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Sleeping Through The Night

The Case for Sleep

No one feels the intensity of the basic human need for sleep more than a new parent. Okay,
maybe the parent of a toddler who hasn’t slept a full night in two years….

The inevitable sleep deprivation that is part of the territory with a newborn baby can feel like a
24-7 hangover: sluggishness, slower thinking and struggling to make decisions are all normal
parts of this stage of life. They’re also hallmarks of sleep loss in general.

And here’s the thing: the hangover analogy isn’t random. The way our brains function on 6
hours of sleep per night instead of 8, even for just two weeks, is the equivalent to having a
blood alcohol level at the legal limit.

Now, break that 6 hours of sleep into two- or three-hour intervals and stretch it out over a few
months (or years!), and you amplify the effect. Dr. Harvey Karp, author of The Happiest Toddler
on the Block, calls it “drunk parenting”. (If you’ve ever driven laps around the neighbourhood to
get your baby to sleep and had that sneaking feeling you’re not safe to drive, you know
exactly what I mean.)

But here’s the good news: chronic sleep deprivation is not a parental rite of passage that
needs to go on for months, and certainly not into the toddler or preschool years! The
overwhelming majority of healthy children beyond their first 6 or 7 months of life don’t
physiologically need calories during the night; past this age, night wakings are no longer part
of a healthy sleep pattern.

Now, if you’re feeling pretty awful after waking up two or three (or five?!) times a night, let’s try
to imagine how your child feels….

When your child is asleep, her brain is turning all the amazing things she’s learned – overtly
and subconsciously – into information she can use again. It’s during sleep that children (and
adults) store memories. Ever feel like you’re repeating the same thing over and over to your
child every day? Adequate sleep can help her consolidate what she’s learned (“your shoes go
here!”).

Babies, toddlers and young children need all the information-sorting and storing that happens
during sleep they can get. Without it, they can take longer to master new tasks and have a
lower threshold for the challenges they face (like having their diaper changed, or not getting
that cookie before dinner); this can make for more fussiness or bigger, more frequent
meltdowns.



Sleeping Through The Night

As parents, we’re not so different; without enough sleep, my own threshold for dealing with
the normal fights and squabbles over toys is notably lower. After 8 straight hours of sweet
slumber, I have the energy to deal with these parenting moments as opportunities to help my
kids learn, rather than just blowing up and taking the toy away, which only makes everybody
miserable.

Toddlers can barely handle the overload of information and emotions they’re dealing with on
a daily basis even when their sleep is perfect. So, to give them the best leg-up in life we can,
they first need to get their z’s.

There have been dozens of research studies demonstrating the positive effects of sleep on
memory and learning; a quick google search will show you pages of evidence on how babies
and young children who have adequate sleep are better able to learn new skills, adapt to
change and consolidate emotional learning – a critical part of the toddler and preschooler
years.

There is just no escaping the fact that a well-rested child is a happier child.

I remember taking a trip with my family when my oldest child was two-and-a-half. For the
most part, she was a great kid, albeit with the normal emotional outbursts that are part of the
territory of raising a toddler. She regularly slept 12 hours a night and napped every day
(colossal thanks to the sleep coach we hired).

During the three-hour flight to our destination, she would occasionally pop her head over the
seat and chat away to the people in the row behind us; I apologized and redirected her, but
the woman and her 20-year-old daughter behind us were getting such a kick out of the
Shirley-Temple number she was doing, they told me to relax, that they were thoroughly
entertained.

At the end of the flight, they complimented me on how “well-behaved” she was and couldn’t
believe she was in the “terrible twos”. My ego was sufficiently stoked. But I knew there was a
Hyde to this Jekyl, and I told them, “I don’t believe there are good kids and bad kids; just well-
rested ones and overtired ones.”

