
Sleep Hygiene Tips 
Getting good sleep is important in maintaining health. There are several things that 
you can do to promote good sleep, and ultimately Get Better Sleep. 
 
What is sleep hygiene? 
Sleep hygiene is defined as behaviors that one can do to help promote good sleep 
using behavioral interventions. 
 
Sleep hygiene tips: 
 
Maintain a regular sleep routine 

 Go to bed at the same time. Wake up at the same time. Ideally, your schedule 
will remain the same (+/- 20 minutes) every night of the week. 

 
Avoid naps if possible 

 Naps decrease the ‘Sleep Debt’ that is so necessary for easy sleep onset. 
 Each of us needs a certain amount of sleep per 24-hour period. We need that 

amount, and we don’t need more than that. 
 When we take naps, it decreases the amount of sleep that we need the next 

night – which may cause sleep fragmentation and difficulty initiating sleep, 
and may lead to insomnia. 

 
Don’t stay in bed awake for more than 5-10 minutes. 

 If you find your mind racing, or worrying about not being able to sleep during 
the middle of the night, get out of bed, and sit in a chair in the dark. Do your 
mind racing in the chair until you are sleepy, then return to bed. No TV or 
internet during these periods! That will just stimulate you more than desired. 

 If this happens several times during the night, that is OK. Just maintain your 
regular wake time, and try to avoid naps. 

 
Don’t watch TV or read in bed. 

 When you watch TV or read in bed, you associate the bed with wakefulness. 
 The bed is reserved for two things – sleep and hanky panky. 

 
Drink caffeinated drinks with caution 

 The effects of caffeine may last for several hours 
after ingestion. Caffeine can fragment sleep, and 
cause difficulty initiating sleep. If you drink 
caffeine, use it only before noon. 

 Remember that soda and tea contain caffeine as 
well. 

 
Avoid inappropriate substances that interfere with 
sleep 

 Cigarettes, alcohol, and over-the-counter medications may cause fragmented 
sleep. 

https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/get-better-sleep/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep-hygiene/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep/sleep-debt/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/patients-general-public/insomnia_/


Exercise regularly 
 Exercise before 2 pm every day. Exercise 

promotes continuous sleep. 
 Avoid rigorous exercise before bedtime. 

Rigorous exercise circulates endorphins into 
the body which may cause difficulty initiating 
sleep.  

 
Have a quiet, comfortable bedroom 

 Set your bedroom thermostat at a comfortable 
temperature. Generally, a little cooler is better 
than a little warmer. 

 Turn off the TV and other extraneous noise that may disrupt sleep. 
Background ‘white noise’ like a fan is OK. 

 If your pets awaken you, keep them outside the bedroom. 
 Your bedroom should be dark. Turn off bright lights. 
 Have a comfortable mattress. 

 
If you are a ‘clock watcher’ at night, hide the clock. 
 
Have a comfortable pre-bedtime routine 

 A warm bath, shower 
 Meditation, or quiet time 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Top Sleep Hygiene Tips Handout PDF 
Some who are struggling with sleep regularly find it helpful to print out these 
recommendations and read them regularly. If you accidentally miss some of 
recommendations, or have a bad night, do not fret. By following these sleep hygiene 
recommendations, you will help yourself to get into a routine that promotes good 
sleep opportunities. 

https://www.sleepassociation.org/mattresses/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Top-Sleep-Hygiene-Tips-Handout.pdf


What is a Sleep Study? Do I Need One? 
 
If you have been told by your doctor that you should have a sleep study performed, 
you probably wonder what’s involved. Keep in mind; sleep is essential for good 
health. If you don’t sleep well due to a sleep disorder, it can affect all areas of your 
life from your health to your relationships. Productivity, mood and motivation can 
all be negativity affected by poor sleep, which is why it’s important to have a sleep 
disorder diagnosed. 
 
Unfortunately, many sleep disorders go undiagnosed. In fact, it’s common not even 
to realize you have a sleep disorder. For instance, if you are tired all the time, you 
might just chalk it up to stress or a normal part of aging. Even if you know your 
sleep is poor, you might brush the problem aside. 
 
Why Get a Sleep Study? 
 
A medical history and a symptom review are not enough for your doctor to make a 
definitive diagnosis, which is why a sleep study is so important. Getting an accurate 
diagnosis allows you to get the treatment you need to improve your sleep and 
overall quality of life. 
 
