Stop streaming, start dreaming!

Recommendations from The National Sleep Foundation suggest that school aged children (between six and thirteen) need around nine to eleven hours of sleep per night, whilst teenagers (between the ages of fourteen and seventeen) need around eight to ten hours (Sleep Foundation, 2018, online).

Galland et. al (2018) found, in a recent review of studies that six to eleven year olds were having just less than nine hours, twelve to fourteen year olds just over eight hours and fifteen to eighteen year olds just under seven and a half hours.

Despite the obvious differences in recommendations and actual sleep being had this isn’t my utmost concern, it’s the reasons why children aren’t sleeping enough, the quality of the sleep they are having and the impact of these factors on their well-being and anxiety levels. These concerns will each be discussed in subsequent articles.

A British Medical Journal paper has suggested that sleep has a stronger impact on child mental well-being than bullying, physical activity and screen time (Gireesh, Das and Viner, 2018) and these findings have lead to ‘sleep’ being added to the Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) Education curriculum for all children aged between seven and sixteen in England. The lessons, devised by the PSHE Association and the department of sleep medicine at Evelina London children’s hospital, aim to provide children with strategies that help with falling asleep and increase awareness of how sleep needs alter during adolescence (Marsh, 2019, online). One of the author’s adds that:

At a time where there is so much competition with sleep thanks to technology and lifestyles, any education on the importance of sleep will be beneficial for today’s modern children and young people. I hope they take note of the advice being taught and they quickly reap the benefits (Viner, 2019 cited in Pshe-association, 2019, online).

But should it be up to schools to ‘teach’ our children about the importance of sleep?

According to Deakin, a primary school teacher, “Parents and teachers must work together” (Deakin, 2018, online). He suggests that inattention, lack of motivation and disruptive behaviour could all be a factor of sleep deprivation and that opening up a dialogue with parents about their child’s sleep means that a greater awareness of the significance of sleep can be developed. He also suggests that teachers need to be better informed about the importance of sleep in order to be able to relay its significance to children and to assist them in identifying children who require any additional intervention from specialist practitioners.

And whilst Martinko agrees with the importance of parents being reminded and children being made aware of why sleep is so vital she asks “Isn’t ensuring a good night's sleep one of the most basic requirements of parenting, along with clothing and feeding a kid?” (Martinko, 2019, online). In my opinion this is true, however, my worry would be that parents would take offence at being questioned about their parenting abilities and personal choices. She proposes that whilst it shouldn’t be surprising for parents to know that their children do not sleep enough they are failing to realise the severity of the problem. To pile on the guilt she reminds parents that they are in charge and to be “the ‘bad guy’ if you must. Confiscate that phone without a backward glance” (Martinko, 2019, online).

A straightforward case of what needs to be done?

In an article in The Telegraph Carey (2017, online) reports on the plight of modern day parents who are at opposite ends of the scale when it comes to implementing bedtime routines. The first example, a family where both mother and father work full time with 2 sons aged nine and eleven, blame long working hours, after school activities and the challenge of restricting electronic gadgets as the reasons why the structure of bedtime has become difficult to maintain. The second family, a single mother of a five year old daughter who works from home, prioritises bedtime over everything else, often turning down invitations to socialise if they jeopardise their routine. This mothers understanding is that a good nights sleep will ensure her daughter is ready to learn well whilst at school the following day.

I don’t believe either of these families is approaching bedtime routines incorrectly, much of their choices are due to circumstance and after all you have a right to parent in the way that you choose. However, in a recent Global News/Ipsos survey in Canada more than 70% of parents stated it was important to fill their children’s days with as many structured activities as possible. Whilst more than half of the same parents admitted that too much of their children’s schedules where taken up with extracurricular activities (Alini, 2017, online). Therefore when you take into consideration the number of modern day lifestyle factors that impinge on the quantity and quality of sleep that children are getting its little wonder that there are differences of opinion and discourse regarding what should be done about it.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Why children aren’t sleeping.

