they are very distracting and not as educational as we might assume. The less TV they have, the less they will want.
9. Set a Good Example
If you are married to your smartphone or computer, it’s time to put it down and try to go media free. Smartphones have only been around ten years. Yes, you really can live without them. Or at least, keep all the bedrooms in your home free of electronics.
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