BEACH TRACK CLUB

SLEEP
& SKILL

Technique isn't finished at practice. It gets locked in while you
sleep. Here's what the research says and what it means for how
we schedule training.
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THE SHORT VERSION
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HOW SKILLS GET LEARNED

A fast early phase where you improve a lot within one session. A slower phase across several
sessions. Then consolidation, where performance improves on its own after a gap of six or more
hours with no extra practice. Then automatic, where the skill needs little thought and resists
interference. Finally retention, where you can execute it after long breaks.

The efficient time to acquire a movement is awake, focused, and practicing. The consolidation
and enhancement happen during sleep, and those two are handled by different parts of the brain.
You need both.

WHAT SLEEP DOES

¢ One night of sleep after learning a movement sequence improved speed and accuracy with no
extra practice. An equal number of hours awake produced no improvement.

e Two more nights kept improving it: speed up 26 percent overall, accuracy up nearly 50 percent.
Harder tasks gained more.

o Before sleep, the slow, awkward transitions in a sequence stay slow. After sleep, those are
exactly the ones that improve. Sleep smooths the hard parts.

e The brain activity from training reappears during sleep. It isn't just doing the task that changes
sleep; it's the learning.
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NAPS

A midday nap of 60 to 90 minutes after learning produced about 16 percent improvement that
same day. Athletes who didn't nap showed none. After the next full night, the nap group gained
another 7 percent and the no-nap group about 24 percent, so both ended in the same place.
Naps change when the learning arrives, not how much, and they may protect a skill if you know a
short night is coming.

Visual skills are different: repeated practice across a day actually gets worse without rest. A 30 to
60 minute nap stops the decline. A 60 to 90 minute nap that reaches deep and REM sleep brings
performance back above where it started.

SCHEDULING

e Technique days come before full nights of sleep, not before 5 a.m. alarms. If you have an early
morning coming, we'll keep that session simple.

o Sleep debt doesn't refinance. You can't skip the night after a hard skill session and make it up
on the weekend. That window is gone.

e Protect the back end of the night. Aim for the same bedtime, and if something has to move,
move the bedtime earlier rather than the alarm later.

¢ Nap on the days it fits. Sixty to ninety minutes after school on a technical day is training, not
laziness.

* Meet week: the biggest gains come from sleep in the days before, not from one more rep.

If efficient skill learning is the goal, it's practice with sleep that leads to perfection.

Sources: Walker MP, 2005, Clinical Sports Medicine 24:301-317. Walker MP, 2005, Neuroscience 133:911-917. Robertson EM and
Pascual-Leone A, 2004, Current Biology 14:208-212. Doyon J, 2005, Current Opinion in Neurobiology 15:161-167.
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