OUR MESSAGE FOR THIS WEEK
Welcome to this week’s Recovery College newsletter. This week is all about SLEEP.
Mental health and sleep are intertwined. People with mental health problems often have
difficulty sleeping, but sleep problems can also cause low mood and make mental health
symptoms worse.
Sleep is important, it revitalises us and prepares us for the day ahead. However many of us
experience poor sleep at one point or another in our lives. There are many different ways
in which our sleep can be affected. It might be not getting enough sleep, finding it hard to
drift off, waking frequently, sleeping excessively (and not feeling refreshed) or just having
poor quality, light sleep; or a whole mix of all of this and more.
It is a key part of our wellbeing but good sleep can feel elusive; this week we will be
exploring different things to help you improve your night’s sleep. Follow our handy guide
on making your bedroom sleep ready to help create the right conditions. We also look at
some other important aspects relating to sleep, such as medication, exercise, some sleep
conditions and some interesting sleep facts.
In the current situation a lot of us are experiencing much worse sleep than before –
frequent awakenings, poor quality sleep and nightmares seem to be recurrent topics of
conversation at the moment. We explore nightmares in further depth, and look at ways of
managing them. Finally, we have lots of tips from the team and resources – websites, apps
and where to get further support.
India and Nicola
(Senior Clinician) (Recovery Coach)

SLEEP FACTS
We spend about one-third of our life (about 25 years) either sleeping or trying to, which is
quite a lot when you think about it. But did you know that a giraffe only needs 1.9 hours of
sleep a day, compared with a brown bat that needs nearly 20 hours per day. Click here
Man is the only mammal that willingly delays sleep.
There are 5 stages of sleep in a sleep cycle (Click here). Each sleep cycle is around 1.5
hours, and we must experience all stages to feel fully rested when we wake up. A full
night’s sleep will include 5-6 cycles. During the rapid eye movement (REM) stage of sleep,
dreams occur and your eyes continue to move, but the rest of the body’s muscles are
stopped. This is nature's way of protecting us from acting out our dreams. It is thought
that REM sleep has an important role in the brain’s ability to learn / remember since it is
during REM sleep that the brain processes and stores information into long-term memory.
Nobody knows if animals dream during REM sleep, as humans do.
Dolphins fall half asleep. They rest one half of their brain at a time (known
as unihemispheric sleeping) so they can come up for air. Click here
12% of people dream entirely in black and white, whereas before colour television was
introduced 85% of people did. Click here
People’s favourite sleeping positions and their personalities are linked. Click here
People who have learned sign language may use it in their sleep. Click here
Ideally, falling asleep at night should take you 10-15 minutes. If you fall asleep more
quickly or take longer than this you are more likely to have poor sleep health. Click here
Eating cheese before bedtime doesn’t give people nightmares according to research.
However, which type of cheese you eat may govern the type of dream you have. Click here
The record for the longest period without sleep is 11 days. Click here. This is not
recommended!
Those born blind experience dreams involving things such as emotion, sound and smell
rather than sight. Click here
Pain tolerance is reduced by sleep deprivation. Click here
Insomnia or sleep problems are a normal part of the grieving process. Click here
It has been found that feelings of sadness, guilt and confusion are most common in
nightmares, not fear. Click here

HOW SLEEP FOCUSED IS YOUR BEDROOM?
LIGHT
o Does daylight, streetlight or other light get through your curtains or blinds, or the door?
Consider putting up extra black out blinds, curtains or shutters to block out light. You can
also get cheap stick on paper shades
o Cover / turn off any light sources – such as on TVs, extension cables, computers, clocks
and radios
o Open curtains and blinds when you get up in the morning
o Have limited lighting available for if you have to get up in the night, such as a plug in
nightlight
o A dim sidelight can be helpful for the evenings

BEDROOM USE
o Try to limit your activities in bed to just sleep and sex. Doing things such as eating,
reading and watching TV in bed can teach us to keep ourselves awake while we are there
o Try to avoid using your bedroom to work or exercise in
o Pets in our bedrooms can disrupt our sleep. Encourage pets to sleep in their own bed on
the floor or in another room. Keep small animal cages out of bedrooms and wash bed
linen more frequently if they do insist on sharing
o The same goes for other humans wanting to share our bed. Having another person in
bed with us can really affect our sleep. To reduce the impact of another person in your
bed you might consider; separate duvets, separate beds, earplugs, a firmer mattress

CLIMATE
o Keep your house cooler at
night
o Ideally have a window in the
bedroom open or on the latch
overnight
o Open the windows at warm
points during the day
o Open the windows for a while
before you go to bed and
when you get up to air the
room

