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YOUTH ATHLETES AND SLEEP



H o w  M u c h  S l e e p  D o e s  a  Y o u n g  A t h l e t e  N e e d ?

The benef i t s  o f  a  good n ight ’ s  s leep  are  wide ly
ce lebrated .  The  average  adu l t  needs  between seven
and n ine  hours  to  g ive  the  body  and  bra in  t ime to  res t
and  rep len ish .  Growing  ch i ld ren  and  teenagers  need
cons iderab ly  more ,  and  for  young  ath letes ,  who
phys ica l ly  exer t  themse lves  on  a  regu lar  bas i s ,  s leep  i s
even  more  essent ia l .  

Juven i le  a th le tes  a re  not  on ly  dea l ing  wi th  the  regu lar
demands  of  ado lescence ,  such  as  puberty  and
academic  s tud ies ,  but  they  are  a l so  undertak ing
cha l leng ing  t ra in ing  schedu les  and  compet i t ions .
Therefore ,  i t  s tands  to  reason  that  young  ath letes
need  more  s leep  than  the  average  ch i ld  or  teen .  But
i t ’ s  not  a l l  about  topp ing  up  energy  leve l s  and
remain ing  a le r t ,  s tud ies  a l so  ind icate  that  even  when
we are  s leep ing  sound ly ,  we  are  actua l ly  learn ing  and
improv ing  our  motor  sk i l l s .  

S k i l l e d  M o t o r  L e a r n i n g  a s  W e  S l e e p

The most  dramat ic  t ime  of  sk i l l ed  motor  learn ing  in
any  human ’s  l i fe  occurs  in  the  f i r s t  years  a f ter  b i r th .
As  we advance  f rom crawl ing  to  wa lk ing ,  we  observe  a
rap id  s tage  2  Non-REM s leep  deve lopment  (dreamless
s leep  that  promotes  memory  conso l idat ion ) .  
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We cont inue  to  grow and  mature ,  re ly ing  on  that
par t i cu la r  s leep  s tage  to  acqu i re  and  ma inta in  new
motor  sk i l l s  throughout  our  l i fe .  

Dur ing  s tage  two Non-REM s leep  there  a re  sudden
sp ikes  in  osc i l l a tory  bra in  act iv i ty  –  these  are  known
as  s leep  sp ind les .  The  more  s leep  sp ind les  we obta in
(espec ia l ly  dur ing  the  las t  two hours  of  an  e ight - to-
ten-hour  s leep )  the  fas ter ,  and  more  accurate  we are
in  master ing  those  a l l - important  motor  sk i l l s .  

There  have  been  numerous  sc ient i f i c  s tud ies  to
invest igate  the  re la t ionsh ip  between s leep  and  the
motor  sk i l l s  o f  jun ior ,  amateur ,  and  e l i te  a th letes
across  a  range  of  sports ,  inc lud ing  footba l l  and  tenn is .
The  resu l t s  ind icate  that  the  human bra in  cont inues  to
improve  motor  sk i l l  memor ies  even  in  the  absence  of
any  fur ther  phys ica l  p ract ice .  In  the  book ,  Why We
Sleep ,  renowned sc ient i s t  and  professor  of
neurosc ience  and  psycho logy ,  Matthew Walker
d iscusses  h i s  research  of  th i s  concept  in  depth .  

Walker  ta lks  of  an  exper iment ,  car r ied  out  wi th  the
he lp  of  h i s  mentor  and  f r iend ,  Robert  S t i ckgo ld .  The
pa i r  asked  a  g roup  of  r ight -handed ind iv idua ls  to  type
a  sequence  of  numbers  wi th  the i r  le f t  hand ,  as  qu ick ly
and  accurate ly  as  they  cou ld .
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Faster  learn ing :

Each  ind iv idua l  spent  12  minutes  learn ing  the  new
motor  sk i l l ,  w i th  ha l f  the  group  learn ing  in  the  morn ing
and  ha l f  in  the  even ing .  

