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FOR PAUL WHO IS WHAT DREAMS ARE MADE OF.



















“I HAVE HAD A VISION. I HAD A DREAM…”


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


















Introduction



YOUR GUIDE TO DREAMLAND


How to Use This Book
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DREAMS ARE AN INVITATION TO GET TO KNOW YOURSELF, understand your mind more fully, and—ultimately—to be who you are. Think of this book as an all-access pass to your imagination and the previously unknown realm of the inner workings of your brain. The human brain is a wild and wonderful thing, a rich and vast resource of ideas, memories, meanings, thoughts, and, obviously, dreams. This guide is a toolbox you can open to help you recognize the types of dreams you have, discover patterns of frequent and repeated dreams, and identify messages from your subconscious. Your mind is a treasure chest and one of your greatest gifts. Once you start to unpack what your sleeping mind is processing, you will have a much deeper understanding of yourself and the people in your lives. You’ll also learn how to better navigate school, friendships, and activities, as well as recognize helpful signs to stay on course in life.


Starting with the how and why of dreams and the science of sleep, you’ll explore this hidden realm of the night. Dreams are no small thing either: they can be a gentle reminder from your brain or a nudge to be more aware of a situation. They can be life-changing and lead to major inventions and breakthrough ideas, as you’ll discover in “Dreams That Changed the World.” They can be inspiring and offer opportunities for DIY crafts as you’ll find in “Dream It (or Do It) Yourself.” Whatever dreams you experience, let this book guide you to better understand what’s really going on in your mind!
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Chapter 1



TO SLEEP, PERCHANCE TO DREAM: DREAM THEORY AND SLEEP SCIENCE
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WHY DO WE DREAM?


JUST WHAT EXACTLY IS A DREAM? AS YOU KNOW FROM YOUR own, they consist of seemingly random images, feelings, and fleeting thoughts that come into your mind while you are sleeping. Some we remember, but many we don’t. The feelings that dreams create can range from very happy and exciting to sad, stressful, and downright scary. Dreams can be intense! Some dreams are almost like movies with complete story lines. Others—including so many of mine!—seem to make no sense at all and sort of flit from scene to scene, often in a way that has no obvious connection. Or do they?


If, like me, you want to understand it all a bit better, starting with the science behind dreams can help. According to research, every time we sleep for at least ninety minutes, we dream. Even if you wake up not remembering your dreams, it doesn’t mean you didn’t have any. Our dreaming occurs in phases: waking, light sleep, deep sleep, Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep, and repeat. The three phases before REM are referred to as Non-Rapid Eye Movement (NREM) and are more commonly called “quiet sleep.” REM is known as “active sleep” and involves faster breathing, eye movement, and your brain being more energetic as well. The dreams we recall happen during this phase of REM sleep, and it seems that this is when we have our most intense dreams. During REM sleep, the brain immobilizes the body; otherwise, we would act out our dreams!


But why do we dream at all? While there are many theories, the most common include:




• To process feelings


• To merge memories


• To manage wants and longings


• To “warn” our waking mind of problems or threats





Why, dear reader, do you think we dream?


One of the most famous psychologists of all time, Dr. Sigmund Freud, developed a theory that dreams symbolize our hidden longings, needs, and the fulfillment of our wishes. He believed many of us hide or repress our desires for fear of being judged. Dreams would then serve as a way to process and handle feelings and emotions and also release stress. One long-term impact of Freud’s work is that he popularized the interpretation of dreams, which we enjoy and puzzle over even now.


DREAMS PROCESS INFORMATION


After waking up from a dream, our minds take all the images and memories and try to piece them together like a puzzle so that the dream makes sense. The activation-synthesis hypothesis is the formal name of an idea that claims our dreams are really just all sorts of random nonsense—signals and sensory experiences passing through the subconscious as a result of changes in neuron activity. The brain is just trying to create meaning from a bunch of different signals.
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DREAMS SUPPORT YOUR MEMORY


Some scientists believe that dreaming is really just taking lots of different information and deciding what is important enough to keep in the memory bank. We take in so much information every day—at school, hanging out with friends, reading books, talking to people, watching movies, shows, or playing video games. Our brains need to sort out all of our life experiences. This particular idea is known as the information processing theory, and many people believe this is the primary reason why humans dream. Some people work with this theory and use dream time to practice complicated tasks or ponder problems and wake up with a solution. Why not try it yourself?