NOISE
Does external noise keep you
awake? Or does having noise in the
room help you sleep?
o Earplugs
o Running a fan
o White noise
o Radios / music / audiobooks
Does noise inside the house keep
you awake?
o Check for any electronics
which could be switched off
overnight
o Shut doors in between, shut
blinds and curtains in other
rooms

BED
o Wash bed linen at least every other week
o Soften and refresh old bed linen with soda
crystals
o Wash pillows and duvets regularly (every 2 – 6
months)
Lie down on your bed..
o How comfortable is your mattress?
o A new topper can make a huge difference
o Putting an unused duvet under the
bottom sheet can also improve overall
comfort
o Would you be more comfortable with a pillow
under your lower back, shoulders, under or inbetween your knees?
o Do you need extra blankets or pillows close by
for extra warmth or support?

OTHER FACTORS
o Hoover and dust regularly
o Use candles, sprays, incense or oils to make your room smell lovely
o Having plants in the bedroom can improve air quality and humidity (especially spider
plants, orchids, peace lily, aloe vera, snake plants and areca palms)
o Declutter surfaces to help create a tranquil space
o Keep floors tidy – get a chair, basket or towel rail to put “in use” clothes and stuff in
instead of the floor or surfaces

THINGS TO CONSIDER
MEDICATION
When we run our Healthy Sleep Habits course we get a lot of questions around the use of
medications for sleep. The use of sleeping medication is a hotly debated topic, and there
are lots of different views about the use of sleeping tablets. We can develop a tolerance to
these drugs and so they can lose their efficacy over time, which is why it is important to
develop good sleep hygiene habits too. Sleeping medications have a place for some
people at some points in their lives. Always discuss your use of sleep medications with
your pharmacist or Doctor
Other medications can also affect our sleep in different ways. It is really important to take
medication as prescribed in order to get the most out of it, so maintaining good sleep
hygiene is really important if your medication impacts your sleep negatively.
Speak to your Doctor about any side effects you experience; especially if they impact on
your day to day functioning.

EXERCISE
Exercising regularly helps us to fall asleep and have deeper, better quality sleep . The best
time to exercise is the morning or afternoon; for lots of us exercising too close to bedtime
can disrupt sleep. The advice to improve sleep quality is to do around 150 minutes of
moderate to vigorous exercise a week (that sounds like a lot, but its actually only 30
minutes 5 times a week!). Remembering to exercise is especially important at the
moment, as we are likely to be moving around less and burning less energy at home.

SLEEP APNOEA
While you are sleeping, do you
During the day, do you
 Stop breathing or hold your breath for
 Feel very tired
short periods
 Feel irritable or struggle to concentrate
 Make gasping, snorting or choking noises  Have a headache when you wake up
 Wake up frequently
 Snore
Sleep apnoea and mental health issues have been found to be interlinked; each can make
the symptoms of the other worse. It may be worth speaking to your GP if you ticked off
more than two symptoms.

INSOMNIA
Regular difficulty getting to sleep or staying asleep is known as insomnia. People with
insomnia still feel tired after waking up, find it hard to nap during the day even though
they're tired, feel tired and irritable during the day and find it difficult to concentrate
during the day because they're tired. If you think you have insomnia and it’s affecting your
mood or quality of life, your GP or other professional can refer you to an Insomnia Clinic.

NIGHTMARES
About half of adults report having the occasional
nightmare – a vividly disturbing dream. Nightmares
can negatively affect our physical and mental health.

“Don’t stop dreaming
just because you had
a nightmare”

A nightmare may occur just the once or be recurring.
Nightmares may be spontaneous, but they can also be
caused by a variety of factors and underlying disorders
such as having food just before going to sleep,
medication, sleep deprivation, anxiety, depression, post
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and sleep apnoea.

The subject of nightmares varies from person to person, but there are some common
themes such as not being able to run fast enough to escape danger or falling. When you
wake up from a nightmare you may be left with questions such as why have you had that
nightmare now? and where did that subject come from? Because the subject of
nightmares can be difficult to understand or explain to others, we might feel alone
because we are unable to share our experience with others and seek support. We might
also feel distressed, vulnerable, fearful, anxious, angry, guilty and / or shameful after a
nightmare. Nightmares are unsettling and if you have experienced trauma, nightmares can
bring back upsetting memories. Nightmares can also cause physical reactions such as
breathing difficulties, chest tightness, sweating and shaking. It’s no wonder then that
nightmares cause sleep difficulties such as problems going to bed and to sleep, and fear of
sleeping alone or sleeping with someone.