Now standing to get off the plane, this woman took my arm and said, “Oh my gosh, I couldn’t
agree more! My first child was a dream sleeper, and I never had a problem with her; but this
one,” she said, pointing to her 20-year-old, “has just started coming around. And she’s always
been a horrible sleeper!” Her daughter laughed and corroborated what a tough kid she had
been.
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Incidentally, on the flight home after our trip, having spent a week sleeping in a room with
sunlight streaming in at 6 a.m. and my daughter missing an hour or more of sleep every night,
no one complimented me on my child’s behavior. We spent the whole flight trying to deal
with one tantrum after another and sheepishly hiding from the other passengers’ glares.

Same child, less sleep.

I believe in the life-changing power of sleep so whole-heartedly, that I can confidently say to
each of you – readers whose children I’ve never met – that your child can be the happy, well-
rested one that makes strangers on airplanes smile (at least on the way to your sunny
destination). And you can experience that at home, every day.

How much sleep does your child really need?

Here’s the nutshell answer to that question: 11-12 hours straight. Every night.

Now I know what you’re thinking: “That’s for other people’s kids,” or “My child has never slept
well,” or maybe “He hates being in his crib.”

In my sleep-coaching role, I’ve heard it all, and I’ve seen each child completely turn around. If
your child is healthy, well and neurologically normal, then I can say with 99 per cent certainty
that your child has it in her to sleep through the night.

But it’s not enough to just add up a child’s bits and pieces of sleep in between bouts of calling
out, downing bottles of milk or coming into your room twice a night and call it 11 hours. It’s the
straight part in “11-12 hours straight” that matters.

What we all need to feel refreshed, productive and emotionally stable (which is a relative
thing for a toddler) is consolidated sleep.

Between having my first and second child, I suffered a concussion. I had weeks of headaches,
fatigue, and slower thinking. My memory was a little off. I was irritable. I needed breaks from
tasks I could have done easily before. Thankfully, I recovered. (I think!)

But about a year later, after having my second baby and going through the normal course of
waking every three hours to feed him, I realized that sleep deprivation was giving me the
same symptoms I’d experienced a year earlier after the concussion: I was foggy headed and
irritable, I had low energy and occasional headaches. I was definitely less present and less
patient for my baby and toddler.
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These are the natural effects of too-little sleep.

As new parents, we can manage this in the short term. But then life goes on, and we have to
function. And we all had a better idea of what kind of parent we wanted to be.

Now, if our children never learn to sleep through the night and aren’t getting the deep,
restorative sleep their brains and bodies need, how must they feel?

Some kids weather the blips in regular sleep better than others; there’s a lot that depends on
your child’s overall temperament. But there’s just no question that adequate sleep is critical to
our kids’ health and well-being.

Even with a long, consolidated stretch of sleep, my preschooler is noticeably calmer and
more co-operative (and generally nicer to be around) on 12 hours of sleep than on 10-and-a-
half. And on broken or jet-lagged sleep? Forget about it. Let’s face it: parenting is hard enough.

My absolute favourite part of the sleep-coaching job is hearing parents, after going through a
two-to-three-week sleep program with me, talk about the difference a full night’s sleep
makes for their child.

Braeden’s Sleep Story
 

 
 

Two-and-a-half year-old Braeden had been taking an hour or more to
fall asleep, was waking several times a night (sometimes for a long
stretch) and was eventually ending up in his parents’ bed. Every night.
His parents were exhausted and exasperated. Within a week or two on
the plan I created for them that addressed sleep habits, timing,
behavior, and the boundaries around what happens at night versus
what happens during the day, Braeden was putting together 12 straight
hours of sleep every night. It was a life changer for his parents.

But the most telling piece of this story was the change these parents
saw in their son: Braeden had been seeing a speech therapist for
delayed speech. Within a few weeks of finally getting adequate sleep,
his speech was exploding. He was counting, singing the alphabet and
getting much less frustrated as he could finally start to express his
needs. The speech therapist told his parents she had no further need to
see their son.
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So why is your child still waking at night? Understanding why is the first step to helping your
child quickly and easily learn to sleep through the night.

All children will wake several times a night. (Stay with me here.) Similar to an adult, your child
sleeps in cycles. She goes through stages of light sleep, deep sleep and REM (dream) sleep
before having a brief little awakening. There, she might open her eyes or change position
before going right into the next cycle.

