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Ground Rules for Excellent Sleep 
by Dr. Karen Leggett., Women’s Midlife Specialist 

During the day:

1. Stop consuming caffeine after 2:00 p.m. This includes tea, coffee and chocolate. Caffeine is a stimulant 

and will disrupt sleep if it is not fully out of your system before bed. 

2. Exercise in the morning or afternoon. Exercise helps deepen sleep, although exercising 2 or less hours 

before bed can disrupt your ability to fall asleep. 

3. Increase light exposure during the day. Suggestions to accomplish this include: remove your sunglasses 

in the morning and let light onto your face on your way to work, take a work break outside in the 

sunlight, exercise outside, walk your dog during the day, open the blinds or curtains, get full spectrum 

light bulbs, and move your desk closer to a window. If necessary, consider using a light therapy box 

which can simulate sunshine and be especially useful for short winter days. 

4. Limit naps to preferably 30 minutes, and 40 minutes at most. You do not want to reach stages 3 and 4 

deep as this may result in falling asleep at night. If you need to take a nap, try not to take a nap later than 

5:30 p.m. 

5. Don’t drink any fluids within 2 hours of going to bed. This will reduce the likelihood, or minimize the 

frequency of needing to get up and go to the bathroom. 
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Before bed:

1. Avoid nicotine before bed. While you should quit smoking all together, having tobacco before bed can make 

falling asleep difficult since nicotine is a stimulant. 

2. Avoid alcohol before bed. While alcohol may make you feel sleepy and help you fall asleep initially, it also 

causes early morning awakening and restlessness as the alcohol level in the bloodstream drops. 

3. Have a small snack before you retire to bed. Foods high in tryptophan help your body relax and fall asleep. 

Warming milk releases tryptophan. 4 -6 ounces of warm milk and an ounce of turkey meat is a good choice. 

4. Establish a bedtime ritual. The brain will come to recognize this ritual and begin to respond in a short time by 

preparing to release melatonin and serotonin. Ideas for bedtime rituals may include a warm bath, listening to 

quiet music, reading something spiritual or uplifting and /or journaling. (Refrain from reading a mystery or 

suspense novel as this can have the opposite effect.) 

5. Turn off the TV. Watching TV, although seemingly relaxing, actually stimulates the mind and can make 

falling sleep difficult. Most sleep experts recommend not having a television in the bedroom if possible. 

6. Make sure you go to the bathroom right before bed. 

7. Wear socks to bed. Feet often feel cold before the rest of the body because they have the poorest circulation. 

8. If you tend to worry about all the things you still need to do, or experience “brain chatter” where your brain 

continues to think when it is time to sleep, journaling is a good activity for you. Writ a list of things you have 

to do the next day before going to bed. Once they are on paper, put them out of your mind. 



Bedtime:

1. Try to be in bed before 10:30 p.m. to 10:45 p.m. There is a slight increase in cortisol production by the adrenal 

glands between 11:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m. If you stay up past 11:00 p.m. you will likely get a second wind which 

keeps you awake until 2:00 a.m. This is also an important stretch of time for the adrenal glands to get adequate 

rest, as they start to wake up again around 5:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m. 

2. Try to sleep at least 7 hours per night minimum, preferably 8 if possible on most nights. 

3. Stick to a fixed bedtime schedule. The body wants to have / and gets accustomed to falling asleep and 

awakening at certain times and can become confused if your schedule alters frequently. A non scheduled

bedtime can result in having trouble falling asleep. 

4. Allow your body to wake you up if anyway possible. Use your alarm for back up purposes only. This means that 

if you are going to bed at 10:30 p.m., 7 -8 hours of sleep would result in waking around 6:30 a.m. – 7:30 a.m. If 

you want to wake up earlier, go to bed earlier than 10:30 p.m. For example, I like to wake at 5:00 a.m. and 

therefore try to be in bed by 9:30 p.m. On weekends I may adjust these hours, however, I commit to 7 hours of 

sleep on weekdays and 8 hours on weekends. 

5. Sleep in complete darkness, or as close to it as possible. The pineal gland produces melatonin and serotonin in 

darkness but can be effected by the smallest amount of light including light from your clock or TV / DVD 

player. Put something in front of these lights if they are to stay in your bedroom, and use blackout shades or 

drapes if necessary. Remove nightlights if possible and wear an eye mask if unable to remove all lights. 

6. Refrain from turning on any light at all during the night, even if you get up to go to the bathroom. 

7. Block out noise. Establish this requirement with the rest of the family to assure a quiet house after you go to bed. 

8. Keep the bedroom cool and well ventilated. Studies show that cool rooms are much more conducive to sleep 

than hot rooms, and proper air movement can prevent the room from feeling stuffy, which can make sleep 

restless. 

9. Use comfortable bedding. Non-irritating, soft, breathable materials should be used. 

10. If you awaken during the night and it takes longer than thirty minutes to fall back asleep, get up and go to 

another room and read a recreational, non interactive book or magazine until drowsy. Do not watch T.V. or 

engage your brain in thinking. Tossing and turning leads to frustration, which makes falling asleep even more 

difficult. 

Tell Your Doctor if:

1. If you feel a medical condition may be disrupting your sleep. Examples include: pain, sleep apnea, acid reflux, 

headaches, menopause symptoms such as night sweats, depression, anxiety and stress. 

2. If you developed difficulty sleeping after starting a new medication. 
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