
Contrary to the axiom “if
you snooze, you lose,” you
may actually lose if you

don’t snooze, which would place
your well-being and health at risk.

Sleep is an integral component
of health. Reduction of sleep results
in a significant negative impact on
daily function. Without sleep, a
person performs poorly, loses cog-
nitive ability and has a diminished
quality of life.

Disease and sleep are inter-
twined—disease affects sleep; sleep
affects disease. The relatively new
specialty of sleep medicine impacts
multiple medical specialties, espe-
cially those of neurology, pul-
monology, rehabilitation medicine,
psychiatry, gastroenterology, sur-
gery and otolaryngology. Sleep
medicine at the Medical College of
Wisconsin is multidisciplinary.

Board certified sleep and medical
specialists from Otolaryngology
and Communication Sciences, Neu-
rology, and Pulmonary Medicine
principally direct the Medical Col-
lege & Froedtert Sleep Disorders
Program. B. Tucker Woodson, MD,
ABSM (Associate Professor of
Otolaryngology and Communica-
tion Sciences); Humberto Battistini,
MD, ABSM (Assistant Professor of
Neurology); and Elizabeth Jacobs,
MD (Professor and Chief of Pul-
monary and Critical Care Med-
icine), are involved in the sleep pro-
gram along with consultants from
oral and maxillofacial surgery,

bariatric surgery, psychiatry and
psychology.

The sleep program focuses on
patient care and research. The pro-
gram’s associate director, Dr.
Battistini is on the clinical front
line. He diagnoses and treats sleep
disorders, interprets sleep studies
and helps oversee day-to-day oper-
ations of the lab while educating
neurology residents about sleep
medicine.

The most common sleep disor-
der seen by sleep physicians is ob-
structive sleep apnea syndrome,
which affects 2 percent to 4 percent
of adults. The disorder results from
collapse and obstruction of the
pharyngeal airway. Untreated, it
can cause high blood pressure and
other cardiovascular disease, mem-
ory problems, weight gain, impo-
tence and headaches.

Risk factors—including being
male, overweight and older than 40
—account for the high prevalence
of this disorder in medical patients.
This underscores the critical need
for primary care physicians, includ-
ing Internists and Internal Med-
icine subspecialties, to recognize
and screen for such disorders.
Participation of multiple disciplines
in the sleep disorders clinics in-
creases the diagnostic and thera-
peutic options open to our patients,
according to Dr. Jacobs.

Doctor Woodson is the sleep
program’s director. Under his lead-
ership, the sleep lab has completed

the first-ever, single-blind, random-
ized, nasal continuous positive air-
way pressure (CPAP) controlled
clinical trial for a surgical treatment
for patients with mild sleep apnea.

The trial found the procedure—
done using radiofrequency energy
on an outpatient basis with local
anesthetic—effective in improving
mild and moderate sleep apnea. The
surgery may be part of alternative
treatment for select patients who do
not tolerate nasal CPAP.

Although various treatments of-
fered at the Medical College—in-
cluding behavior modification,
breathing aids, medication and sur-
gery—may be appropriate for dis-
orders ranging from insomnia to
narcolepsy, innovative faculty re-
search is geared toward finding a
surrogate for sleep’s power to sus-
tain health.

Carol Everson, PhD, Associate
Professor of Neurology and of Cell
Biology, Neurobiology and Ana-
tomy, is studying the physical
health effects of sleep deprivation
by focusing on neuroendocrine and
immune systems. Her preclinical
research is mostly funded by con-
current grants from the National
Heart, Lung and Blood Institute
and the National Institute of Neu-
rological Disorders and Stroke.

In earlier work, Dr. Everson
identified bacteremia as a clinical
marker of sleep deprivation in ani-
mals. The early presence of bacteria
in normally sterile tissue is a result
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of an underlying problem in the
host defense system. She asserts
that immune compromise and hor-
monal changes are linked and is re-
searching the specific mechanisms
responsible for immune suppres-
sion when sleep is deprived.

Her research suggests sleep dep-
rivation alters the brain’s regulation
of hormone release. Thyroid hor-
mone concentrations are very low
in sleep-deprived rats, though the
thyroid gland operates properly.
Prolactin concentrations and growth
hormone release also are sup-
pressed. She has traced the dys-
function to the hypothalamus and
is currently investigating exactly
how lack of sleep affects the brain
by studying the synthesis and re-

lease of neuropeptides and the roles
of excitatory and inhibitory neuro-
chemicals.

Finding a clinically significant
marker in humans will hopefully
elucidate why sleep deprivation is a
risk factor in disease and provide in-
sight into the biological mechanisms
responsible for sleep’s restorative
properties. The goal is to develop
treatments that assuage the health
consequences of poor sleep. Critical
care patients, whose lack of sleep
stems from the discomfort of illness
or injury, are among the anticipated
beneficiaries.

Before any treatment can be pre-
scribed, however, patients and physi-
cians must have the wherewithal to
recognize a sleep disorder. Sleep

disorders are grossly underdiag-
nosed, and pathologic sleepiness is
generally accepted as a way of life.

Driving under the influence of
alcohol was once regarded too flip-
pantly, but with societal awareness
grew greater caution and responsi-
bility. Such a renaissance may be
necessary for sleep—many people
get behind the wheel of vehicles
impaired by sleep deprivation. The
danger can be equal to that of
drinking and driving.

The Medical College of Wis-
consin is committed to educating
the public about sleep disorders
and providing a resource for physi-
cians to help more heads hit their
pillows for health and healthy
sleep.