There are different types of sleep studies based on your symptoms. For example, 
maintenance of wakefulness test measures your ability to stay awake and alert 
during the day. 
 
But the most common type of sleep study is called a polysomnography. This 
overnight sleep study records various processes including eye movement, oxygen 
level and brain activity. The study is used to diagnose sleep disorders, such as 
obstructive sleep apnea and period limb movement disorder. 
 
What to Expect 
 
Having someone watch you while you sleep may sound a little awkward, but 
knowing what to expect can ease your concerns. You’ll usually be asked to arrive at 
the sleep lab in the early evening. After reviewing the process and answering any 
questions, you will be asked to change into your nightclothes. 
 
The technologist will attach several types of sensors to your scalp and skin to 
measure your brain activity and eye movement. A belt will be placed around your 
chest and stomach to measure your breathing effort. Electrodes are also attached to 
each leg to measure body movement. A sensor is placed on one finger to measure 
oxygen level. 
 
After you’re all hooked up, you can make yourself at home in the bedroom. The tech 
will monitor you from another room and communicate through an intercom system. 
After all the machine calibrations are completed, it’s time to try to get some shuteye. 

https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep-disorder/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/sleep-study/
https://www.sleepassociation.org/patients-general-public/sleep-apnea/


You are free to follow your normal bedtime routine, such as reading, listening to 
music or watching TV. 
 
You might think it will be difficult to sleep hooked up to wires and monitors, but 
most people can get enough sleep during the test for adequate data to be obtained. 
In the morning, the technologist will remove the electrodes and answer any 
questions you have. In a week or so and after reviewing the study, your sleep 
specialist will discuss treatment options. 
 
How do I Prepare for A Sleep Study?   
 
Your main job during a sleep study is to sleep. It sounds pretty simple. But there are 
a few things you can do to prepare for your study: 

 Avoid using any gels or sprays in your hair before the study. These 
substances can prevent the electrodes from sticking to your scale properly. 

 Don’t take a nap before the study. Sleeping during the day may make it 
difficult for you to fall asleep during the study. 

 Avoid beverages that contain caffeine, which can also interfere with falling 
asleep. 

 Wear something comfortable to sleep in. 
 Bring any medication you need overnight and clothes for the morning, as 

well as toiletries that you may need in the morning, such as a toothbrush or 
razor. 

 
Sources 
 
National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute. What to Expect During a Sleep Study? 
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/health-topics/topics/slpst/during      Retrieved 
October 2016. 
 
UCLA Sleep Disorder Center. Preparing for a Sleep Study. 
http://sleepcenter.ucla.edu/preparing-for-a-sleep-study   Retrieved October 2016. 
 
Why Do We Sleep, Anyway? 
At a Glance 

 Our bodies regulate sleep in much the same way that they regulate eating, 
drinking, and breathing. This suggests that sleep serves a similar critical role 
in our health and well-being. 

 Although it is difficult to answer the question, "Why do we sleep?" scientists 
have developed several theories that together may help explain why we 
spend a third of our lives sleeping. 

 Understanding these theories can help deepen our appreciation of the 
function of sleep in our lives. 

 
Hunger and Eating; Sleepiness and Sleep 

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/health-topics/topics/slpst/during
http://sleepcenter.ucla.edu/preparing-for-a-sleep-study


 
As with eating well, good sleep is a staple of optimal health. 
While we may not often think about why we sleep, most of us acknowledge at some 
level that sleep makes us feel better. We feel more alert, more energetic, happier, 
and better able to function following a good night of sleep. However, the fact that 
sleep makes us feel better and that going without sleep makes us feel worse only 
begins to explain why sleep might be necessary.  
 
