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The mother of all baby columns

Babies who are learning to crawl wake more often 
at night, study finds

Here’s another item to add to that long list of reasons why babies wake in the night. 
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Nine-month-old Matilda Parker began crawling three weeks ago, said mother Michelle Parker, and often likes to head 
straight for labradoodle Bakerloo's water bowl. 
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Baby is learning to crawl.

Researchers from the Department of Counseling and Human Development at the University 
of Haifa in Israel have discovered that babies who are learning to crawl tend to wake more 
frequently in the night than they did previously (twice each nights as opposed to 1.5 times 
per night, on average). 

It’s a reminder that babies have their own very good reasons for waking in the night, even if 
those reasons aren’t always immediately obvious to the rest of us. 

“This study is a fascinating one and builds upon some well-established findings in the 
developmental science literature, many from the Haifa lab,” says Jean-Paul Boudreau, 
professor of psychology and director of the Cognition, Health, Infancy, Learning, 
Development (CHILD) Lab at Ryerson University. 

“In the first two years of life, babies are really consumed by motor development and motor 
changes,” he says, adding advances in motor skills are linked to advances in understanding, 
problem-solving, social-emotional development, and communication. “We should expect 
changes in one system, say, crawling, to have an impact on another, say, sleeping. As we 
like to say in our CHILD lab, ‘Action equals Cognition,’ which highlights the intimate and 
powerful relationship between learning to move and learning to think.”

So what is it that causes beginner crawlers to rouse themselves — and their parents —
more often in the night? 

While there’s no way to tell for sure, the University of Haifa researchers have a couple of 
theories. It could be that babies are more easily roused from sleep while their brains are 
busy trying so solve a fascinating new puzzle: the mechanics of learning to crawl. 

Or it could be that a newly mobile baby who is experimenting with increased independence 
during the day may crave added reassurance from her parents at night. 

Both theories make sense to Melissa Melanson of Ottawa, mother of 8-month-old Oliver. 
She recalls receiving some words of reassurance from a lactation consultant when she 
expressed concern about her baby’s night-waking. “She said, ‘I think he’s learning 
something new.’” The lactation consultant also told her that it’s normal for a baby to be 
gaining independence and be clingier at the same time.

Michelle Parker, Toronto mother of 9-month-old Matilda, noticed a major shift in her baby’s 
sleep patterns once her daughter started trying to figure out how to crawl. And when Matilda 
wakes in the night, “she’s on hands and knees, rocking back and forth.”

Of course, there’s an exception to every rule. Lindsay Pennell of Brockville says her 9-month
-old daughter Remy has started sleeping longer during the day and better at night since she 
began crawling. “Because she’s so active, she just tires herself out.”

Understanding what’s going on inside your baby’s brain may provide you with the patience 
required to take a wait-and-see approach to your baby’s increased night-waking—to wait to 
find out if what you’re dealing with is simply a temporary glitch and to see if your baby’s night
-waking issues resolve on their own, notes Robyn Stremler, assistant professor in the 
Lawrence S. Bloomberg Faculty of Nursing at the University of Toronto and the mother of 
two preschoolers: “It can be stressful when you hit this kind of blip in the road.”

So how long should you expect to wait for your baby to crawl her way to dreamland? About 
three months, according to the University of Haifa researchers. They found that the more 
frequent night-waking tends to subside about three months after baby starts crawling.

Kylie Choudhry, a Pickering mother of two, is up a lot in the night with 9-month-old Hannah. 
“It’s harder to settle her to sleep and to get her to stay asleep because she’s so focused on 
crawling. It’s like she’s saying, ‘I have this new skill. I have to practice it all the time!’” What 
helps to get her through the night is the realization that it won’t be long before these nights of 
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interrupted sleep are behind her and her baby has morphed into a toddler. “I keep telling 
myself, ‘This is just a stage. It will pass.’”

Ann Douglas is the author of numerous books about pregnancy and parenting, including The 
Mother of All Baby Books. Her website is www.having-a-baby.com.
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