ation deadline come
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Greenwich Time, 2016-11-06

m

See Landscape
on A4
Cropped page

Source: Greenwich Registrars of Voters

Page: A1

HEALTH

INSOMNIA ON THE RISE
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Dr. Samit Malhotra, director of the Sleep Center at Greenwich Hospital, shows the patient observation bedroom at the hospital. Patients
spend a night in the room and are hooked up to several devices and monitored throughout the night to track their sleep in order to
pinpoint a diagnosis. Malhotra said the semi-annual time change is a good time to review “sleep hygiene.”
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By Robert Marchant
GREENWICH — The components of good
health, according to the medical community,
start with proper nutrition, an active lifestyle
and regular visits to a health professional.
Dr. Samit Malhotra would add another item
to the list: a good night’s sleep.
The new director of the Sleep Center at
Greenwich Hospital aims to highlight the val-

“You spend a
third of your life
asleep. It has to
impact the other
two-thirds.”
Dr. Samit Malhotra, director
of the Sleep Center at
Greenwich Hospital

ue of sound sleep in his new position, pointing out health problems that chronic fatigue
and insomnia can inflict on the human body.
“You spend a third of your life asleep,” he
said. “It has to impact the other two-thirds.”
With the end of daylight saving time this
weekend and darker days ahead this month, it
is a good time to review what Malhotra calls
“sleep hygiene,” he said.
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Insomnia appears to be
on the rise, in part because the use of digital
devices can have a pernicious effect on sleep, he
said. The potent bluespectrum light from the
cellphones and tablets
that illuminate millions
of bedrooms across the
land have a particularly
strong impact on the
brain.
“The exposure of light
at night, it’s tricking the
body into thinking it’s
day,” Malhotra said. “The
society we live in today,
all these hand-held gadgets, it’s not an ideal
situation. We have to put
some restrictions on what
we do with them.”
Some 50 to 70 million
Americans have some
kind of sleep disorder,
according to the federal
Centers for Disease Control. In light of those
numbers, medical science
has been taking a much
more sophisticated approach to sleep, and specialists like Malhotra, a
neurologist, have a much
wider array of tools at
their disposal to diagnose
and treat chronic insomnia.
The sleep doctor shows
off the technology available at the Sleep Center,
one of the few in the
region. Its layout and
decor suggest a hotel
room, but in reality it’s a
high-tech chamber for the
study of sleep.
An array of computers
and an electroencephalograph measure a patient’s
brain activity during
sleep. A nasal device
connected to another
computer determines
breathing patterns.
“You need to see that
in real time,” the doctor
said.
A camera records body
movements, while a technician does the same,
since repeated leg movements can be a sign of
trouble.
“It is very sophisticated,” said Malhotra, who
earned a fellowship at
Stanford University to
study sleep behavior.
“The field has come a
long, long way.”
It was only 50 years
ago that REM (rapid eye
movement) sleep was
discovered by scientists.
It is now recognized as a
crucial factor in brain
function.
The once-dormant field
of sleep studies has become a higher priority in
the medical community,
and it also is drawing
notice from parents and
educators in Greenwich.
An intense debate over
school start times, and
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Tips for a good
night’s sleep
from Dr. Samit
Malhotra
1 Consistency is key. “Maintain a good sleep schedule.
Going to bed at the same
time, and waking up at the
same time, is important.”
1 Stay away from cellphones
and computers. “Hand-held
devices should be shut off
several hours before you’re
about to fall asleep.”
1 “Having a big meal (before
bed) is a big no-no. Empty
stomach is also a no-no.
Light snacking is OK.”
1 Loose-fitting clothing.
1 Dark environment.
1 Temperature setting
should be checked: “A little
cool is always helpful, conducive to sleep.”

1 “More important than
anything else, you want to
make sure there’s no underlying sleep disorder.”
1 If you follow the proper
guidelines and still feel
sleep-deprived, seek professional help.

the difficulties posed to
sleep-challenged Greenwich High School students in particular, led to
a change in scheduling
for the next academic
year.
Valerie Erde, Greenwich chapter leader of
Start School Later Inc.
and a strong advocate for
the movement to start
classes later in the morning, said the field was
neglected for too long.
“Sleep has been an
underrated component of
a healthy adolescence, in
part because in the past,
it really hadn’t been studied as much,” she said.
Erde said she welcomed expert opinion
being made available to
decision-makers in the
community to help promote better understanding of sleep as a public
health issue.
“We teen health advocates are still hearing
about students, parents
and teachers who have
incorrect information,”
she said.
It is important to understand how sleep-deprived teens operate,
Malhotra said. Besides a
general lack of focus and
concentration, young
people behave differently
than adults when
fatigued. There can be a
tendency to fidgeting and
irritation. The doctor said
he is also concerned that
other conditions young
people are increasingly
diagnosed with — depression and attention deficit
disorder — may be tied
in with poor sleeping
habits.
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Dr. Samit Malhotra, a sleep medicine specialist, speaks about sleep disorders at Greenwich Hospital. Below, he points to a
chart tracking different components of a night’s sleep.

“It’s very easy to prescribe an anti-depressant.
But we should not be
quick to diagnose someone with depression
without looking at the
possibility of poor quality
sleep,” he said. “And the
diagnosis of ADHD is
made on patients who
may have an underlying
sleep problem. You have
to be careful that you
don’t over-diagnose or
over-treat.”
As for the range of
sleep disorders, Malhotra
said there are different
kinds of conditions, each
associated with different
causes. Breathing problems, such as apnea, can
cause poor sleep and
daytime fatigue. There
are occasional bouts of
acute insomnia, caused
by life changes or shortterm stress, that can be
remedied with medication
or other interventions.
Long-term, chronic insomnia is often related to
a mood disorder or underlying mental health
issue.
“If you have a mood
disorder, you’re more
prone to insomnia. It’s
important to have the
mood disorder treated,”
he said.
Malhotra, who replaced
Dr. Stuart McCalley at
the sleep center following

McCalley’s retirement,
said he believes sleep
will become a better understood component in
overall health. “It’s come
a long way, and it has a
long way to go.”
The health benefits for
better sleep are hard to
quantify, Malhotra said,
but they are real.
“It takes a toll on your
body, lack of sleep. It
stresses the body,” he

said. Beside leading to
health problems, sleep
loss is a leading cause of
highway fatalities and
other accidental deaths.
“If I can prevent one
motor-vehicle accident in
my career, I’ve done my
job,” Malhotra said.
The doctor said he
hopes to become part of
the community conversation on public health,
and plans to take part in
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panel discussions and
outreach programs on
sleep hygiene in coming
months.
As to his own lifestyle,
Malhotra said he practices what he preaches,
even with a 10-month-old
infant in his home.
With a look of satisfaction, he said, “I’m very
well rested.”
Robert.Marchant@scni.com.