YOUR DREAMS ARE A LAB


Have you ever gone to sleep thinking about a project or problem where the right idea, words, or answer just won’t come to you? You wake up in the morning and—bingo!—your mind came up with the exact inspiration you needed. That’s because your mind is a mighty problem-solving machine. The creativity theory suggests that once you are asleep, your mind can fly free and be as wildly imaginative as is needed. These “aha” moments in the morning can really help you with schoolwork or dealing with friend or family drama.


YOUR DREAMS ARE A JOURNAL


A relatively new theory of dreams is that they are a reflection of your life, a recording of sorts. This is called the continuity hypothesis, and it is the idea that your dreams bring all your real-life experiences into play. So, in other words, dreaming is something like a pieced-together patchwork of memory fragments. You may awaken and discover that your mind pointed out the importance of something that happened in your life by highlighting the event in your dreams. This may even make sure the happening goes into your long-term memory since it was emphasized in this way.


YOUR DREAMS ARE WARNING YOU


Some psychologists and researchers believe that dreams helped early peoples survive. One of the ways primitive people were able to avoid saber-toothed tigers and mastodons was by dreaming about these dangerous beasts. The unconscious mind was making sure cave dwellers were on high alert to the perils in their environment. Some sleep experts believe that such behaviors actually sharpen our fight-or-flight instincts and can also make you mentally stronger so you can handle what comes your way. Examples of these dreams include:




• Being chased


• Falling from a great height


• Forgetting something of life-and-death importance


• Forgetting to study for a major test


• Forgetting to put on clothes and being caught naked









FURTHER IDEAS ON WHY WE DREAM


Humans have been dreaming since we came into existence. Therefore, there are many ideas to explain the function of dreams in our lives. Which of these theories do you believe?


The brain is like a computer: it is deleting files that are no longer needed, sort of scrubbing your mind and decluttering so it is fresh and ready for new memories in the morning. Here’s to clearing the mental clutter!


A theory called continual-activation is that dreaming keeps our brain sharp so it can function really well and keep recording new memories and new learning so you can be both smart and safe.


A somewhat more direct concept is that dreams are simply our brains processing outer stimuli such as music, a bird’s song, a person shouting, or anything that might require you to respond in the best way. A great example is a parent needing to hear a baby’s cry to feed or protect the baby. Their brains will wake them up in the middle of the night so they can care for their infant. Sometimes they hear crying in their dreams, which alerts them to wake up.


A very counterintuitive idea called reverse-learning theory is an intriguing one—we dream to forget! Neuroscientists point out that we have zillions of neural connections in what we have stored in our brains—stuff learned at school, from books, our memories—and there is just too much to hold on to, so this concept is that our dreams are sorting out what needs to be kept and what can be forgotten forever.








DREAMS HELP US WITH ALL THE FEELS


Our dreams are like a lab where our brain tests out emotions and enables us to process them in a healthy way. This is called the emotional regulation theory, and researchers claim that this is the main function of dreams—to support us in coping with our feelings and, most importantly, the really difficult ones such as loss, grief, trauma, sadness, and those *feels* that are an unavoidable part of life. Your dreaming mind is a safe space where you can somehow practice for what you might encounter in real life. I am sure you have had emotionally charged dreams in your REM sleep and woke up thinking it was all real. These vivid dreams are your brain at work.


Do you share your dreams with others and talk about them? I suggest you do, as neuroscientists—those who specialize in how our brains work—have discovered a high degree of empathy in those who discuss their dreams with family and friends. This is yet another way in which dreams are really good for us!
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The world record for the longest a person has ever gone without sleep is 264 hours.












LUCID DREAMS


Have you ever had a dream where you know you are asleep and can direct your dreams? This kind of dream is known as a lucid dream. They are rare, and scientists are still trying to understand them. It does sound pretty great to be able to control your dream and make it play out as you want. There are even training courses where you can learn to become a lucid dreamer. Some people compare this to experiencing a real-life video game. May all your dreams be happy ones!


ANXIETY DREAMS


When we are under stress, which is all too common nowadays, it can show up when we go to sleep at night. Anxiety or stress dreams are like nightmares and can cause us to wake up upset, sad, or even a little bit scared. Not to worry, Dear Reader: this is yet another way your dreaming mind is protecting you so you can process whatever is bothering you in life and deal with the emotions in the safe space of your dreamscape. Dreams can help you cope with what is going on in your life!
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