Chronotherapy (Chrono – meaning time)

Disorders of circadian rhythm hurt.  They hurt everybody – from the teen who can’t sleep at night to the parents who can’t get him up in the morning.  Ironically – it’s not even anyone’s fault.
Everyone has an internal clock to regulate sleep and wake cycles.  When early-bird little kids turn into teenagers, their brains and bodies change dramatically.  One important brain change is to re-set the body sleep clock ahead a few hours.  Teenaged bodies warn them it’s only the middle of the night when the alarm sounds on schooldays.  Their eyes won’t shut until midnight – even when they’re sleep-deprived.  No one makes this happen – it just does – in every time zone – around the world.  

It’s easy for little kids to get up early; their clocks are all “larks.”  They are awake and alert when school begins.  Biology and society are “in sync” – society supports the chronobiology of the young child.  Unfortunately, high school begins even earlier than elementary school – at the very time teenagers’ bodies turn to “owls.”  Society and teen chronobiology are in direct conflict.
Since schools can’t change, teens have to adapt.*   There are two basic ways to attack this problem: go backward a little or go forward a lot.  Either way, careful attention must be paid to consistent sleep “hygiene” – to doing it “right” – every night.  

The way to figure out what time bedtime should be is: first, count backward 9+ hours from wake-up time (which should be early enough for a good breakfast); then plot the biorhythm to see which natural waking time is closest to the “ideal” rising time.  Notice the natural rise and fall of sleepiness and wakefulness – throughout the day and night.  One complete cycle takes about three hours.   Most people know to roll over and go back to sleep when wakeup spots occur in the night – and most people can resist the urge to sleep when sleepy times come during the day.  If you normally feel sleepy at 7:30 every night and you stay up past that, you probably won’t get sleepy again until 10:30 or so.  That’s what Grandma meant when she talked about children missing bedtime and getting their “second wind.”  If you usually wake up spontaneously at 6:30 am but decide to sleep in, you will probably wake again after nine – and may really struggle if you try to wake up at 8:00.  The easiest time to fall asleep is during a natural sleepy time; the easiest time to wake up is during a natural waking time after eight or nine hours of sleep.

The backwards method for establishing an earlier bedtime is to start at the youngster’s actual time of falling asleep and set bedtime 15 minutes earlier each night for however many nights it takes to get it where it belongs.  For example, if the child usually goes to bed at midnight and needs to be up at seven, his bedtime is moved back fifteen minutes each night until it is the time it should be.  He would move bedtime to 11:45 pm, then 11:30pm, 11:15 pm, 11:00pm, etc., back to 10:00 pm – which provides the nine hours of sleep a teenager needs – especially on school nights so their brains can process the day’s lessons and restore itself to get ready for tomorrow’s learning adventures.

The forward method of adapting is to delay bedtime by two-three hours a night, repeated until bedtime has advanced to the right time to promote a good night’s sleep before breakfast.  For example: if the child must rise at 7:00 am and currently falls asleep at one o’clock in the morning, he would set 4:00 am as his new bedtime for several days; then 7:00 am (bedtime, remember), then 10:00 am, 1:00 pm, 4:00 pm, 7 pm and finally 10:00 pm – allowing the necessary nine hours of rest teens need.  Notice that bedtime is moved one cycle forward at each change – because it’s easier to go to bed at the next sleepy time than to try to fall asleep during the wakeful part of the cycle.  

