
SAPPER LEADER COURSE PREPARATION 

Prioritizing Sleep: 
Why it matters for Sapper School 

Sleep is a vital physiological function that plays a critical role in both 
physical and mental health. To promote muscle growth, strength, and 
repair during training for Sapper School, it is essential to obtain high-
quality sleep, as muscle development and recovery occur during 
specific stages of sleep.

Chronic inadequate sleep elevates levels of catabolic hormones, such 
as cortisol, while decreasing levels of anabolic hormones, including 
testosterone, growth hormone, and insulin-like growth factors. These 
hormonal imbalances create an environment that promotes protein 
breakdown and inhibits protein synthesis, rendering training gains 
ineffective without sufficient sleep.

There is a correlational relationship between sleep quality and injury 
prevention, as well as immunosuppression, and a causal relationship 
with body mass index (BMI). Notably, the majority of testosterone 
production and secretion occurs during sleep.

To ensure that training gains are sustainable, prioritizing sleep in the 
lead-up to Sapper School is crucial. No amount of additional training 
or dietary adjustments can compensate for the negative effects of 
inadequate high-quality sleep.

The following schedule will assist in preparing for the anticipated 
periods of sleep deprivation during Sapper School, a strategy known 
as sleep banking. 



Sleep Banking Schedule 

T-10

Begin Sleep Banking 
Increase sleep by 30 minutes  
Decrease Light exposure 30 mins before bed 
Begin decreasing caffeine/ stimulant intake – limit usage to before 
1200 

T-9

Increase sleep by 30 minutes 
Decrease Light exposure 40 mins before bed 
No caffeine/ stimulant use past 1200 

T-8 &
T-4

Urgent need to prioritize sleep Increase sleep by 45 mins 
Decrease Light exposure 60 mins before bed Discontinue caffeine/ 
stimulant intake 

T-3
Increase hours of sleep by 1 hour  
Decrease Light exposure 60 mins before bed 
Discontinue caffeine/ stimulant intake 

T-2 &
T-1

Increase hours of sleep by 1 hour 
Decrease Light exposure 60 mins before bed 
Discontinue caffeine/ stimulant intake 

**Research does not support the effectiveness of “recovery sleep” or making up 
sleep after long periods of sleep restriction. Sleep banking or increasing sleep 
PRIOR to sleep restriction is shown to improve cognitive performance during 

restriction period and improve recovery post restriction. Prioritizing and increasing 
sleep before Castle Forge is effective, while sleeping extra after the mission is over 

is not effective. ** 
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Cognitive skills training is an essential element of achieving peak 
performance. Mental skills development focuses on enhancing 
psychological tools that improve attention, memory, critical thinking, 
decision-making, emotional regulation, and resilience. Incorporating 
these tools into one’s skill set will enhance focus, mitigate stress and 
anxiety, promote perseverance through challenges, and facilitate 
recovery after setbacks.

Emotional Regulation: 

Harnessing the Psychophysiology 
of Breathing 

Breathing is not just a mechanical process; it serves as a vital link 
between the brain and body, influencing emotional regulation, stress 
responses, and autonomic nervous system function. By understanding 
the psychophysiology of breathing, individuals can manage stress 
responses, regulate emotions, and enhance performance in 
challenging situations.

Breathing is primarily regulated by centers in the brainstem that 
respond to carbon dioxide (CO₂), oxygen (O₂), and blood pH levels. 
The autonomic nervous system (ANS) controls involuntary breathing. 
Under stress, the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) increases 
respiratory rate, leading to rapid, shallow breathing (hyperventilation), 
which can cause dizziness, tingling, and increased heart rate due to 
CO₂ imbalance. This hyperventilation activates a stress response 
feedback loop that can induce anxiety and panic.

In contrast, the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) promotes 
relaxation by slowing the heart rate and improving oxygen exchange. 
While the ANS operates automatically, the motor cortex allows for 
conscious control of breathing.
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Under stress, the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) increases 
respiratory and heart rates, leading to shallow, rapid breathing 
primarily in the chest. In contrast, at rest, the parasympathetic 
nervous system (PNS) decreases respiratory and heart rates, 
promoting deeper breaths through the diaphragm, also known as belly 
breathing.

Even during stressful situations, it is possible to activate the PNS to 
maintain calmness, relax the body, and regulate emotional states. This 
skill leverages the psychophysiology of breathing. Each inhale 
stimulates the SNS, while each exhale activates the PNS. Therefore, 
to remain relaxed under pressure, focus on extending the exhale, 
which also enhances oxygen exchange—essential for sustaining 
muscle function.

