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Experts agree: sleep is vital to mental health. Getting sufficient sleep is especially critical for children and young people because their brains are still developing. Sleep impacts emotional health, the ability to learn, and proper development. Yet, a large majority (74%) of Wisconsin teens do not get sufficient sleep. And more than half of teens (53%) report being on a screen after midnight. 

We know that babies and toddlers need a lot of sleep. We can all relate to the parent dealing with a toddler who missed their nap. But it’s less common to apply the same empathy to older kids. When kids don’t get sufficient sleep – regardless of age – their ability to cope with emotions and stress is deeply impacted.

Teens (ages 14-17) should get 8-10 hours of sleep every night. Tweens (ages 10-12) and school age kids (ages 6-9) should get 9-11 hours of sleep each night.

These doctor-recommended ranges, highlighted by the National Sleep Foundation, have been consistent for years. However, average sleep has been declining and our young people are busier than ever. Their schedules are packed with school, extracurriculars, jobs, caregiving and, if they are lucky, some free time with friends. 

So how can we help the children in our lives get sufficient sleep? Here are some suggestions: 

· Explain Why: Explain that our brains repair and restore during sleep. While your body rests, the brain is organizing what was learned during the day. This solidifies memory, which strengthens learning. That’s why well-rested kids tend to do better in school. 

· Create the Routine: Prioritize family sleep routines with relaxing, screen-free activities an hour before bed and consistent bedtimes (even on weekends, whenever possible) for all family members. This normalizes healthy sleep behaviors.

· Keep Healthy Boundaries: Always keep screens out of your child’s bedroom at night. This tech boundary works best when adults follow the same rule. Teens who are sleep-deprived are more at risk for anxiety and depression. That’s why well-rested kids tend to feel better.

To learn more, the Child Mind Institute has a great resource on healthy sleep habits, common sleep disorders, and ways to support kids’ well-being.

Another suggestion is to look outside the home – to examine how schools impact children’s sleep routines. In response to research showing 1) the detrimental impacts of sleep deficiencies in adolescents and 2) a teen’s internal clock (their circadian rhythm) shifts later in adolescence as a biological fact, not a behavioral choice, many schools have moved their start times back to 8:30 am for high school and middle school students. 

In adjusting high school start times, however, some schools moved elementary start times up, which then impacts younger students’ sleep routines. If your school hasn’t aligned the morning schedule to this research, consider advocating for later start times. Advocating for a system-wide change can be a slow process but, when successful, the impact can improve the mental health of all children.

With each of these suggestions, it works best when youth themselves are involved in developing the rules and routines that impact their lives. Have discussions, create routines, and craft boundaries together. Students can be especially powerful when advocating for change within their school community. Include their voices in your family, in your community, and in your decisions.

Lastly, don’t forget to tend to your own sleep health. Adults who are under slept suffer from the same effects as kids – they are less able to regulate their emotions. They are less equipped to help young people. As a busy parent, I remind myself of a favorite quote: “The times are urgent; let us slow down.”

