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WHEN LESS IS MORE: SLEEP DEPRIVATION MAY MEAN BIGGER KID WAISTLINES 

Diets high in fat and refined carbohydrates are well known causes for raising the obesity risk in kids. But now researchers point out that not getting enough sleep can also be a contributor. In a study of 3rd and 6th graders, researchers found children who slept less than nine hours a night were at increased risk for being overweight in the 6th grade. Socioeconomic status, home environment, gender or race made no difference to the increased risk. 

What's the connection? Insufficient sleep may lead to extra pounds when kids are too tired to go out to play. And if they feel cranky and moody from lack of sleep, they may use food to regulate their moods. New research also shows a connection between sleep disruption and the hormones that regulate fat storage, appetite and glucose (blood sugar) tolerance. The circadian rhythm (sleep-wake pattern) may also affect a child's blood sugar levels. 

Here's what to know to help your child get enough healthy shut-eye.

* Enough is enough. The National Sleep Foundation recommends the following basic daily sleep requirements:

--  Preschoolers: 11-13 hours 

--  Elementary school students: 10 -12 hours

--  Preteens: 9 -11 hours 

--  Teens: 8 ½ - 9 hours

* Stop the action. Relaxing bedtime rituals are important for all ages. Encourage at least 15 minutes quiet time before bedtime, including baths or showers, reading or listening to restful music. 

* Pull the plug. Avoid computer or cell phone use right before bedtime. TV watching close to bedtime has been associated with problems including resistance to bedtime, difficulty falling asleep and sleeping fewer hours.

* Take a tip from the bears. Bears sleep through the winter in cool, dark caves. Keep your child's room darkened and cool for best sleep. 

* Control the competition. As kids get older, they have more activities to compete with sleep. Help them prioritize their homework, sports and interaction with friends so that enough time is left for healthy slumber.

* Get medical advice. Some children may have sleep problems as a result of certain medical conditions. One is sleep apnea, in which enlarged tonsils and adenoids block the airway and cause sleep to be briefly disrupted many times nightly. 

Learn more about these and other sleep problems http://www.chop.edu/consumer/jsp/division/generic.jsp?id=71287; AOL users,<a href=" http://www.chop.edu/consumer/jsp/division/generic.jsp?id=71287">click here</a>.

The bottom line: make adequate sleep a priority for kids.

READING, WRITING... AND HAND WASHING: QUICK HYGIENE LESSON CAN HELP AVOID ILLNESS 

You want your kids to learn the basics in school. But taking a few minutes from reading and writing to learn about hand washing can make a big difference in how healthy your child is during the approaching flu and cold season. A recent study pointed out that grade school kids can successfully and easily learn hand washing hygiene in school.

Here's what to discuss with your child's teachers and school administrators:

* Consider the alternative. Colds, flu, stomach viruses, even food-related illnesses: all can be spread when a child touches the mouth or nose. A few moments spent hand washing can help remove the germs before they make kids sick.

* Pass it around. Germ simulating soaps are available online, but teachers can demonstrate how germs spread with supplies on hand. Here's what to do: Coat a pencil with glue and cover it with glitter. Have students pass it from one to the next to see how easily the "glitter germs" are transmitted.

 

* Be a hand model. Teachers, school nurses or parent volunteers can quickly demonstrate how to wash hands correctly. And when teachers follow through by example, such as before lunch each day, the importance of hand washing is modeled.

* Wash it out. Teach kids how to wash germs away. Lather hands with liquid or bar soap and scrub for 20 - 30 seconds - as long as it takes to sing the "ABCs" song. Scrub front and back, between fingers and under nails. Dry hands on a clean paper towel and use it to turn off the faucet.

The bottom line: Hand washing is easily learned and put into practice at school. 

WHEN FAMILY TIES ARE BROKEN: PUT FOCUS ON THE KIDS DURING THE HOLIDAYS

The winter holidays can be stressful for kids dealing with parental divorce. Here are tips from therapists on how to make the time as fun and normal as possible for kids with divorced parents:

* It's all about the kids. It may be difficult, but parents need to set aside their problems and focus on making holidays special for the kids. Amicable interactions between parents sends kids the message that both parents love and support them. If a couple cannot manage that, it's important to make the transition from one family celebration to another smooth and unstressful. Be flexible about the schedule if delays occur. 

* Don't split it up. Kids normally split their time with one parent or another, but the holidays are best spent together. If possible, parents should arrange to be together with the child on Christmas Eve or morning or during the first night of Chanukah. 

