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ABOUT THE BOOK



 

Whether your child is a night owl or a nap resister, help is at hand with The Sleepeasy Solution!

Sleep-deprived parents take note: the two women who help Hollywood’s A-listers get their ZZZs share their foolproof, family-friendly solution to get any baby or toddler to sleep through the night – in less than five nights.

Jill Spivack and Jennifer Waldburger give parents all the tools they need: a customised sleep plan, clear step-by-step instructions and plenty of emotional support as your child learns. Their ‘least-cry’ approach ensures that healthy sleep habits are established quickly without any guessing and without any guilt.


	Teach your child to sleep through the night and take regular naps

	Say goodbye to early morning waking

	End bedtime battles

	Find easy solutions to common problems such as teething, illness, travelling and managing multiple siblings



‘Jill and Jennifer gave us the skills, reassurance and confidence we needed to make the dream of sleep a fast reality … we are eternally grateful!’ Ben Stiller and Christine Taylor, actors


 



ABOUT THE AUTHORS



 

As cofounders of Sleepy Planet, Jennifer Waldburger and Jill Spivack are recognized experts in both sleep and parent education. They have been featured in a variety of media, including The Wall Street Journal, CBS Evening News, Inside Edition, Variety, Fit Pregnancy, Los Angeles Children, Los Angeles, Fit TV’s Guru to Go, City Baby LA, and Los Angeles Daily News. They are also the resident sleep experts on ModernMom.com.

Jill Spivack, LMSW, completed her graduate studies at University of Southern California and worked as a psychotherapist at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center’s Early Childhood Department. Her involvement in pediatric sleep began in 1997, when Ms. Spivack was a typically overtired mother of an 8-month-old who had trouble sleeping through the night. Desperate for sleep but anxious about hearing her baby cry, Jill, who was then residing in New York City, turned to a local parenting center for help. When both her son and the whole family began sleeping soundly a few nights later, she realized what a valuable service she had received. She began working shortly thereafter at the Soho Parenting Center in New York as a parent educator, psychotherapist, and sleep consultant. After relocating to Los Angeles in 1999, she cofounded Childsleep and then went on to cofound Sleepy Planet.

Jennifer Waldburger, LCSW, began her professional career as a writer and editor in New York City, working for such publications as Town & Country magazine, Redbook, Good Housekeeping, and Harper’s Bazaar. She earned her master’s degree in social work at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. As a practicing psychotherapist, Jennifer noticed that many families were severely sleep deprived and functioning poorly due to exhaustion. She then cofounded The Sleeping Child, a pediatric sleep consultation business, in Chicago in 2001. She joined Childsleep as co-owner in 2003, and cofounded Sleepy Planet in 2006, where she offers private sleep consultations and parent education for parents of young children and leads new-mother groups. Jennifer also maintains a private psychotherapy practice in Los Angeles, California. In addition, Jennifer does healing and energy work with families, particularly parents and young children.
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What People Are Saying …

“Sleepy Planet gave us the skills, reassurance, and confidence we needed to make the dream of sleep a fast reality. This approach was truly amazing in helping our family to thrive and we are eternally grateful!”

—Ben Stiller and Christine Taylor, Actors

“Sleepy Planet gave us all the tools we needed to get our baby sleeping through the night. Now when we say goodnight to our daughter, we know it really will be a good night.”

—Greg Kinnear, Actor

“Sleepy Planet has unparalleled success in giving my families a good night’s sleep and provides them with the skills for ongoing, long-term success.”

—Alisa Bromberg, M.D., Pediatrician

“While most sleep books just address the how-to’s, The Sleepeasy Solution speaks directly to the soft-hearted parent who will find great relief in knowing that this approach is well thought out and emotionally sensitive to the entire family.”

—Amy Brenneman, Actor

“My baby’s well-being means everything to me, and Sleepy Planet not only helped her sleep but put my heart at ease. Our peaceful nights are a huge gift for us all.”

—Carnie Wilson, Singer

“Thanks to Sleepy Planet for the advice and kind support. My daughter goes to sleep smiling—what higher praise can I give?”

—Jennifer Beals, Actor

“Sleepy Planet has significantly touched the lives of countless families at our center over the past decade.”

—Corky Harvey and Wendy Haldeman

Lactation Consultants and Cofounders, The Pump Station

“If you are the parent of a baby or young child and you ever want to get a good night’s sleep again, you must read this book! The Sleepeasy Solution offers clear solutions and practical advice even the most sleep-deprived parent can benefit from.”