We all do this. Having learned the critical life skill called falling asleep, we wake, maybe
change position, and return to sleep about 4 or 5 times a night, usually without any
recollection at all. This is the consolidated eight (or nine) hours we all aim for. Or, in the case of
the parent with a frequently waking child, it’s the eight straight hours we dream about and
crave.

Connecting sleep cycles instead of waking up completely is what our children need to know
how to do, several times a night. While waking to feed is essential in the early months of your
baby’s life, the majority of pediatricians and sleep experts agree that full-term babies at a
healthy weight do not need to feed during the night beyond six months.

So why do some kids continue to wake months and even years later?

The answer most often lies in how they fall asleep.

When a baby (or toddler or older child), falls asleep with some kind of sleep “prop” –
something or someone external to themselves playing a key role in getting them to sleep –
they will wake fully at the end of each sleep cycle and look for that same prop to help them
get back to sleep, rather than simply change position and drift right into the next cycle.

So, whether it’s a soother, a bottle, or a parent lying down beside them, they will have a hard
time going back to sleep between sleep cycles in the middle of the night (or taking a decent
nap) without their prop. While it may look like hunger, thirst or distress, your 8-month-old, or
3-year-old, is in the habit of waking, rather than having a real, physiological need.

If your child is still waking during the night, the solution lies in the problem itself: take away
the “prop” and the child will have the chance to develop his own, internal strategy for falling
asleep and staying asleep.
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But I don’t recommend just going cold turkey, crossing your fingers and hoping for the best.
To make this big change in your child’s life, I recommend using a proven, effective plan to
make it as quick and easy on you and your child – no debating with your partner or
negotiating with your toddler at 2 a.m.!

Here is my checklist for what your sleep plan should be:

Of course, my bias will recommend you use a Sleep Sense consultant, every time; the plan
and the consultants trained in this system meet every point on the list. It’s who I called and
why I became trained in this method.

As much as a sleep coach can help you guide your child into the world of amazing nights and
naps – with expertise, trouble-shooting and daily support to help keep you on track – the
actual commitment and work is up to Mom and Dad.

Without this consistency, kids can be left with lingering sleep issues that persist throughout
their entire childhood.

 Proven – it has worked over and over again for thousands of families,
and has the testimonials to back it up.
 Effective – those thousands of children have learned to sleep 11-12
hours straight through the night within a week or two.
 Compassionate – an integral part of the plan is your physical
presence, supporting your child through the learning process.
 Complete – the plan focuses on night sleep as well as naps (if your
child is less than 3 years old).
 Flexible – if your situation is a little different, such as having just one
bedroom you share with your child, or your child sleeps in two
different homes in a child-sharing arrangement, your plan should be
able to accommodate that.
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Zac, Melanie and Saskia 
 
“By the time our daughter was two, Melanie and I had developed a
lengthy, complicated and totally useless bedtime routine.   It was a
combination of nursing, dancing, singing, voodoo, stories, more
dancing, patting, loveys, no not those loveys, the other one ("it's in the
car.   It's in the car!"), bouncing while patting and dancing and singing,
high humming, low humming, and finally like another hour of nursing.
 
Every night our ritual seemed to get longer. Wake ups were still
happening two to five times a night, quenched only by more nursing
and the kind of bed sharing that wasn't good for any of us. We were
exhausted, barely coping, and very deeply unhappy. The idea of
sleeping through the night seemed impossible - hearing about it felt
like a cruel joke being played on us. 
 
Hiring a sleep coach turned this around for us. Hilary simply taught us
how to teach our daughter to sleep. We may never have done it
without her. Things changed very quickly for the better. I think it
honestly took about a week or two and our toddler was sleeping
through the night.
 
What can I really say about having sleep come back to you and your
partner's life, to your kid's life? It's incredible. All of us were (and are)
happier. Our daughter stopped acting up. She was well rested for
literally the first time in nearly two years and so were we. I started being
able to hold adult conversations again without forgetting words like
"car" and "house". I'm not even sure I knew what a wreck I was until
things started improving. 
 