Even though ‘nightmare’ and ‘night terror’ both cause people to wake up they are
different. Night terrors typically occur in the first few hours after falling asleep and are
experienced as feelings, not dreams, so people do not usually recall why they are terrified
upon awakening. Whereas, nightmares tend to occur during REM sleep when
most dreaming takes place and are more likely to occur in the early morning hours. This is
why we are more likely to remember nightmares.
Continued on the next page…

NIGHTMARES CONTINUED…
If nightmares cause you a problem there are some things you can try to help.
When you awake from a nightmare:
•

Breathe slowly and deeply.

•

Try to see and imagine your muscles relaxing

•

Ground yourself / put yourself in the present – look
around you, touch things, stamp your feet, remind
yourself of the day / year / time. Try the 5 senses
grounding practice from week 2 of our newsletter

•

Tell yourself (out loud if you want) that you are safe
and that the subject of the nightmare is NOT
happening now

•

Understand your body’s response as a normal
natural reaction

•

Distract yourself with a book, TV, relaxing music or guided
imagery. You could listen to one of the Recovery College
mindfulness scripts Click here

5 Senses
Grounding
5 things you see

4 things you feel
3 things you hear
2 things you smell
1 thing you taste

Preparing for a nightmare – reduce its power:
•

If you wake up at the same point during a recurring nightmare of an event that has
happened, spend time going through the whole story, not just up to the worst point,
but also what happened after, up to a point where you were safe. You could write out
the whole story and read it a number of times a day – including just before going to
sleep.

•

Get a nightmare out of the shadows – talk about it or write it down

•

Rehearse / imagine an alternate ending for the nightmare, in particular before you go
to sleep

•

Seek professional support for example from your GP

•

Keep a regular wake-sleep diary to see if there are any patterns for when nightmares
occur. If you can spot a pattern you may be able to make a change

•

Practice good sleep habits, such as those discussed in this newsletter like taking
regular exercise

“I have bought a giant “v”
pillow and I mean giant. It is
about the height of me. I
cuddle that and it helps me
doze off!” - Rebecca (ROC)

“I use the whitenoise app, I
find earplugs are good!!” Georgie

“I listen to an audiobook that I know very well so I don’t
have to stay awake to find out what’s going on. I put it
on a 15 minute timer and rarely need to extend this.
Stephen Fry reading Harry Potter works well but my go
to is the book ‘The Martian’ “ - Moira
“Don't forget the shipping forecast Moira! 😉” - ROC
“Oh yes - that always works! It’s on the Calm App. Or
listening to nature sounds - rainfall etc...” - Moira

SLEEP TIPS
FROM THE TEAM

“I have a bedtime
routine that I follow
every night - meds,
glass of milk, read and
sleep!!” - Colette
“I find that reading a book
helps empty my brain of all
the thoughts from the
day” - Wendy

“I try and switch to a non caffeine
drink in the evening like chamomile
or 3 mint” - Lyndsey
“It really helps to be strict with my sleep hygiene, but
when I do find myself staring at the ceiling I reframe the
situation. Instead of focusing on how little sleep I will get
(and other unhelpful thoughts) I think about how
wonderful it is to fully enjoy the comfort and warmth of
my bed for a few uninterrupted hours. Shifting the focus of
your thoughts can help take the sting out of less sleep and
you’re much more likely to fall asleep without those
negative thoughts going around” - India

Click here to
complete a sleep selfassessment. This
short test from
Sleepio will give you a
'sleep score' plus
practical tips and
advice for improving
your sleep.

“I listen to gentle music
and read an easy book. I’m
re reading Harry Potter, it’s
familiar and doesn’t
require much brain
power!” - Rebecca (IS)

Click here for sleep apps
recommended by the
NHS

OUR COURSES
Courses are not currently running, but we are looking at new exciting ways to run courses
remotely if the current situation continues for an extended period of time. When our courses
are back up and running, you can learn more about SLEEP on the following courses:
• Healthy Sleep Habits
• Managing Intense Emotions
• Understanding Medication
We’ll let you know as soon as we have dates for running these courses again.

Our Recovery Colleges in Surrey and North East Hampshire & Farnham help people improve
their health and wellbeing through courses on a range of mental and physical health
conditions.
You don't have to be referred to become a student at the Recovery Colleges. We are open to
everyone and all you need to do is enrol, which is really easy to do.
To become a student simply complete and return an enrolment form which you can get by
contacting us.
We would be delighted to see you at one of our courses and look forward to meeting you.
If you have any questions or need guidance on completing the enrolment form please get in
touch and one of our team will be happy to help.

KEEPING IN TOUCH WITH THE RECOVERY COLLEGE
Facebook https://www.facebook.com/recoverycollege.nehantsfarnham/
Webpage https://www.sabp.nhs.uk/our-services/recovery/recovery-college/
Email recovery.college@sabp.nhs.uk
Text 07920 207046