By employing proper breathing mechanics, performance can be 
improved through enhanced muscle endurance, reduced fatigue, 
shorter recovery periods, and decreased cognitive strain, allowing for 
greater capacity in critical thinking and decision-making.
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Breathing Mechanics 
Breathing involves more than simply inhaling and exhaling. 
Establishing proper breathing patterns and identifying an effective 
cadence for various situations is essential. Strengthening the 
diaphragm to increase lung capacity for deeper breaths also enhances 
performance by allowing greater oxygen intake and reducing the 
demand on the muscles involved in breathing.

To assess your breathing mechanics, follow these steps:

Sit or stand in a relaxed, upright posture.
Place one hand on your chest and the other on your stomach.
Breathe normally.
If your abdomen is the primary muscle engaged, you are effectively 
activating your diaphragm. If you primarily breathe with your chest, 
you may not achieve full breaths, resulting in less oxygen for the 
muscles and increased SNS activation. In this case, focus on extending 
your abdomen during inhalation and drawing your belly toward your 
spine during exhalation.

During inhalation, the diaphragm, located below the lungs, pulls 
downward, expanding the lungs and inflating the lower torso. During 
exhalation, the diaphragm presses upward against the lungs while the 
belly moves inward, narrowing the torso.

Initially, this diaphragmatic breathing may feel uncomfortable as it 
engages auxiliary muscles in the chest, neck, and back that may be 
underdeveloped. In contrast, diaphragmatic breathing primarily 
involves the intercostals, abdominals, and diaphragm, with minimal 
reliance on auxiliary muscles.

Adaptation to this breathing technique may take time, but with 
practice, the primary muscles can be trained to handle most of the 
respiratory workload. To practice, try the following exercise for a few 
minutes: take two quick inhalations through the nose to fill the lungs 
to maximum capacity, followed by a slow exhalation through pursed 
lips.
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Intercostal Stretch 
Practice this exercise while sitting on the floor or standing. If seated 
on the floor, cross your legs and place one hand on your knee and the 
other on the floor near your hips for support. If standing, keep your 
hands at your sides.

As you inhale, raise the arm that is on your knee high into the air. 
While continuing to inhale, bend your elbow to approximately a 90-
degree angle so that your hand is positioned behind your head. Begin 
your exhale as you lean to the side of the supporting hand, feeling a 
stretch in your intercostals.

Alternate arms throughout this stretching exercise while maintaining 
diaphragmatic breathing.

SAPPER LEADER COURSE PREPARATION 



Spinal Twists 
This exercise can be performed in a chair or on the floor. If seated in a 
chair, use the backrest for support while twisting.

Sit with one leg extended in a resting position and the other leg with 
the knee drawn toward your chest. Place both hands on the knee for 
support. Inhale through your nose, engaging your diaphragm. At the 
peak of your inhale, turn outward away from the extended leg and 
begin your exhale. Repeat this exercise on both sides.

*Note: Both of these exercises can be incorporated into Attention
Training (below).
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Attention Training 
Attention training, also known as mindfulness, involves being fully 
present and engaged in the moment while remaining aware of 
thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and surroundings without 
judgment. It encompasses both a mental state and a set of techniques 
designed to cultivate present-moment awareness.

The benefits of attention training include reduced stress, improved 
sleep, enhanced focus, better memory, improved decision-making, 
emotional regulation, and overall performance enhancement. This 
practice enables individuals to identify what is important at any given 
moment and allocate appropriate attention to it. Additionally, it 
facilitates the effective shifting of attention between different tasks.

  Attention Training Exercises 
Breath Awareness: This foundational attention training exercise 
focuses on the breath. Begin in a comfortable position that is relaxed 
yet alert, and practice diaphragmatic breathing, aiming to double the 
length of your exhale.
Settle In: Close your eyes gently or soften your gaze. Take a few 
deep breaths (in through the nose, out through the mouth) to relax, 
then let your breathing return to its natural rhythm.
Focus on Your Breath: Direct your attention to the sensations of 
breathing—whether in your chest, nostrils, or belly—without trying to 
control it.
Stay Present: Acknowledge any thoughts, sounds, or sensations 
without judgment, and gently return your focus to your breath each 
time your mind wanders. Use simple mental notes like “thinking” or 
“feeling” as needed.
Start with 5-10 Minutes: Begin with 5 to 10 minutes, gradually 
increasing the duration as you become more comfortable. Counting 
your breaths (inhale 1, exhale 2, up to 10) can help maintain focus.
End Gently: When ready to finish, take a few deeper breaths.
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Slowly open your eyes and take a moment to notice how you feel. If 
this practice is new, it may feel awkward initially, but persistence is 
key. The most important aspect of training is recognizing when your 
attention wanders. This awareness and the act of returning your focus 
to your breath strengthen your attention system, enabling you to more 
quickly identify and return to "What’s Important Now." 

