PARENTS’ GUIDETO

BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

Coping with the
early riser

By Barton D. Schmitt, MD

THE PROBLEM

Some young children awaken before their parents
do, usually between 5 and 6 a.m. These 1- to 4-year-
old children are well-rested and raring to go. They
are excited about the new day and want to share it
with others. They call out from the crib or come out
of the bedroom and want everyone to wake up. If no
one responds, they make a racket. It doesn't take
parents long to figure out that their child is a “morn-
ing person.”

These children do not awaken early on purpose.
They have received plenty of sleep, and they are not
tired. Most of them were put to bed too early the
night before, took too many naps, or took naps that
were too long. Early morning naps that begin with-
in two hours after breakfast also contribute to early
morning awakening. Some of these children require
less sleep than the average 10 to 12 hours a night
that most children between 1 and 10 vears of age
need. This is often a hereditary trait. Other children
begin waking up early in the springtime when sun-
light streams through the window; dark shades or
curtains easily solve that problem. Other children
who are given a bottle in the erib, fed an early
breakfast, or allowed to come into their parents’ bed
early in the morning may develop a bad habit that
persists after the original cause (such as too much
naptime) is removed.

THE SOLUTION

FReduce naps. If your child is an early riser, assume
that he is getting too much sleep during the day.
Many children over 1 year of age (and almost all
children over 18 months of age) need only one nap,
unless they are sick. If your child needs two naps,
be sure the first nap doesn't start before 9 a.m. If
cutting back to a single two-hour nap after lunch

doesn't help, shorten the nap to a maximum of one
and a half hours. Also, make sure your child gets
plenty of exercise after his nap, so he'll be tired

at night. :

Delay bedtime until 8 or 9 p.m. This step, combined
with reducing naps, should cure your child of early
rising unless he has a below-average sleep require-
ment. In that case, proceed with the following limit-
setting approach:

Establish a rule: “You may not leave your bedroom
until your parents are up. You may play quietly in
your bedroom until breakfast.” Also, tell your child,
“It’s not polite to wake up someone who is sleeping.
Your parents need their sleep.”

If your child sleeps in a crib, leave her there until
6 a.m. Put some toys in her crib the night before
(but not ones she can stand on). If you put them in
before she goes to sleep, she may play with them for
awhile, fall asleep later, and sleep longer. If she
cries early in the morning, go in once to reassure
her and remind her of the toys. Don't include any
surprises or treats among the toys or she'll awaken
early, as children do on holiday mornings. If she
makes loud noises with some toys, remove those
toys. If she eries, ignore it. If the erying continues,
visit her briefly every 15 minutes to reassure her
that all is well. Remind her that most people are
sleeping. Don't turn on the lights, talk much, give
her a bottle, remove her from the crib, or stay more
than one minute.
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