One way to think about the function of sleep is to compare it to another of our life-
sustaining activities: eating. Hunger is a protective mechanism that has evolved to 
ensure that we consume the nutrients our bodies require to grow, repair tissues, 
and function properly. And although it is relatively easy to grasp the role that eating 
serves— given that it involves physically consuming the substances our bodies 
need—eating and sleeping are not as different as they might seem. 
Both eating and sleeping are regulated by powerful internal drives. Going without 
food produces the uncomfortable sensation of hunger, while going without sleep 
makes us feel overwhelmingly sleepy. And just as eating relieves hunger and 
ensures that we obtain the nutrients we need, sleeping relieves sleepiness and 
ensures that we obtain the sleep we need. Still, the question remains: Why do we 
need sleep at all? Is there a single primary function of sleep, or does sleep serve 
many functions?  
An Unanswerable Question? 
Scientists have explored the question of why we sleep from many different angles. 
They have examined, for example, what happens when humans or other animals are 
deprived of sleep. In other studies, they have looked at sleep patterns in a variety of 
organisms to see if similarities or differences among species might reveal something 
about sleep's functions. Yet, despite decades of research and many discoveries about 
other aspects of sleep, the question of why we sleep has been difficult to answer. 
The lack of a clear answer to this challenging question does not mean that this 
research has been a waste of time. In fact, we now know much more about the 
function of sleep, and scientists have developed several promising theories to 
explain why we sleep. In light of the evidence they have gathered, it seems likely 
that no single theory will ever be proven correct. Instead, we may find that sleep is 



explained by two or more of these explanations. The hope is that by better 
understanding why we sleep, we will learn to respect sleep's functions more and 
enjoy the health benefits it affords. 
 
This essay outlines several current theories of why we sleep. To learn more about 
them, be sure to check out the "Bookshelf" feature at the end of this essay. There 
you'll find links to articles by researchers who are studying this fascinating 
question. 
Theories of Why We Sleep 
Inactivity Theory  

 
Arctic Fox at rest. 
One of the earliest theories of sleep, sometimes called the adaptive or evolutionary 
theory, suggests that inactivity at night is an adaptation that served a survival 
function by keeping organisms out of harm’s way at times when they would be 
particularly vulnerable. The theory suggests that animals that were able to stay still 
and quiet during these periods of vulnerability had an advantage over other animals 
that remained active. These animals did not have accidents during activities in the 
dark, for example, and were not killed by predators. Through natural selection, this 
behavioral strategy presumably evolved to become what we now recognize as sleep. 
 
A simple counter-argument to this theory is that it is always safer to remain 
conscious in order to be able to react to an emergency (even if lying still in the dark 
at night). Thus, there does not seem to be any advantage of being unconscious and 
asleep if safety is paramount. 
Energy Conservation Theory 
Although it may be less apparent to people living in societies in which food sources 
are plentiful, one of the strongest factors in natural selection is competition for and 
effective utilization of energy resources. The energy conservation theory suggests 
that the primary function of sleep is to reduce an individual’s energy demand and 
expenditure during part of the day or night, especially at times when it is least 
efficient to search for food. 



 
Lions conserving energy after a meal. 
Research has shown that energy metabolism is significantly reduced during sleep 
(by as much as 10 percent in humans and even more in other species). For example, 
both body temperature and caloric demand decrease during sleep, as compared to 
wakefulness. Such evidence supports the proposition that one of the primary 
functions of sleep is to help organisms conserve their energy resources. Many 
scientists consider this theory to be related to, and part of, the inactivity theory. 
Restorative Theories  
Another explanation for why we sleep is based on the long-held belief that sleep in 
some way serves to "restore" what is lost in the body while we are awake. Sleep 
provides an opportunity for the body to repair and rejuvenate itself. In recent years, 
these ideas have gained support from empirical evidence collected in human and 
animal studies. The most striking of these is that animals deprived entirely of sleep 
lose all immune function and die in just a matter of weeks. This is further supported 
by findings that many of the major restorative functions in the body like muscle 
growth, tissue repair, protein synthesis, and growth hormone release occur mostly, 
or in some cases only, during sleep.  
 
Other rejuvenating aspects of sleep are specific to the brain and cognitive function. 
For example, while we are awake, neurons in the brain produce adenosine, a by-
product of the cells' activities. The build-up of adenosine in the brain is thought to 
be one factor that leads to our perception of being tired. (Incidentally, this feeling is 
counteracted by the use of caffeine, which blocks the actions of adenosine in the 
brain and keeps us alert.) Scientists think that this build-up of adenosine during 
wakefulness may promote the "drive to sleep." As long as we are awake, adenosine 
accumulates and remains high. During sleep, the body has a chance to clear 
adenosine from the system, and, as a result, we feel more alert when we wake.  
Brain Plasticity Theory 

http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/g-j#growth-hormone
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/a-c#cognitive-function
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/a-c#adenosine
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/a-c#caffeine


 
PET scan showing brain activity in a 20-year-old. 
One of the most recent and compelling explanations for why we sleep is based on 
findings that sleep is correlated to changes in the structure and organization of the 
brain. This phenomenon, known as brain plasticity, is not entirely understood, but 
its connection to sleep has several critical implications. It is becoming clear, for 
example, that sleep plays a critical role in brain development in infants and young 
children. Infants spend about 13 to 14 hours per day sleeping, and about half of that 
time is spent in REM sleep, the stage in which most dreams occur. A link between 
sleep and brain plasticity is becoming clear in adults as well. This is seen in the 
effect that sleep and sleep deprivation have on people's ability to learn and perform 
a variety of tasks. 
Bookshelf 

 Siegel JM. 2005. Clues to the functions of mammalian sleep. Nature. 
437:1264-1271. 