* Let them talk. If only one parent will celebrate the holiday with the child, help the child talk to the other parent or send e-mails that day.

* Don't buy love. Coordinate gift giving with the other parent to avoid gifting competition. And allow kids to bring their gifts from the other parent: the gift belongs to the child not the parent.

The bottom line: Divorced parents should ensure that "kids rule" during the holidays.

GETTING THE LEAD OUT AND OTHER HOLIDAY TOY SAFETY TIPS

Curious George plush toys, Thomas and Friends engines, Aqua Dots crafts: it's holiday time again and you are hitting the stores to find favorite toys. But the news is increasingly alarming when you hear about massive recalls of these and other lead paint containing toys --- and incredibly -- the "date rape" chemicals found in the craft beads. It's a challenging time for parents.

Here are tips that can help you make safer toy choices for your kids:

* Hear this. Babies and toddlers are vulnerable to hearing damage from loud sounds. They also are likely to put a toy right up to their ears. Yet in one survey, researchers found 12 of 15 toys tested emitted sounds as loud as a car horn. Test toys first to make sure they are no louder than a typical conversation (about 70dB). Choose products with volume controls or put masking tape over the speaker to deaden a too-loud sound.

* Pull the plug. Kids up to age 10 shouldn't have electronic toys that need to be plugged in, according to the American Academy of Pediatrics. Choose battery-operated toys instead. 

* Size it right. Kids under age 3 can choke on small toys or parts. The government specifies kids 3 and under cannot have parts less than 1 ¼ inches in diameter and 2 ¼ inches long. Pull strings on toys should be less than 12 inches. And children up to age 8 are at risk for choking on uninflated balloons, so keep them stored safely away.

* Buy American. Look for toys made here and in Europe, with the resultant higher safety standards. American classics include board games, wagons, baseball bats and the building blocks. Some retailers are stressing their stocks of all-natural toys, so look for these and carefully read the labels. 

* Get the lead out. Increasing scrutiny on toys coming from China is revealing millions of products covered with lead-based paint. Other toys posed a risk for choking or finger injury. To keep up with the flood of product recalls for toys you've already purchased or intend to buy, go the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission website. 

Learn more about recent toy recalls and sign up for notification of new recalls:  http://www.cpsc.gov; AOL users, <a href=" http://www.cpsc.gov">click here</a>.

The bottom line: Parents must choose carefully this holiday season.

SHORT TAKES

KEEP THE BIRD SAFE: QUICK AND EASY TURKEY TIPS 

A holiday turkey is a tradition for many families. An overload of information on safe food preparation, however, can make it seem like a PhD in food science is necessary to keep your family safe. Here are quick and easy tips on how to safely prepare a holiday turkey.

* Stay cool. Never thaw the bird on the counter. Defrost it in the refrigerator for 24 hours per 5 pounds. This means an average 12 - 19 pound turkey will need two to three days of defrosting. If you must defrost it more quickly, put it in airtight packaging in cool (never hot) water. Change the water every half hour. This will take six to nine hours for the average turkey.

* Don't be stuffy. Yes, you can put stuffing into the turkey -- right before cooking. Use precooked ingredients, and loosely stuff both breast and the neck cavities. (Remember to remove the package of giblets first.)

* Double the readings. A meat thermometer will tell you when the bird is ready. Insert one thermometer into the thigh (avoiding the bone) and one into the stuffing. When they both reach 165º, the turkey is cooked. 

* Stay cool, take two. After about two hours, harmful bacteria can begin to multiply. Refrigerate leftovers between the main meal and those tasty turkey sandwiches that evening.

The bottom line: Defrost in the refrigerator; cook the turkey until the interior is 165º.

DATE VIOLENCE: NOT JUST FEMALES AT RISK

Physical dating violence affects almost 1 in every 11 high school students, according to a new study. And despite common perceptions, females and males are equally at risk for physical harm. 

Certain risky behaviors and poor body image put kids at risk for injury. For both male and females these include: current sexual activity, alcohol use, physical fighting, sexual victimization and suicidal thoughts. For females, poor body image was a predictor of physical dating violence. Illicit drug use increased risk for males. 

Signs of dating partner abuse:

--  Changes in daily routine

--  Avoidance of friends and family

-- Wearing clothing that can cover physical marks of abuse

--  Spending time with partner exclusively.

The bottom line: If you suspect your teen is at risk, open lines of communication with questions about your teen's life. Be supportive, not judgmental, and then work together to take positive action.
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