—Jane Buckingham, Author, Modern Girl’s Guide to Motherhood

“This book offers parents techniques that work fast and loads of support around the emotional side of sleep learning. With these essential tools, the whole family will be sleeping in no time.”

—Dr. Jenn Berman, Author, The A-Z Guide to Raising Happy, Confident Kids

“Now my daughter is going to bed with a smile. This approach is miraculous!”

—Bonnie Z., Mother
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Jennifer Waldburger, LCSW, and Jill Spivack, LMSW

Cofounders of Sleepy Planet—Helping the World Sleep, One Child at a Time
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FOREWORD



 

If you are like most parents, you truly—and rightfully—panic at the prospect of teaching your child how to sleep through the night. It’s easy to picture a worst-case scenario in which your child is crying as you stand by feeling helpless and guilty. As a result, many parents rationalize bad sleep habits, coming up with excuses for why their children must be rocked to sleep or eat throughout the night.

But what we tend to forget is that children—just like their parents—really do want to sleep through the night. The difference is that we already know how; our children have to learn. So how do you teach your child to sleep in a way that doesn’t break your heart and that ensures healthy sleep habits for a lifetime? Can it be done without having your child “scream it out”?

As a pediatrician and the mother of two young children, I know all too well about the struggles with sleep. In my own home, despite the advice I give all day long about letting a baby learn to self-soothe, I experienced firsthand how easy it is to doubt yourself in the middle of the night. When each of my children cried, I wanted to hold and console them, even though I knew that “helping” them didn’t actually help them sleep. The challenge is to find a balance. On the one hand, you must help your child learn the essential skills he or she needs to self-soothe. On the other hand, you must support your helpless baby or limit-testing toddler with love and affection. Finding this balance is where most parents get lost.

Jill Spivack and Jennifer Waldburger are exceptionally good at guiding parents out of the sleep-learning maze. They give their advice with full hearts, knowing the struggles you face when the sun goes down and it is time for your child to go to bed. They’ve helped many of my own patients get through the sleep-learning process quickly, with minimal tears. In this book, they offer the same essential tools that they use in their private practice. The most important aspect of teaching good sleep habits is to have a solid plan of action, so you’ll know what to do in the middle of the night when your defenses are down and your resolve is tested. In these moments, and throughout the sleep-learning process, this book will be the most important item on your nightstand.

Research shows that our health is intimately tied to the quality of our rest. Kids grow when they sleep. They wake up happier, more active, and less moody when they sleep well and for long stretches. As parents, we all know that we are more patient and more capable of enjoying time with our children when we are well rested. Sleep is not a luxury; it is a necessity. For parents and children, the quality of our sleep is as important as the quality of the air we breathe and the food we eat. Jennifer and Jill will ensure that you finally begin to get the rest so essential to your entire family’s well-being.

Cara Natterson, M.D.

Pediatrician and author of

Your Newborn: Head to Toe and

Your Toddler: Head to Toe


 



INTRODUCTION: WE FEEL YOUR PAIN



 

Before you became a parent, your experiences with sleepless nights were probably few and far between. Sure, every so often you had the flu and were up all night, but you were able to take the day off work and recover. Or maybe you had occasional late nights out with your spouse or friends, talking and laughing till the wee hours. You may have wondered what all of the fuss was with your sleep-deprived friends who had children, secretly thinking, “Why can’t they just put their kid to sleep? How hard is it to get a baby down for bed?” (And while you were at it, you may have imagined that your girlfriends with babies who “didn’t work” had hours free to lounge around drinking lattes.)

Flash forward to the present day: Now you’re the parent. We’re venturing to guess, if you’ve purchased this book, that you may feel as if the karma police have paid you back big time by giving you your own child with a sleep problem. Welcome to the club! But don’t worry; your doubts about your friends’ intelligence did not curse you into having a sleep fighter forever, and besides, you’re in very good company. Sleep—or lack thereof—is perhaps the most frequently discussed topic among parents of children from birth to five years old. Everyone talks about sleep, but this precious commodity is in dangerously short supply in far too many households. Our recognition of this crisis is what led us to open our sleep-consulting practice, Sleepy Planet—and although we’ve now helped thousands of families throughout the country and across the globe get the rest they so desperately need, there are many thousands more who are still struggling. Chances are that if you bought this book, then you are one of those families, and our hearts go out to you.