Findings from OFCOM’s ‘Children and parents: Media use and attitudes report 2018’ include the astounding results that of three to four year olds 52% go online for nearly nine hours a week, of five to seven year olds, 82% go online for around nine and a half hours a week, of eight to eleven year olds, 93% go online for around thirteen and a half hours a week and of twelve to fifteen year olds, 99% go online for twenty and half hours a week (OFCOM, 2019, p3).

Whilst these figures are overwhelming in isolation it is the realisation that they correspond to the findings of a report based on the conclusions of the sixth sweep of the Millennium Cohort Study in 2015 which found “significant associations between social media use and sleep outcomes, particularly late sleep onset” (Scott et.al., 2019, p17).

Other reasons are often claimed to affect children’s sleep such as consumption of wake-promoting substances e.g. caffeine, the consumption of late-evening meals, aspects of the physical environment e.g. air quality and cultural norms that place a low priority on sleep (Reut and Lana, 2013, p1) whilst the NHS promote regular exercise, limiting screens in the bedroom, a good bedtime routine and avoiding weekend lie-ins (NHS, 2017). However, the most newsworthy claim in contemporary society today is most definitely the impact that social media is having on sleep. So much so that researchers and clinicians are urging the UK government to develop guidance for health practitioners as a matter of priority in order to better understand the impact that social media and screen use has on young people’s health (Scott et.al., 2019, p4).

Woods and Scott (2016, p42) carried out a study on how, in particular, social media related to sleep quality, self-esteem, anxiety and depression.  They made reference to various associations between use of the Internet and poor sleep such as increased use being relative to shorter durations of sleep, later bedtimes and rise times and increased daytime tiredness. However, it was their conclusion that as social media is responsible for alerts at all time of the day and night it can impact on sleep quality even more considerably. According to Lenhart, et. al. 86% of teenagers sleep “with their phones on or with it right next to their beds” (Lenhart, et. al., 2010, p73).  Often, they found, this was due to a phone being needed as a clock or an alarm. Which begs the obvious question – Why not have an actual alarm clock in your bedroom and not your mobile phone? Surely this is an excuse not a reason?

Possibly even more concerning was the suggestion of the fear of missing out, that is that young adults suffer significant anxiety when they are not able to respond to messages immediately which often leads to feelings of stress and guilt. This led to the suggestion that if young people are struggling to relax at bedtime for fear of missing messages or new online content or from the constant interruptions if they remain online, then there is bound to be a link with poor sleep quality (Woods and Scott, 2016, p42). 

Levenson et. al. (2016, p40) suggests that further exploration is needed into the different types of social media interactions that are related to sleep disturbance whilst Scott et. al. (2019, p17) proposes research that informs “more meaningful discussions around best practice and updating sleep education and interventions to meet the needs of today’s society”. However these recommendations sit alongside the (almost decade old) advice of Cain and Gradisar (2010, p741) that “Parents should also be informed that simply having electronic media devices in the bedroom can negatively affect their children’s sleep”. 

Despite the consensus regarding mobile phones and screen use being that:

Children and teenagers in particular shouldn’t have these devices in the bedrooms and we should all be trying not to use them for the hour before bed because they have a very negative potential effect on sleep (PSHE Association, 2019)

it is apparent that this is often not the case. In fact, the OFCOM Children and Parents: Media use and attitudes report 2018 (OFCOM, 2019, p13) introduced a new question regarding being allowed to take their smartphone or tablet to bed. The results were that of children aged between 12 and 15 71% are allowed to take their mobile phone to bed whilst 61% are allowed to take their tablet.   
As the parent of a twelve year old, a fifteen year old and a nineteen year old I am aware of the recommendations regarding how much sleep my children need, the effects of over excessive social media use and how best to ensure a good nights sleep, however this is not due to it being common knowledge that is out there for every parent, it is due to my academic studies and research. But regardless of how I have gained this information it is still difficult to implement. Headlines in the Guardian and Telegraph newspapers of the ‘Hidden health crisis’ and claims that ‘Irregular bedtime lowers children's intelligence' aren’t likely to inform parents or convince them of the importance of sleep, and neither is countless journal articles following lengthy research. However, if we talk directly to the children, informing them of the importance of sleep whilst stressing their ownership of it, then maybe their choices will be affected and they will finally get the full nights sleep we have been dreaming of.

