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To my friends, the parents; to my colleagues, the pediatricians;
and to my beloved kids, who will someday be parents themselves.
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INTRODUCTION
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Twenty years ago, I began studying childhood insomnia. Since then, I have personally treated more than three thousand children with sleep disorders and written a book that parents have affectionately dubbed The Estivill Method. Throughout this time, my method has taught tens of thousands of kids in more than twenty countries how to sleep.

Here, I’ll guide you through my method. Essentially a series of steps that, if used correctly, promise to end all the sleepless nights, this book is a store of knowledge based on scientific research, carefully organized with the goal of teaching you how to help your children achieve proper sleep habits.

This method is not meant to be preachy and in no way claims to be the only possible solution. What’s important about this guide is that it is easily applicable to those of you who choose to use it.

As a parent, you know better than anyone that teaching your child to sleep isn’t easy. But it’s definitely not impossible, even though it may have felt that way on more than one desperate occasion. From my clinical experience (those three thousand small patients) and the comments I’ve gotten from parents and pediatricians who have put my method into practice, I can assure you of a 96 percent success rate if the rules mapped out in this book are strictly applied. And by strictly, I mean rigorously, not harshly. Just follow this method to the letter and it will work. I promise.


Chapter 1
My Child Doesn’t Sleep Well
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WORDS OF ADVICE

Before you start, please read the following recommendations carefully.

• First of all, you need to be convinced that this method will work for you. In order to teach a child healthy sleep habits, you, the parent, grandparent, babysitter, or caretaker, are the key player in the process. And your confidence in this method is essential to your success! If you trust the method completely, you will project your confidence to your child and will see quick and tangible results. You will be faced with new situations, and—trust me—many of them will be extremely trying, especially at 4 AM. This is why all the caretakers must work together, drawing from the same set of standards and following the same rules.

• Make sure that your child doesn’t have medical ailments when you begin treatment. Methodically rule out any type of illness that may be causing your child to sleep poorly, the most common of which are ear infections, lactose intolerance, gastric reflux, and, occasionally, psychological or psychiatric problems. Consult your pediatrician to help you with this.

• Recognize that all kids can learn to sleep well even though each child is different and has a unique personality. Some kids catch on quicker than others. Some do as they’re told. Others are more stubborn. Some children are calm and some, more active. From the minute your child is born, you, as a parent, start to see these different personality traits. And of course they’re important, but they should never be used as an excuse to justify insomnia. Teaching your baby to sleep simply means teaching her correct sleep behavior! We learn to sleep, just as we learn to eat, read, and go to the bathroom. Sure, there are active kids who can barely sit still, so it’s tough imagining them reading a story quietly to themselves. But they will figure it out, sooner or later.
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All caregivers should be involved in the treatment and should understand the technique of teaching a habit.

• Remember that your child needs you. You, the parents and caretakers, are the ones who will teach her how to sleep on her own; she can’t learn this alone. My method offers you all the tools you need. First I’ll explain what good sleep behavior involves; then I’ll help you teach this to your child. So stop feeling powerless! There’s no reason to feel guilty: No one has ever explained to you how a child learns to sleep. All you need is someone to help guide you!

• After so many nights of collective insomnia, you are probably feeling exhausted, irritable, and nervous, but remember that your child is suffering, too. Sleep is an important part of everyone’s life, and children who sleep poorly are usually crankier and more dependent on their caregivers than kids who sleep well. Once they’ve completed my method, many parents feel that they are looking at a whole different child. They say things like, “She’s calmer, she’s in a good mood, she plays by herself more often, and she’s even nicer.” But this isn’t true. Your baby was born nice and was simply suffering from sleep deprivation.
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR MY CHILD TO SLEEP WELL?

One simple reason: Nobody can live without sleep, not even animals. During sleep, a child’s brain grows and matures more rapidly than it does during daylight hours. Additionally, the body creates everything it will use throughout the next day, which is why a child who doesn’t sleep well at night is cranky, nervous, tired, and drowsy in the morning.

WHY DOESN’T MY KID SLEEP WELL?

Before jumping into the method, let’s take an inside look at the physiological aspects of sleep. To begin, let’s define what a biological rhythm is and how long it lasts.

Biological Rhythms

A biological rhythm is the systematic repetition of a pattern that takes place in the body, such as the pattern of sleep and wakefulness. Infants repeat a specific biological cycle every three to four hours, which includes such activities as waking up, eating, being bathed, and sleeping. This kind of cycle is called an ultradian rhythm.


CONSEQUENCES OF SLEEP DEPRIVATION

On Nursing Babies and Toddlers


	Irritability, crankiness


	Frequent crying


	Dependence on their caregivers; inability to be on their own




On School-Aged Kids


	Problems with schoolwork


	Insecurity and shyness


	Attitude problems




On Parents


	Tiredness


	Insecurity


	Guilt


	Mutual blame


	Drastic changes in a couple’s relationship


	Frustration with the situation


	Feelings of failure or helplessness


	Aggressive behavior






Adults follow a circadian rhythm. The word circadian comes from the Latin circa, meaning “about” or “approximately,” and diem meaning “day.” The adult pattern of sleep and wakefulness is repeated (approximately) every twenty-four hours.
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SLEEP PATTERNS OF NEWBORNS IN THE FIRST MONTH
The Ultradian Rhythm of Three to Four Hours

When Does This Biological Rhythm Change?

