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UNDERSTANDING YOUR CHILD’S

SLEEP CYCLE



Unt i l  about  70  years  ago ,  sc ient i s ts  be l ieved  that  as
we dr i f t  o f f  to  s leep ,  our  bra ins  and  bod ies  wou ld
shutdown and  enter  a  s imple  dormant  s ta te .  What  has
s ince  been  learned  i s  that  s leep  i s  a  more  complex  and
act ive  process  than  prev ious ly  unders tood .  

As  we s leep ,  our  bra in  cyc les  through  pat terns  of
act iv i ty  which  can  be  d iv ided  in to  d i s t inct  s tages .  In
an  adu l t  w i th  hea l thy  s leep ,  as  long  as  there  i s  no
inter rupt ion ,  th i s  cyc le  repeats  every  90  to  110
minutes  unt i l  we  awaken .  F i r s t ,  there  i s  the  non-rap id
eye  movement  or  Non-REM stage ,  wh ich  can  be
descr ibed  as  a  per iod  of  deep  s leep .  In  adu l ts ,  th i s
Non-REM stage  can  be  fur ther  d iv ided  in to  4  phases .
The  Non-REM stage  i s  fo l lowed by  the  shorter  rap id
eye  movement  or  REM stage ,  a  per iod  of  act ive  s leep
which  i s  character i zed  by  dreaming .

The  s leep  cyc le  of  in fants  and  young  ch i ld ren  up  to
ages  3  or  4  d i f fers  f rom that  of  adu l ts .  With  qua l i ty
s leep  an  essent ia l  factor  in  ear ly  ch i ldhood
deve lopment ,  these  d i f ferences  a re  important  to  note
for  the  consc ient ious  parent .
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S l e e p  A r c h i t e c t u r e  C o m p a r i s o n  –  
C h i l d r e n ,  Y o u n g  A d u l t s ,  E l d e r l y



Newborns  (bab ies  up  to  12  months  of  age )  have  a
s imple  s leep  cyc le ,  averag ing  45  minutes  dur ing  the
day  and  2  –  4  hours  a t  n ight  for  the  f i r s t  n ine
months  of  l i fe .  The  newborn  s leep  cyc le  has  on ly
two s tages  –  act ive  and  qu iet  s leep .  
When a  newborn  f i r s t  fa l l s  as leep ,  they  enter  act ive
s leep  ( s imi la r  to  adu l ts ’  REM s leep ) .  Dur ing  th i s
s tage ,  newborns  a re  a l so  more  l i ke ly  to  wake  up .  A
newborn  wi l l  typ ica l ly  spend about  50% of  the i r
s leep  cyc le  in  th i s  s tage  (as  opposed  to  an  adu l t
spend ing  on ly  20%) .  
About  ha l fway  through  the  s leep  cyc le ,  the
newborn  fa l l s  in to  qu iet  s leep .  Th is  i s  character i sed
by  s lower ,  rhythmic  breath ing ,  l ess  movement  and
no eye l id  f lu t ter ing .  At  the  end  of  the  s leep  cyc le ,
the  newborn  wi l l  e i ther  wake  up  or  re turn  to  act ive
s leep .
I t  i s  not  uncommon for  newborns ,  par t i cu la r ly  those
st i l l  in  the  4th  t r imester  ( the  f i r s t  3  or  4  months  of
l i fe )  to  cat -nap  and  wake  up  f requent ly  (45  minutes
or  less  of  s leep  t ime) ,  no  matter  the  t ime of  day  or
n ight .  They  s imply  wake  up  as  one  s leep  cyc le  ends .

N e w b o r n  s l e e p  f a c t s
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Newborns  typ ica l ly  s ta r t  to  produce  melaton in
(s leep  hormone)  a t  8  to  10  weeks  o ld .  Th is  he lps  to
estab l i sh  s leep  cyc les ,  l engthens  naps  and  can  make
at tempts  to  conso l idate  s leep  ( t rans i t ion  f rom one
cyc le  to  the  next  wi thout  in ter rupt ion )  eas ie r .
The  durat ion  of  your  ch i ld ’ s  s leep  cyc le  wi l l
increase  as  they  get  o lder .  I t  w i l l  s ta r t  to  resemble
that  of  an  adu l t  as  they  approach  the i r  3rd  or  4th
b i r thday .
REM and  non-REM s leep  durat ion  wi l l  change  as
your  ch i ld ’ s  nervous  system matures .  The  younger
the  ch i ld ,  the  longer  the i r  b ra in  wi l l  rema in  in  the
act ive  (REM)  s tage  of  s leep .  Why i s  th i s  important?
REM s leep  (when we dream)  i s  l i ghter  and  eas ier  to
be  woken up  f rom.
‘Premature ’  bab ies  ( those  born  before  30  weeks  of
gestat ion )  may  in i t i a l l y  spend up  to  70% of  the i r
s leep  in  the  REM stage ,  wh i le  in fants  born  ‘on  t ime ’
may  in i t i a l l y  spend on ly  50% in  the  REM stage .  F ive
year  o ld  ch i ld ren  however ,  w i l l  typ ica l ly  have  a
70/30 d i s t r ibut ion  between Non-REM and REM
sleep .
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N e w b o r n ' s  D a y t i m e  S l e e p  C y c l e