We have the deepest empathy for what it feels like to stand in your shoes. You are so tired you can’t think straight or function, and you can’t even remember when you and your spouse last had a date night. But you love your child madly and would do anything to make sure she knows it—including feeding or rocking her to sleep, lying down with her in bed, or rushing to her side whenever she cries at night. You are a loving, caring parent who just wants what’s best for your child.

And yet your child is not sleeping well, and that’s wreaking havoc on your whole family. Desperate for answers, you may have read other books, talked to anyone who will listen, and scoured the Internet for solutions. But somehow, maddeningly, your sleep problems remain unresolved. We hope you know that your child’s sleep problems do not stem from a lack of intelligence on your part. The families who come to see us at Sleepy Planet are bright, educated people who pride themselves on making informed decisions about their children. We’ve seen mothers and fathers with more degrees than we can count on one hand—doctors, lawyers, researchers, and business executives—who have felt miserably lost about how to resolve their child’s night wakings or nap problems. The dedicated parents who come to see us for help have tried just about anything, including sleeping in the bed (or even the crib) with their child, to get a good night’s sleep. Many even already know what their “bad habits” are, or at least some of what they need to do differently. So if they’re so smart—if you’re so smart—then why aren’t you all getting some serious shut-eye?

The answer is simple: when it comes to your child, there’s emotion involved; you love him more than anything, and your brain can’t ignore what your heart is guiding you to do. When it’s 3:00 AM and your child isn’t sleeping, your head might tell you that spending hours rocking or walking with him, or pulling him into bed, isn’t an ideal solution, but your heart is insisting that he’s crying, he’s upset, and you must help him. So what’s a loving, intelligent parent to do?

Our goal at Sleepy Planet has always been to encourage parents to listen to their own natural instincts while providing them with the information they need to resolve their sleep problems quickly. Drawing from the current available research on children and sleep, our backgrounds in child development and psychotherapy, and hands-on parenting, we also offer years of experience in having helped thousands of families through the sleep-learning process. But arguably the most important element to our approach is the one that also ensures our families’ success: we carefully address the emotional aspects of teaching your child to sleep, so your child continues to feel loved and supported, and so you feel supported, too. In our experience, finding a happy medium between head and heart is the best way to help a child sleep better, because it doesn’t force parents into the extremes of either cold, clinical efficiency (“He’s gotta sleep, so he’s gotta cry it out alone”) or completely ignoring the family’s need for sleep (“Who cares if we’re all exhausted and miserable? We’ll just keep holding him because he’s crying!”). It’s this critical balance that gives parents the confidence to know that they’re doing what’s best for their children—and that helps families sleep well fast.

“No-Cry” Versus “Crying It Out”

Most parents wanting to make changes with their child’s sleep have heard all the debates about allowing a child to cry. This has led to a lot of confusion. Some of the methods that promise “no-cry” solutions suggest to parents that their child won’t ever cry. The idea is that being “gentler and more responsive”—continuing to soothe your child by patting, picking her up, holding her hand, and the like—means that she is less traumatized. Ironically, though, parents often report that the child still cries even while they continue to attend to her; all children protest change, and the way they let us know they don’t like the change is to cry. As important as it is for parents to express love to children through physical touch, and as illogical as it may seem that doing so while helping a child learn to sleep is counterproductive, it is indeed the parent’s touch that can exacerbate a child’s frustration in this scenario. The result? The child often continues to struggle with sleep, usually for weeks or even months, because she is not being allowed to learn how to soothe herself. With older children, using touch can be especially detrimental, as it tempts them to continue testing limits with you, to keep pressing until you cave in and help them to sleep. We’ve found that when using these kinds of “hands-on” methods, parents often give up on sleep learning because it takes so long to actually get better sleep that the process itself becomes exhausting.

On the other end of the spectrum are the experts who suggest that the fastest way to help a child to sleep is to allow him to “cry it out”—in other words, shutting the door and leaving your child completely alone, crying, for as long as it takes him to fall asleep. Also known as full extinction, this method actually does work, and sometimes quite quickly—although we have heard stories of children who have cried for as long as several hours at a stretch on the first night or two, perhaps bewildered and frightened because the usual helpers (namely, you) have disappeared. The idea of a child alone in the dark, crying inconsolably, doesn’t sit right with most parents, and it doesn’t sit right with us, either. It seems unnecessarily hard on both parents and child.