Variations of Attention Training:

Body Scan: Begin at your toes and focus on any tension or 
sensations in your body. Gradually scan upward, pausing at each 
body part to observe what you feel. If your mind wanders, 
acknowledge it and bring your focus back to the body. Consider 
setting a timer to allocate roughly one minute for each section of your 
body.

Environmental Awareness: Start by focusing on your breath, then 
gradually expand your attention to your surroundings. Notice 
physical sensations (tightness, warmth), sounds (near or far), 
thoughts (images or words), and emotions (pleasant or unpleasant). 
There is no need to seek anything out; simply observe what arises 
without fixating on any one experience. Acknowledge each 
experience with a silent label, such as “thinking,” “hearing,” or 
“feeling.” Allow each experience to exist as it is, without holding on 
or pushing away. If your mind fixates on one experience, gently 
redirect your awareness to what comes next, letting your attention 
flow naturally from one moment to another. You are merely 
observing.
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This exercise can also be performed while walking or running by 
noticing the sights, sounds, smells, and other sensory experiences in 
your environment. The goal is to observe without fixation. If you find 
yourself lost in thought or fixated on a single object, acknowledge this 
and then broaden your attention to your surroundings. Use your senses 
to notice what is around you: observe something you see, then move 
on; notice something you hear, then move on; and do the same for 
smell, taste, and touch. Simply observe without judgment or 
elaboration. This practice trains your attention system to engage with 
the environment, which is essential for performance and decision-
making.
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Study Skills:  
Learn Smarter, Not Harder 

Learning involves connecting new information to existing knowledge 
in the brain through associative networks.

How Memory Works:

Sensory Memory: Briefly holds incoming information for a few 
seconds.
Short-Term Memory: Temporarily stores limited information (about 
seven items for approximately 20 seconds).
Long-Term Memory: Stores information indefinitely through encoding 
and retrieval.
Encoding: Converts information into a storable format, enhanced by 
attention, emotion, and repetition.
Retrieval: Accesses stored information, strengthened by active recall 
and spaced repetition.

To effectively process information, attention is crucial, highlighting 
the importance of practicing attention training exercises. Short-term 
memory retains information briefly—like a self-erasing whiteboard—
unless it is encoded into long-term memory. Once stored, retrieval is 
necessary and can be the most challenging aspect.

The following study process supports both encoding and retrieval, 
often referred to as the "power hour."

Step 1: Optimize Your Environment

Create a quiet, organized, and distraction-free space. Study in 
approximately 50-minute blocks. Ensure you eat beforehand, as 
hunger can be distracting. Bring water and maintain a positive mental 
attitude.
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Step 2: Self-Testing (Approximately 10 Minutes)
If this is your first study block of the day, you may skip this step or 
use a quiz from the previous day (more details in Step 4). After 
completing the quiz, establish your goals for the study session and 
what you aim to accomplish in the next 40 minutes.

Step 3: Study to Learn (Approximately 30-40 Minutes)
Based on your session goals, utilize various brain-friendly study 
strategies to enhance encoding and retrieval. Below are effective 
strategies to consider.

• Active Reading and Elaboration: Read the material and formulate
questions. Explain the ideas in your own words and connect new
information to what you already know using images, graphs, and mind
maps. Summarize the new information in your own words.

• Active Problem-Solving: Practice retrieving information without
referencing the material, then check for accuracy.

• Concept Outlining: Outline new concepts and link them to related
ideas.

• Dual Coding: Combine text with visuals, such as charts, graphs,
images, and diagrams.

• Interleaving Practice: Rotate between subjects or topics, noting their
relationships and differences. Design real-world problems in different
subjects that the new information could address.

Step 4: Create a Quiz/Test for Your Next Power Hour (Approximately 
10 Minutes)

Design a quiz or test based on the material you plan to study in your 
next session.
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Step 5: Refuel, Take a Walk, and Reoptimize Your Environment 
(Approximately 10 Minutes)
Taking a break from studying is essential for the learning process. 
Since short-term memory is fleeting, stepping away allows you to 
"forget" what you just reviewed, enabling you to test your retention. 
Ideally, refuel and take a walk in nature; if that's not possible, try to 
move around. Avoid checking your phone, as it can disrupt your focus 
and detract from a productive study session.

Step 6: Repeat or Sleep
If you are completing multiple power hours, return to Step 2 (self-
testing) using the quiz you created in Step 4. If this is your final power 
hour of the day, remember that memory consolidation occurs during 
sleep. Quality sleep is crucial for retaining the information you 
studied.
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