N e w b o r n ’ s  N i g h t - t i m e  S l e e p  C y c l e



Manage  awake  t ime

B e s t  p r a c t i c e s  f o r  p a r e n t s  o f  n e w b o r n s  a n d  t o d d l e r s
i n c l u d e :

I f  you  are  s t rugg l ing  wi th  short  naps  and  f requent
n ight  t ime  wake  ups ,  you  may  be  keep ing  your  ch i ld
awake  for  too  long .  Common symptoms of  an  over t i red
ch i ld  inc lude  wak ing  up  a f ter  30  mins  f rom a  nap  and
wak ing  up  f requent ly ,  even  as  of ten  as  every  45  mins
af ter  fa l l ing  as leep  at  n ight .  The  tab le  be low shows
average  recommended awake-t ime durat ion  ( t ime
between naps  /  bed )  for  var ious  age  ranges .

w w w . t h e 4 1 s t w i n k . c o m  |  t h e 4 1 s t w i n k @ g m a i l . c o m

C h a n g e s  i n  s l e e p  n e e d s  t h r o u g h  t h e  l i f e s p a n



Wait  before  you  rush  in

Opt imise  the  s leep  env i ronment

Chi ldren  tend  to  be  qu i te  voca l  in  the i r  s leep ,
par t i cu la r ly  when t rans i t ion ing  between s leep  cyc les .
They  may  cry  out ,  moan ,  g runt ,  squea l ,  thrash  about ,
e tc .  and  though  i t  may  seem they  are  awake  or
d i s t ressed ,  they  may  actua l ly  be  in  an  act ive  s leep
stage .  Your  we l l - in tent ioned  ef for ts  to  go  in to  the i r
bedroom and  he lp  may  actua l ly  wake  them up .
Deve lop ing  the  ab i l i ty  to  d i scern  the  s igns  of  t rue
wakefu lness  as  we l l  as  the  pat ience  to  wa i t  before
interven ing ,  w i l l  be  benef ic ia l  in  the  long  term as  i t
can  he lp  your  l i t t le  one  learn  how to  reset t le  on  the i r
own.

Another  behav iour  you  may  have  not iced  i s  the
propens i ty  of  your  ch i ld  to  wake  up  in  the  ear ly
morn ing  hours  (between 4am and  6am) .  For  adu l ts  and
ch i ld ren  a l i ke ,  each  consecut ive  s leep  cyc le  ( f rom
night  to  day )  increases  the  proport ion  of  t ime  spent  in
REM s leep .  With  the  REM stage  the  more  act ive  phase
of  s leep ,  i t  becomes  eas ier  to  be  woken up  the  longer
we have  been  in  bed .  You  can  decrease  the  l i ke l ihood
of  your  ch i ld  wak ing  too  ear ly  by  tak ing  s teps  to
rest r i c t  externa l  no ises  and  l i ght  f rom d is turb ing  your
ch i ld ,  as  we l l  as  prov id ing  a  proper  room temperature .
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Al low your  ch i ld ’ s  in terna l  c lock  to  reca l ib rate

F ina l ly ,  say  your  be loved  ch i ld  dec ides  to  s tar t  the i r
day  a t  5 .30am.  You  go  in ,  turn  on  the  l i ghts ,  c rank  up
the  rad io ,  serve  breakfast  and  p lay  wi th  them.  The i r
c i rcad ian  rhythm,  or  in terna l  c lock ,  th inks  i t s  morn ing .
A  b i t  ear ly ,  r ight?  Externa l  modu lat ion  through  soc ia l
in teract ion ,  l i ght ,  food  and  temperature  a f fect  the
interna l  c lock ,  wh ich  regu la tes  the  s leep-wake  cyc le .
By  progress ive ly  de lay ing  your  response  to  the i r
morn ing  wakefu lness ,  you  wi l l  a l low the i r  in terna l
c lock  to  reca l ib rate  to  a  more  des i rab le  set t ing .
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https ://www.stanfordch i ld rens .org/en/top ic/defau l
t? id=newborn-s leep-pat terns-90-P02632
https ://www.sc ienceda i ly .com/re leases/2020/02/2
00205132259.htm
https ://www.ncb i .n lm.n ih .gov/pmc/ar t i c les/PMC12
01415/
https ://www.s leephea l thfoundat ion .org .au/f i les/pd
fs/S leep-Needs-Across-L i fespan .pdf

S o u r c e s :
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