We think experts on both ends of the spectrum are well intentioned, but we also believe that the so-called no-cry solutions focus too much on the parent’s and child’s emotions and not enough on the necessary conditions for learning, and that the extinction methods focus too much on the child’s learning and not enough on the emotional side of sleep learning. This is how we arrived at what we call the “least-cry” approach.

The “Least-Cry” Approach

So if giving your child too much help makes her cry harder and longer, and giving her too little help makes parents (and possibly the child) feel uneasy and overwhelmed, what’s left? Finding a balance between allowing your child to learn how to sleep, while lovingly supporting her in the process. Our recipe for successful sleep learning—meaning that children learn to sleep quickly with a minimum of crying—contains two important ingredients:


1. A simple, customized sleep plan that includes step-by-step instructions for scheduling, environmental changes, and helping children change their sleep behavior, and

2. Plenty of support around the emotional aspects of teaching a child to sleep (and some inevitable frustration), to help children continue to feel loved, and to help parents remain consistent as their child learns.



Parents who use our methods usually report that their child begins to sleep through the night in less than five nights, because the child receives clear, consistent responses that shape behavior quickly, and because she feels your loving encouragement while she learns. In a matter of days, children learn that they don’t need assistance from their parents—with a bit of practice they become expert sleepers, and the whole family finally begins to get the rest they need.

Although there are other methods designed to offer parents a “middle-of-the-road” option, we haven’t found any that help a child learn as quickly and minimize the crying as effectively as the techniques we use. We believe this is because we offer an equal balance of opportunities for behavioral learning and loving support that doesn’t interfere with that learning. In this book, our aim is to give you exactly what a family would get if they were sitting in our office: our expertise, proper tools, and all the emotional support you need. We’ll help you create an organized, fail-proof plan that ensures success—usually in less than five nights. At Sleepy Planet, we’ve met thousands of parents who are in exactly the same exhausted, barely functioning boat that you’re in right now. Happily, your child’s (and thus you and your spouse’s) sleepless nights will soon feel like a quickly fading bad dream—so hang in there; help has finally arrived! (That would be us, and we’re not leaving your side till your child’s sleep is much improved. Promise.)

How to Use This Book

We developed this book with extreme parental exhaustion in mind. We know you want to be sleeping as quickly as possible, so if you’d like to jump-start the process, you can skip right to the how-to chapters: Chapter 2, “Creating Your Child’s Custom Sleep Plan” and Chapter 3, “Step-by-Step Sleep.” Eventually, though, you’ll want to read the other chapters, too, because your understanding of the issues they present will help you stay consistent as you help your child sleep and will speed you through the process.

Chapter 1, “You Don’t Have to Live Like This!” will help you understand the vital importance of everyone getting enough rest and the ways in which your child’s sleep deprivation can dangerously put his health at risk. In the section entitled “How Sleep Deprivation Affects Your Marriage,” you’ll learn that although children require constant caregiving, chronic neglect of your own needs as parents is a recipe for family disaster.

Chapters 2 and 3, “Creating Your Child’s Custom Sleep Plan” and “Step-by-Step Sleep,” contain the “nuts and bolts” information that will speed you on your way toward getting great sleep. Both you and your partner should read these chapters carefully, as you’ll want to fully understand the process—and feel in sync with each other—as you begin helping your child learn how to sleep. You’ll find your very own Sleep Planners—one for crib sleepers and one for bed sleepers—in Appendix A at the end of the book, allowing you to create a customized sleep plan for your child and family. If you prefer, you can simply jot down your own notes instead of using the planner. In Appendix C, we’ve included a Sleep Chart to help you track your child’s progress.

Chapter 4, “The Truth About Crying: Supporting Your Child While He Learns to Sleep,” addresses all of your concerns about your child’s well-being as he moves through the sleep-learning process. We understand how torturous it can be for parents when their child cries, and in reality, there is no way for a child to learn how to sleep without some frustration. For additional support, we created a special appendix entitled “Crying 911 (Emergency Help for Panicked Parents).” Be sure to put a glow-in-the-dark bookmark in this section of the book, as the information contained here will help you understand exactly how to take care of your child when she cries—and how to take care of your own feelings, too. It will come in especially handy in the middle of the night when you’re feeling like you may need some additional words of encouragement.