 Porkka-Heiskanen T. 1999. Adenosine in sleep and wakefulness. Annals of 
Medicine. 31:125-129. 

 Frank MG. 2006. The mystery of sleep function: current perspectives and 
future directions. Reviews in the Neurosciences. 17:375-392.  

This theory and the role of sleep in learning are covered in greater detail in Sleep, 
Learning, and Memory.  
Although these theories remain unproven, science has made tremendous strides in 
discovering what happens during sleep and what mechanisms in the body control 
the cycles of sleep and wakefulness that help define our lives. While this research 
does not directly answer the question, "Why do we sleep?" it does set the stage for 
putting that question in a new context and generating new knowledge about this 
essential part of life. 
 
For more about why we sleep, watch the video Why Sleep Matters and explore 
Consequences of Insufficient Sleep.  
 
 
 
 

http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/benefits-of-sleep/learning-memory
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/benefits-of-sleep/learning-memory
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/video/sleep07_matters
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/consequences


Sleep, Learning, and Memory 
At a Glance 

 Research suggests that sleep plays an important role in memory, both before 
and after learning a new task. 

 Lack of adequate sleep affects mood, motivation, judgment, and our 
perception of events. 

 Although there are some open questions about the specific role of sleep in 
forming and storing memories, the general consensus is that consolidated 
sleep throughout a whole night is optimal for learning and memory.  

Features on this page 
 Sleep, Learning, and Memory 

The Learning Process and Sleep 

 
Healthy sleep is essential for optimal learning and memory function. 
Sleep, learning, and memory are complex phenomena that are not entirely 
understood. However, animal and human studies suggest that the quantity and 
quality of sleep have a profound impact on learning and memory. Research suggests 
that sleep helps learning and memory in two distinct ways. First, a sleep-deprived 
person cannot focus attention optimally and therefore cannot learn efficiently. 
Second, sleep itself has a role in the consolidation of memory, which is essential for 
learning new information.  
 
Although the exact mechanisms are not known, learning and memory are often 
described in terms of three functions. Acquisition refers to the introduction of new 
information into the brain. Consolidation represents the processes by which a 
memory becomes stable. Recall refers to the ability to access the information 
(whether consciously or unconsciously) after it has been stored. 
 
Each of these steps is necessary for proper memory function. Acquisition and recall 
occur only during wakefulness, but research suggests that memory consolidation 
takes place during sleep through the strengthening of the neural connections that 
form our memories. Although there is no consensus about how sleep makes this 
process possible, many researchers think that specific characteristics of brainwaves 
during different stages of sleep are associated with the formation of particular types 
of memory.  

http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/video/sleep07_stickgold_learning
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/a-c#brainwaves


 
Sleep, Learning, and Memory (1:52) 
Dr. Robert Stickgold discusses how sleep plays a role in memory, both before and 
after a new learning situation. 
watch video 
Sleep researchers study the role of sleep in learning and memory formation in two 
ways. The first approach looks at the different stages of sleep (and changes in their 
duration) in response to learning a variety of new tasks. The second approach 
examines how sleep deprivation affects learning. Sleep deprivation can be total (no 
sleep allowed), partial (either early or late sleep is deprived), or selective (specific 
stages of sleep are deprived).  
Sleep Stages and Types of Memory 
Different types of memories are formed in new learning situations. Scientists are 
exploring whether there is a relationship between the consolidation of different 
types of memories and the various stages of sleep. 
The earliest sleep and memory research focused on declarative memory, which is 
the knowledge of fact-based information, or "what" we know (for example, the 
capital of France, or what you had for dinner last night). In one research study, 
individuals engaged in an intensive language course were observed to have an 
increase in rapid-eye-movement sleep, or REM sleep. This is a stage of sleep in which 
dreaming occurs most frequently. Scientists hypothesized that REM sleep played an 
essential role in the acquisition of learned material. Further studies have suggested 
that REM sleep seems to be involved in declarative memory processes if the 
information is complex and emotionally charged, but probably not if the information 
is simple and emotionally neutral.  
 