Once babies are three or four months old, they begin to progressively lengthen their biological rhythm as they adapt from the three- to four-hour ultradian rhythm to the adult twenty-four-hour cycle. At this age, babies start to sleep six hours in a row—a huge gift to parents!
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SLEEP PATTERNS BETWEEN THE FIRST AND FOURTH MONTHS

Once a baby is six months old, she should sleep for twelve hours straight with two or three short (one-hour) naps during the day—one after breakfast, another after lunch, and the last one, which is optional and shorter, after a snack.
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SLEEP PATTERNS AT SIX MONTHS
TWENTY-FOUR-HOUR CIRCADIAN RHYTHM

How Does This Change Happen?

This change comes about thanks to a group of cells in the human brain* that work like a clock. The goal of this “clock” is to adjust a person’s needs to the twenty-four-hour biological rhythm.

Think of this as an old kind of clock that needs to be wound. Seventy percent of newborns manage to “set” their clocks with a few routines or some simple encouragement from their parents, such as being picked up, put in a crib, told good night, rocked a bit, or sung a lullaby.

Not all children set their own clocks, however. The other 30 percent of babies can sleep just as well as those in the first group—they simply need a bit more “winding.” It is very easy to readjust a sleep cycle, but it has to be done as soon as possible. My experience shows that the earlier you start to correct bad sleep habits, the easier they are to solve. So let’s get started!

How Can You Wind the Sleep Clock?

You can set your baby’s clock by exposing her to certain external stimuli.


	Reinforce the contrast between light (day) and dark (night); and the contrast between noise (day) and silence (night). In this way, you promote the idea that light and noise are part of daytime wakefulness, while darkness and silence are associated with nighttime and sleeping. During the day, never create an artificial environment. Don’t lower the shades or tiptoe around while your baby is napping. Just act normally!


	Use meals as a cue to announce your child’s next nap or nighttime sleep.


	Teach sleep habits. Show your baby how to fall asleep on her own, without anyone’s help. Don’t worry: I’ll explain this more in the next section!
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CLINICAL CHARACTERISTICS
OF INFANT INSOMNIA
(CAUSED BY INCORRECT SLEEP HABITS)

If your child doesn’t manage to change her biological rhythm and doesn’t learn to sleep correctly, she’ll suffer what is clinically called infant insomnia. The characteristics of this disorder are:


	Difficulty falling asleep alone.


	Waking up often at night.


	Sleeping lightly (waking up at the slightest noise).


	Sleeping fewer hours than normal for children of the same age.




If your child exhibits the above behavior, don’t be alarmed! She is perfectly normal both physically and psychologically. She just hasn’t learned how to sleep properly—a problem you are about to solve.

SUMMARY

My Child Doesn’t Sleep Well:
Sleep Physiology and the Biological Clock


	Newborns have an ultradian biological rhythm that lasts between three and four hours. During this period, they wake up, are bathed, eat, sleep, and repeat the process.


	At about six months of age, babies adapt to a circadian rhythm, which means that the systematic sequence of activities repeats itself every twenty-four hours. At night, they should sleep between eleven and twelve hours straight (in addition to their daytime naps).




Seventy percent of children adjust to this cycle without any problems thanks to a group of cells in the human brain that work like a clock.

The other 30 percent need external stimuli to help them “wind” their clock:


	Reinforce the contrast between light (day) and darkness (night); between noise (day) and silence (night).


	Use meals to cue bedtime.


	Understand that they can and will fall asleep on their own.





* The medical term is the suprachiasmatic nucleus of the hypothalamus.




Chapter 2
What Are Good Sleep Habits?
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All of us, at some point, have dreamed of returning to childhood: that glorious stage of life when we didn’t have to punch in at eight o’clock in the morning or worry about leaky faucets. During the early years of life, our only obligations are eating and sleeping. Sounds pretty good!

Still, you can be sure that even these were not such simple tasks, at least not at first. We all had to learn to do them correctly; if nobody had ever taught us to use a fork and spoon, we might still be mopping up our spaghetti sauce with our fingers. And it might never have occurred to us that a balanced diet can involve more than chocolate!

From this, we can reach two crucial conclusions. First, eating is not the same as eating well, and—in much the same way—sleeping is not the same as sleeping well. Clearly, your baby sleeps at some point during the day—he couldn’t live if he didn’t. However, it’s another thing altogether to sleep correctly. So how can you know if your child is sleeping well? Very simply. If you can answer yes to the following questions, then there is no problem:


	Does he go to sleep happily and without crying?


	Does he fall asleep on his own?


	Does he sleep in his crib with the lights turned off?


	Does he sleep for eleven or twelve hours straight? (Although some children need a bit less, this






HOW IS A HABIT FORMED?







The Association of External Elements





	

	

	






Exhibition of a Confident Attitude









What Happens if You Express Insecurity
While Putting Your Child to Bed?




HOW DO CHILDREN COMMUNICATE?






	

	






From Six to Eighteen Months (Pre-Speech Children)



	

	




From Eighteen Months to Five Years Old



	

	

	








	

	





Dealing with Inappropriate Bedtime Behavior



	

	





	

	





SUMMARY

Learning Good Sleep Habits
How can you instill a habit in your child?


	

	



How do children communicate?
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