In Chapter 5, “The Art of the Nap,” we’ll help you plan your nap schedule based on your child’s age and walk you step by step through how to help your child nap better. Although we’ve made a separate chapter for naps, please note that we encourage parents to work on night sleep and nap sleep at the same time. In other words, you’ll begin working on naps the morning after you’ve completed your first night of sleep learning.

In Chapter 6, “Alternative Methods for Sleep Learning,” we offer variations on our techniques for parents who wish to help their child more throughout the learning process. Although children will take longer to learn with more assistance, some parents feel more at ease taking things a bit slower. We also thoroughly address cosleeping in this chapter.

There are three central chapters to further educate you on your child’s development and how it affects sleep: Chapter 7, for babies from birth to twelve months; Chapter 8, for toddlers twelve to twenty-four months; and Chapter 9, for children two to five years old. You’ll return to these chapters often as your child grows, to troubleshoot any developmental issues affecting his sleep.

Chapter 10, “Special Situations,” covers such issues as twins and multiples, colic and reflux, transitioning your child from a crib to a bed, and issues that working and single parents face. For troubleshooting during the sleep-learning process, or if your child’s sleep falls off track in the future, be sure to read the section in this chapter entitled “Bumps in the Road.” This section offers tips on how to handle developmental milestones, illness, teething, travel, and other situations that may temporarily affect your child’s ability to sleep well.

Together, these chapters cover all that you’ll need to feel grounded and supported in the decisions you’ll make to help your child sleep better.

Thousands of Happy, Rested Families Can’t Be Wrong!

What we’ve learned over years of helping families solve their sleep problems is that when they have the right combination of clear, organized information, plus the warm support of a coach—who helps to manage difficult feelings that arise, reminds them to be consistent, and helps them troubleshoot along the way—they really can’t fail. Following in the footsteps of thousands of families before you, now it’s your turn to begin to enjoy life again—and to thrive.

So let’s get started. You’re about to embark on a journey that has immeasurable rewards, and we’ll be there with you every step of the way. And just think—a great night’s sleep could be just seventy-two hours away.
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BEFORE WE BEGAN working as sleep consultants, we were practicing psychotherapists and parenting-group leaders who worked with lots of children and families. Many of the babies we saw were unusually cranky and fussy, and many of the children were having emotional or behavioral problems. The parents, meanwhile, were having a hard time staying calm and grounded as they tried to figure out what to do. Over time, what we discovered was that many of these families were experiencing chronic sleep deprivation. As we began to ask more pointed questions about families’ sleep habits, we learned that a great number of parents were baffled about how to help their children get more sleep, and that many parents were spending an incredible amount of time, day and night, searching for this holy grail. No wonder everyone was in such a lousy mood!

Lack of sleep has long been overlooked as a key contributor to kids’ physical and behavioral problems. According to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), “Problem sleepiness has serious consequences. … In children, it increases the risk of accidents and injuries. In addition, lack of sleep can have a negative effect on children’s performance in school, on the playground, in extracurricular activities, and in social relationships.” The NIH further states that “sleep problems are estimated to affect about 70 million Americans of every age, race, and socioeconomic level, and there is a growing body of scientific evidence showing that inadequate sleep results in tiredness, difficulties with focused attention, irritability, easy frustration, and difficulty modulating impulses and emotions. This is as true for children as it is for adults, although little attention has been paid to the problem of sleep in children.”

With these staggering statistics, it is critical for parents to get a handle on this issue. Like eating and breathing, sleeping is a fundamental biological function, and a family’s well-being depends on all of these basic needs being met. For children and parents, trying to get through the day on too little sleep is like trying to get through the day on junk food. At some point your body says, “Hey, I’m in danger here. I don’t have enough fuel to keep going.” If you don’t pay attention and refuel—with sleep or with nutritious food—your body will eventually begin to shut down certain systems, making you feel foggy, groggy, irritable, and tired. If you push too hard and for too long, you’ll eventually “crash and burn.” This is why we often say that kids and parents who aren’t sleeping well aren’t getting good “sleep nutrition.”

Sleep deprivation takes a toll on each level and layer of a family, including the parents and the child individually, the marriage, and the entire family system. Let’s take a closer look at each of these.

[image: image]

Are You Sleep Deprived?

