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REM sleep very important [
to people’s learning process = &<

By LEAHWINTEH

Going to sleep later than usual is
just as bad as not going to sleep at
all, if you're trying to learn and app-
ly complex new information, say
Trent University researchers.

Psychologist Carlyle Smith and
his colleagues have found that peo-
ple who lose ‘rapid eye movement'
{REM) sleep cannot apply complex
new information as well as those
who get all their REM sieep. They
also found that learning is impaired
if REM sleep is lost at certain
critical times for up to a week after-
wards.

The REM phase, the period of
sleep during which most dreaming
occurs, is characterized by quicken-
ed eye movements and changes in
the sleeper’'s blood pressure,
respiration and pulse rate. REM
periods alternate with non-REM
pericds in approximately 9G-minute
cycles that recur about five times
during a regular night’s sleep.

Smith says the first non-REM
phase is very deep and long; it's pro-
bably the time during which the
body recovers frem ils fatigue and
the brain recharges. This is followed
by a short REM period of 5 to 10
mimites. As sleep continues the
REM periods get longer. During the
final cycle, the REM period lasts
about 50 minutes. In a normal
night's sleep. the total REM time is

Sstudents

90 to 120 minutes.

Smith's studies initially looked at
the influence of REM sleep on the
learning of two different tasks. The
first was a simple word-
memorization task, The second,
more complex, task was to learn and
apply rules to complele and solve a
problem.

Smith taught the two tasks to 20
college students and then divided the
into  four groups. That
night, one group slept all night un-
disturbed, one stayed awake all
night, one was awakened each time
a REM period started, and one was
awakened just after a REM period
finished and the non-REM period
began.

A week later, Smith tested the
groups on the tasks they had learn-
ed. On the word memorization task
there was little difference in per-
formance, On the application task.
however, the non sleepers and the
REM-deprived groups scored ap-
proximately 30 per cent lower than
the others.

Smith’s next study was to deter-
mine “‘how much REM sleep needs
to be lost' to affect learning.
Theorizing that loss of sleep in the
tongest - the last two - REM periods
would affect learning more. he inter-
rupted the first two REM periods of
one group and the last two REDM
periods of a second group.
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However, he tound that both of the
REM-deprived groups scored 30 per
cent lower on thé application task
compared with a group that was not
REM-deprived and a control group
that had slept all night.

As a result, Smith wondered
whether staying up late was as bad
for learning as missing a night’s
sleep altogether.

To test Lhis he had a group stay up
four hours pasl Lheir normal bed-
time and allowed them to ‘sleep in’
the pext day, so they gol a normal
amount of sleep, bul delayed by four
hours. Again. the application task
scores were 30 per cent lower than
those of the control group of sleepers
who went to bed at the usual time.

Delaying sleep suppresses the
first two REM periods and alters the
sleep cycle, which in turn affects the
learning process, Smilh explains.
Furthermore, he found that the lear-
ning process extends over a period
of time and that there are a number
of ‘weak spots’ or ‘windows’ for up to
a week afterwards during which
learning is vulnerable to sieep loss,

It's not just the sleep delay on the
night of learning that affects the
ability to retain and apply the in-
formation. Smith delayed sleep by
four hours in one group on the night
of learning and in other groups on
the fotlowing nights (i.e. if the tasks
were learned on Tuesday, one group
delayed sleep that night, one on
Wednesday night, and one on Thurs-
day). Test results showed (hat
scores dropped for those who had
delayed sleep the night of learning
(Tuesday} and those delayed (wo
nights later (Thursday). The group
that delayed sleep on the night bet.
ween scored as well as a control
group who had not delayed their
sleep.

The vulnerable spots in the Jearn-
ing process recur, and delaying
sleep during one of them *‘is jusl as
awful”” as not sleeping at all, Smith
says.

Smith concludes thal when people
are learning complex information,
tney should get their REM sleep
when their hodies need and expect it.
“It looks as if in order to learn
something new, involving heavy du-
ty thinking and applicalion...for the
best resulis you should gel to bed
early:”" Funding for Smith's studies
has been provided by the Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research
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WHEN IT'S COLD OUT, fiberglass ceiling panels keep a room warm., The panels
are acouslical, washable and fire-retardant. They come in a variely of designs, and
you can install them yourself.

Energy-etficient home

If you are in the market for a brand-new, energy-efficient house, con-
sider buying the R-2000 home. Since the early 1980s, induslry and govern-
mert have cooperated in the development of R-2000 houses. They are
designed to meet annual energy performance targets for domeslic hot
water and space heating, which saves you money on your energy and fuel
cosls.

Living in an R-2000 home can be more comfortable because il is special-
ly constructed to prevent or even eliminate air leakage, drafts, heat loss
and moisture flow through walls, ceilings and floors. A good ilation
system provides a steady supply of fresh air to all rooms, and the quality
insulation provides some sound-proofing against outside noise. .

R-2000 homes also take full advantage of passive solar heat gain
wherever appropriate, which means the site orientation, the window size
and placemenl, and the design of the roof overhangs are all considered.
This is because an R-2000 home rmust be designed 50 it does not overheat.

The combination of all these features provides high levels of reliability,
comfort, qualilty and energy performance. The polential homeowner can
also ask the builder to equip the home with energy-efficient appliances,
which enhances the benefits of owning an R-2000 house.

For more information on the R-2000 home, and a list of qualified
builders, conlact your regional Home Builders’ Association.
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