Researchers now hypothesize that slow-wave sleep (SWS), which is deep, 
restorative sleep, also plays a significant role in declarative memory by processing 
and consolidating newly acquired information. Studies of the connection between 
sleep and declarative memory have had mixed results, and this is an area of 
continued research.  

http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/video/sleep07_stickgold_learning
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/glossary/n-p#n3-sleep-stage-3-or-slow-wave-sleep-sws
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/video/sleep07_stickgold_learning


 
Sleep plays a major role in the ability to learn new tasks that require motor 
coordination and performance. 
Research has also focused on sleep and its role in procedural memory—the 
remembering "how" to do something (for example, riding a bicycle or playing the 
piano). REM sleep seems to plays a critical role in the consolidation of procedural 
memory. Other aspects of sleep also play a role: motor learning seems to depend on 
the amount of lighter stages of sleep, while certain types of visual learning seem to 
depend on the amount and timing of both deep, slow-wave sleep (SWS) and REM 
sleep.  
The Impact of Sleep Deprivation on Learning and Performance 
Another area that researchers study is the impact that a lack of adequate sleep has 
on learning and memory. When we are sleep deprived, our focus, attention, and 
vigilance drift, making it more difficult to receive information. Without adequate 
sleep and rest, over-worked neurons can no longer function to coordinate 
information properly, and we lose our ability to access previously learned 
information.  
 
In addition, our interpretation of events may be affected. We lose our ability to make 
sound decisions because we can no longer accurately assess the situation, plan 
accordingly, and choose the correct behavior. Judgment becomes impaired.  
 
Being chronically tired to the point of fatigue or exhaustion means that we are less 
likely to perform well. Neurons do not fire optimally, muscles are not rested, and the 
body’s organ systems are not synchronized. Lapses in focus from sleep deprivation 
can even result in accidents or injury.  
 
For more information about how sleep deprivation affects performance, see Sleep, 
Performance, and Public Safety. 
 
Low-quality sleep and sleep deprivation also negatively impact mood, which has 
consequences for learning. Alterations in mood affect our ability to acquire new 
information and subsequently to remember that information. Although chronic 
sleep deprivation affects different individuals in a variety of ways (and the effects 

http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/consequences/sleep-performance-and-public-safety
http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/consequences/sleep-performance-and-public-safety


are not entirely known), it is clear that a good night’s rest has a strong impact on 
learning and memory. 
Open Questions 
Although current research suggests that sleep is essential for proper memory 
function, there are unanswered questions, as in any area of active scientific inquiry. 
For example, certain medications will significantly, if not entirely, suppress REM 
sleep. However, patients taking these medications do not report any memory 
impairment. Similarly, injuries or disease causing lesions to the brainstem (and 
subsequently eliminating a person’s REM sleep) have not resulted in any obvious 
loss of the ability to form new memories. Exploration and debate continue.  

 
Mice exhibit an increase in REM sleep after completing a new course through a 
maze. 
© Tetra Images/Corbis 
Not all researchers are convinced that sleep plays as prominent a role in memory 
consolidation as others believe. In experiments in which animals completed a 
course through a complicated maze, the animals' amount of REM sleep increased 
after performing the task. Some researchers believe that the increase in REM sleep 
reflects an increased demand on the brain processes that are involved in learning a 
new task. Other researchers, however, have suggested that any changes in the 
amount of REM sleep are due to the stress of the task itself, rather than a functional 
relationship to learning.  
 
Researchers are likewise split with regard to the impact of sleep deprivation on 
learning and memory. For example, rats often perform much worse on learning 
tasks after being selectively deprived of REM sleep. This suggests that REM sleep is 
necessary for the animals’ ability to consolidate the memory of how to perform the 
task. Some scientists have argued that the observed differences in learning are not 
actually due to the lack of REM sleep, but may be due to the animals not being as 
well rested because they were deprived a portion of their sleep.  
Bookshelf 
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Summary 
In the view of many researchers, evidence suggests that various sleep stages are 
involved in the consolidation of different types of memories and that being sleep 
deprived reduces one’s ability to learn. Although open questions (and debate) 
remain, the overall evidence suggests that adequate sleep each day is very 
important for learning and memory.  
 