As a famous foursome once sang, “All you need is love.” What they forgot to add is, “and a good night’s sleep!” After months or years of not sleeping well, both you and your child are likely feeling the effects of chronic sleep deprivation. Do any of these sound familiar?


• You congratulate yourself for being organized enough to be on time for the pediatrician’s appointment—only to spend twenty minutes searching the house for your keys.

• You get an overdue notice in the mail from the gas company, though you could swear that you paid that bill last month.

• You find things in your refrigerator that should be classified as science experiments … every week.

• You have bumps and bruises all over your body from literally walking into walls in the middle of the night.

• The husband or wife you used to smile sweetly at in the morning upon waking is now either sleeping in another room to actually get some sleep, or is a hazy outline of someone with whom you used to talk to about world events, but now resembles the walking dead.





How Sleep Deprivation Affects Your Marriage

Becoming parents is one of the biggest transitions you’ll ever go through as a couple, if not the biggest. The impact of this monumental event called birth can bring you closer together, or it can cause more stress and conflict than you’ve ever experienced in your relationship. Your ability to successfully navigate through the initial stages of parenthood and into early childhood and beyond depends on your willingness to look honestly at what you need, as individuals and as a couple, to keep your marriage alive.

While there is a good deal written about the effects of sleep deprivation on babies and children, there is very little written about the effects on parents over the long term. As you read this, you may be thinking, “Yeah, yeah, we know it’s hard on us, but all we really want to know is how to get our child to sleep. Let’s skip to the next chapter.” But in working with families over many years, we’ve seen repeatedly how parents’ basic self-care—whether attending to their physical well-being or creating personal downtime—sets the tone in a household for stability and healthy development in the children. There is no area in which this is more important than that of sleep.

In our graduate work, we studied what’s called family systems theory. In a nutshell, this theory postulates that when one part of the family system breaks down, the whole system can fall apart. As an example, think of each family member as a spoke in a wheel. If one of those spokes becomes damaged or misaligned, then the whole wheel begins to rotate unevenly. Similarly, if even one family member is off balance, it causes the whole family to be out of balance.

Now let’s apply this concept to sleep. When your child isn’t sleeping well, you and your spouse, exhausted as well, are likely to feel frustrated, anxious, and irritable with each other. Does this affect your “family wheel” from running smoothly? Most definitely. And when you, as parents, experience those difficult emotions on an ongoing basis, it can’t help but affect the way you relate to your child over time. Feeling crummy, though of course you still love your child madly, you might be too tired to feel excited to see her bright and early in the morning, or to have the patience to allow her to happily bang on pots and pans all afternoon. You may even find yourself yelling at your child, due to your short fuse, which then makes her feel guilty and ashamed. Now you’re feeling guilty, but you can’t help it—you’re exhausted! When you’re overwhelmed and tired, you miss out on many of the joyful moments that come with having a child. Quiet strolls can feel like drudgery, and chasing your toddler around the park can feel far more like work than play.

Here’s the good news: you don’t have to live like this! Let’s face it, sleep deprivation can bring out the worst in anyone. Often, parents’ sleep is so far off track that they’ve become depressed or even hostile with each other. Happily, sleep problems often resolve quickly for the families we work with. Children are quite resilient little beings who can easily learn. And as a result, your marriage and your family can thrive.

How Sleep Deprivation Affects You

The issue of self-preservation is equally important as attending to your marriage. When we’re working with parents—whether they’ve just had their first child or their third—we always underscore the importance of each individual parent caring for him- or herself first, even before they turn their attention to the marriage. Why? Well, remember that analogy of the family being like a wheel? You and your spouse are each important spokes of that wheel, and if you aren’t taking care of your own needs, then the entire wheel is out of balance. Consider this: on an airplane, when explaining what will happen in case of emergency, flight attendants instruct parents to put on their oxygen masks first and then assist their children. Sounds like the opposite of what would come naturally, right? You’d instinctively want to help your child first. But if you yourself aren’t breathing, you can’t help your child. In fact, if you aren’t breathing, your child is left alone to fend for herself. Parents must take care of their own needs individually so that they can then care for their marriage, then their children—in that order. If Mom has been feeding, playing with, and helping a child to sleep for days on end without a break, she soon won’t have anything left to give. If Dad has been feeling stress and pressure at work with no outlet, he’ll feel more irritable and uncooperative at home. Although many parents have a fairly large reserve of love and energy, both Mom and Dad need to rest and refuel with some personal time. Even if you’re currently feeling blissfully selfless as a parent, you will eventually crash if you chronically put yourself last on your list.
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Finding the Time to Refuel

If you find yourself running on empty, try one of these to help you refuel:


• Ask your spouse to cover for you for a few hours on the weekend, so you can do something for yourself. (By the way, you are not allowed to run errands for your child or the household during this time!) Start small if you need to: go to a café and read the newspaper uninterrupted, for example.