Twelve  hours  l a ter  Walker  and  St ickgo ld  tes ted  the
ind iv idua ls ,  and  i t  t ransp i red  that  those  who learnt  the
sk i l l  in  the  even ing  (and  then  s lept  for  e ight  hours )
per formed s ign i f i cant ly  bet ter  than  those  who learnt
the  sk i l l  in  the  morn ing ,  car r ied  on  wi th  the i r  day  and
were  then  tested .  Walker  conc luded  that :

“ P r a c t i c e  d o e s  n o t  m a k e  p e r f e c t .  I t  i s  p r a c t i c e ,  f o l l o w e d
b y  a  n i g h t  o f  s l e e p ,  t h a t  l e a d s  t o  p e r f e c t i o n . ”

T h e  M a n y  B e n e f i t s  o f  a  G o o d  N i g h t ’ s  S l e e p

As we l l  as  enhanc ing  motor  sk i l l s ,  young  ath letes  and
those  engag ing  in  phys ica l  ac t iv i ty  ga in  other  benef i t s
f rom get t ing  p lenty  of  s leep ,  inc lud ing :  

The  bra in  systemat ica l ly  ident i f ies  the  d i f f i cu l t
t rans i t ions  in  the  motor  memory ,  and  smooths  them
out .  Th is  he lps  us  to  p ick  up  sk i l l s  such  as  t r i cky
basketba l l  moves .  
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Better  hab i t  forming :

Increased  per formance :

Improved  pos i t iv i ty  and  focus :

Reduct ion  in  In jur ies  and  improved  hea l ing :  

Motor  memor ies  a re  t ransfer red  to  the  bra in  c i rcu i t s
that  operate  be low the  leve l  o f  consc iousness .  Th is
he lps  our  bra in  to  embed new sk i l l s ,  so  the  movements
we per form become intu i t ive  hab i ts .  

Per formance  can  be  enhanced  in  numerous  ways ,
improv ing  runn ing  speed ,  
and  accuracy  (e .g . ,  h i t t ing  a  ta rget ) ,  a l lowing  a th letes
to  l i f t  heav ier  we ights ,  enhanc ing  co-ord inat ion  and
boost ing  musc les  and  t i ssue  s t rength .

A  bet ter  pos i t ive  menta l  a t t i tude ,  res ted  a th letes  a l so
tend  to  be  more  focused ,  a le r t ,  and  mot ivated .

Speed ier  recovery  fo l lowing  exer t ion  and
inf lammat ion ,  less  chance  of  in jury ,  enhanced  repa i r  o f
musc les  and  rep len ishment  of  g lucose  and  g lycogen .
S leep  a l so  reduces  the  need  for  oxygen ,  wh ich  means
energy  usua l ly  used  for  d igest ion  can  be  d iver ted  to
bu i ld  prote in  and  t ransport  fa t ty  ac ids  (needed to  hea l  
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the  body ) .  As  an  added bonus ,  s leep  can  boost  pa in
to lerance  too !

A r e  Y o u n g  A t h l e t e s  G e t t i n g  E n o u g h  S l u m b e r ?  

I t ’ s  been  suggested  that  k ids  aged  6-13  need  around
9-11 hours  of  s leep  per  n ight ,  and  teens  idea l ly  need
8-10 hours .  However ,  we ’ve  a l ready  acknowledged
that  young  ath letes  a re  faced  wi th  more  demanding
schedu les  and  therefore  need  more  shut-eye .  

We a l so  acknowledged  that  s leep  a ids  motor  sk i l l
l earn ing ,  and  thanks  to  Walker  and  St ickgo ld ,  we ’ve
d iscovered  that  we shou ldn ’ t  jus t  accept  that  pract ice
makes  per fect ,  but  take  on  board  that  a  good n ight ’ s
s leep  i s  essent ia l  too .  

For  opt imum recovery  and  per formance  youth
sportspersons  age  6-13  shou ld  be  a iming  for  10  to  12
hours  and  teens  shou ld  be  push ing  toward  the  10-hour
mark  poss ib le .  I f  you  we igh  up  the  many  benef i t s ,  i t ’ s
cer ta in ly  worth  our  young  ath letes  get t ing  an  ear ly
n ight  and  p lenty  of  qua l i ty  s leep  as  of ten  as  poss ib le .  
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https ://www.sc ienced i rect .com/top ics/medic ine-
and-dent i s t ry/s leep-sp ind le
ht tps ://pubmed.ncb i .n lm.n ih .gov/24012316/
Why We S leep  Un lock ing  the  Power  of  S leep  and
Dreams by  Professor  Matthew Walker

S o u r c e s :
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