Sleep and its impact on well-being

In my previous 2 blogs I have discussed sleep recommendations for children and young people, the suggestion of teaching children and parents about the importance of sleep, factors that impact on the quantity and quality of sleep had and more significantly the effects of excessive social media use on sleep. It’s now time to uncover the impact this has on well-being and health.

Unfortunately it would seem that sleep and poor mental health are on two sides of the same coin in that “Sleep deprivation affects your psychological state and mental health. And those with mental health problems are more likely to have insomnia or other sleep disorders” (Harvard Medical School, 2009, online) with Scott et. al.  (2017, p1) stating simply that “Sleep and mental health go hand-in-hand”.

However, despite insomnia often being thought of as a symptom of depression, a recent study by the Sleep and Circadian Neuroscience Institute at the University of Oxford has discovered that it might actually cause young people to suffer from paranoia, hallucinations and other mental health problems (Havis, 2018, online). 

If this isn’t enough to trigger a change of attitude in how important it is in ensuring our children are getting a good night’s sleep then I don’t know what would be!

The ‘Hidden Health Crisis’ as described by the Guardian newspaper explains that from NHS data it can report a sharp rise in hospital admissions of young people with sleep disorders from 6,520 in 2012-13 to 9,429 in 2017-18 whilst a private sleep clinic in London received a 30% increase in referrals for anxiety related sleep issues amongst school aged children as well as a rise in melatonin prescriptions. Yet despite peer and school pressure being named as common causes the founder of the only free sleep specialist service in the UK fears that “technology and the fact that the blue light from screens suppresses the production of the sleep hormone” (Marsh, 2018, online) then this too has to be considered as a major contributing factor.

Whatever the cause may be it has to be straightforward enough to accept the claim that “sleep is an essential and involuntary process, without which we cannot function effectively. It is as important to our bodies as eating, drinking and breathing” (The Mental Health Foundation, 2011, p4). This mind-set is replicated in the work of Place2be, a national children’s mental health charity, who advocate being ‘Healthy: Inside and Out’ and whose research for Children’s Mental Health Week 2019 found that when children get less than the recommended amount of sleep on a school night they are “more likely to feel worries get in the way of school work”, “are less able to cope with worries” and “once they start worrying, they cannot stop” (Children’s Mental Health Week, 2019, online).

However, it is not just worries at school that are impacted on. Numerous studies have found that loss of sleep affects verbal creativity and abstract thinking (Randazzo, et. al., 1998), attention, speech perception and executive function (Molfese, et. al., 2013) and concentration and school functioning (Meijer, et. al., 2000).

There are also implications on physical health to consider. The NHS (2017, online) makes links to serious medical conditions that include:

· Immunity. “Prolonged lack of sleep can disrupt your immune system, so you’re less able to fend off bugs”.
· Weight. “People who sleep less than 7 hours a day tend to gain more weight and have a higher risk of becoming obese”.
· Diabetes. “People who sleep usually sleep less than 5 hours have an increased risk of developing diabetes”.
· Heart disease. “ Long-standing sleep deprivation seems to be associated with increased heart rate, an increase in blood pressure and higher levels of certain chemicals linked with inflammation, which may put extra strain on your heart”.

The risk to weight and obesity is of growing concern with reports in The Guardian of ‘Junk food cravings linked to lack of sleep’ (Davis, 2018, online), the claims of Scheller (2018) and the findings of Miller et. al. (2015) and Greer et. al. (2013) who all link poor sleep with weight gain and unhealthy food choices. These views can be validated by a study of 3 to 7 year olds, carried out in New Zealand, which found that “young children who do not get enough sleep are at an increased risk of becoming overweight” (Carter et. al., 2011) and that for every additional hour of sleep at ages 3 to 5 there was an association with a reduced BMI. 

In conclusion there is a clear growing body of research which indicates that poor sleep jeopardises our children school performance and their long term health and:

 “We desperately need to get children’s sleep onto the public health agenda, we’ve done it with nutrition. People now are starting to understand the perils of sugar, the dangers of childhood obesity, they now need to wake up to the influence of sleep” (Hill, 2017 cited in BBC Panorama, 2017, online).
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