• Every so often, take your child somewhere that will tap into your adult side, rather than always choosing a parenting group or the playground. We know it’s tough to turn the focus away from him, but he may learn as much by watching you choose fruits and vegetables at the farmer’s market as he would at his music class. If you have a toddler or preschooler, take him to a family movie that you can both enjoy, or take a walk together somewhere beautiful (bring a jog stroller for when he gets tired).

• Some gyms have day care. If you like to work out or do yoga, take your child with you and let her have a quick play date while you take an hour to exercise and use the sauna.

• Guess what: it’s okay for you to coexist with your baby or child at home once in a while and not entertain him. Prop your baby in his infant seat near you with some dangly toys, put some classical music on, and hop into a bubble bath. Get in bed with your preschooler, and tell her it’s quiet time. She can bring books to your bed while you read a gossip magazine.

• Help your child learn to be a good sleeper. (That’s a gimme!) Once your child sleeps well, you’ll have evenings as an optimal time to indulge yourself by watching your favorite TV show, calling your best friend, or even doing a minifacial and plucking your brows. (You may even feel sexy afterward!)



Whatever you choose, pick something that jazzes you, and see how you feel afterward. Then pay attention to how you treat each and every member of your family when you’re done. We think you’ll be happily surprised.



How Sleep Deprivation Affects Your Child

Parents aren’t the only people in the family who suffer from extreme fatigue. If taking care of yourself or your marriage isn’t enough motivation to help your child sleep better, then we hope knowing the effects of exhaustion on your little one will be.

Research reported in Nature Neuroscience indicates that early brain development, learning, and memory are all supported by good sleep nutrition, while sleep disruption has been linked to behavioral and emotional problems. Most sleep-deprived children show some signs of chronic overtiredness: cranky or fussy behavior, dark circles under the eyes or redness around the eyes, or lots of whining or crying throughout the day. Some children, on the other hand, are miraculously even tempered even when sleep deprived and manage to remain cheerful and happy during the day; be warned, though, that their fatigue is still taking a toll on their development, which can be hard to see.

To develop to their optimum potential physically, emotionally, and cognitively, children need to get the proper amount of sleep for their age; they still do a great deal of developing during sleep in the first few years of life. If they fall short of what they need, kids are deprived of one of the most important foundations they need to be healthy. Usually this deprivation will manifest as decreased alertness, less physical coordination, and increased emotional and behavioral ups and downs throughout the day. Your child’s body, brain, and emotions are all affected. And this isn’t just a temporary phenomenon. If not resolved, sleep disturbances that start in infancy often continue into later childhood and correlate strongly with emotional, behavioral, and health problems as children grow older. In a long-term study in The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, infants who suffered from chronic sleep deprivation were much more likely at 5 years old and 10 years old to continue suffering from sleep problems than were children who slept well as babies.

A well-rested child, on the other hand—one getting good sleep nutrition—is a thriving child. A rested child will wake up happy to greet the day, maximize her brain power to be able to process all of the stimulation around her and generate creative problem-solving, remain emotionally and behaviorally stable throughout the day, and meet her physical and cognitive needs efficiently, such as mastering the art of balancing on two legs or finding the right words to express herself. But even if you have a child who’s a smiling, happy angel in spite of being sleep deprived, you don’t want to give her junky sleep nutrition, just as you wouldn’t feed her junk food for dinner.

No matter what your child’s age, ensuring his good sleep is a vital part of supporting his health. We know you wouldn’t intentionally do anything to hinder your child’s well-being. We know you want only the best for him and for you, too. That’s why you owe it to your entire family to begin getting the sleep you all so desperately need … now. The rest of this book is dedicated to helping you do just that.

[image: image]

Do We Have a Sleep Problem?

If your baby wakes once or twice in the night and resettles after a quick feed – and you return to sleep easily, too – you don’t necessarily have a sleep problem, as long as your family is generally functioning well and you are enjoying your experience as a
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