A year and a half later things are still good with us. The skills we all
learned have not gone away. We are still happily sleeping through the
night. We seriously got our lives back.” 
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I just want my sleep back – is that selfish?

There’s a lot of guilt out there in the parenting world, most of which we pile on ourselves. A
big one is around getting more sleep and generally taking care of ourselves.

It’s true that when we bring a little person into the world, it’s our responsibility to take care of
their needs and give of ourselves. A lot. The transition to parenting means losing much of the
freedom and independence of our pre-kid lives. And rightly so – these little people can’t
survive without constant care and attention.

So, is it selfish to want to sleep through the night? By now you know the short answer to that:
an emphatic no.

Now I’ll give you the long answer.

Mommy Brain is real

When I was in the throes of chronic sleep deprivation with my spirited little first born, waking
every hour or two to feed or rock or walk her back to sleep, I remember thinking that it wasn’t
all that bad. “I manage to piece together seven or eight hours most nights” I would say to
commiserating friends.

I’ve since learned why I felt that way, even while my friends were astonished that I could get
out of bed: several key sleep studies have found that one of the most pressing dangers of
missing out on sleep is that the sleep-deprived person often thinks they’re fine. In the
research setting, they overestimate their abilities and underestimate their impairments.

What I didn’t realize is that by not having a consolidated night’s sleep (the kind in which you
don’t wake up for 8 hours), I was missing out on a lot of deep, restorative sleep – the kind that
shifts all the new information we learn into long-term storage units in the brain. And my brain
was missing the opportunity to clear away unnecessary information, like where I parked my
car at the grocery store that day (I don’t need to know that any more, thank you; I need to clear
some space to make room for new information, like where the hell are my keys?!).

I was also missing memory-storing phases that are most active in the last two hours of a full
night’s sleep; when you’re getting 6 hours instead of 8, your brain is simply not capitalizing on
a critical phase for holding onto new information. Sounds like Mommy Brain to me!
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Now, what does that mean for your child? If your baby or toddler is getting nine hours of sleep
a night instead of 11 or 12, they may not be able to retain all of the important pieces of new
information coming at them every day. As I mentioned earlier, skills – physical, emotional and
social – become harder to master.

An article in the medical journal Pediatrics in 2012 reported that sleep problems in infants
persisted into the preschool years in more than 20 per cent of cases. Other studies have
linked poor sleep in infants and young children to some serious long-term effects:

So, sleep is critical for physical, mental and emotional health – yours and theirs. But how else
do we suffer under chronic sleep loss? As world-renowned neuroscientist and sleep
researcher Matthew Walker puts it in his 2017 book Why We Sleep:

With that sweeping statement, it’s no surprise that chronic sleep deprivation plays a role in
post-partum depression (PPD) and anxiety (PPA). We all know how hard it is to cope with
ordinary demands when we’ve not had a good night’s sleep; tending to the constant needs of
a young baby can, for many mothers, be simply too taxing.

A 2007 study of over 400 moms and babies in Melbourne, Australia found that using a basic
sleep plan (improving the sleep skills of babies at 7 months old) resulted in improved mental
health for a significant number of moms. Other studies have backed up those results.

 poor receptive vocabulary in middle childhood
 increased risk of childhood obesity
 lower cognitive and language scores at age two
 Increased risk of developing ADHD.

One study on children with ADHD diagnoses showed that after correcting their sleep
problems, half of the children no longer met the criteria for ADHD. This isn’t so surprising
when you consider that many of the symptoms of ADHD are the same as those of not getting
enough sleep.

 
“No facet of the human body is spared in the crippling, noxious harm of
sleep loss. We are… socially, organizationally, economically, physically,
behaviourally, nutritionally, linguistically, cognitively, and emotionally

dependent upon sleep.”
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In the sleep-deprived early days of my second baby’s life, a health issue came up for my older
child. My ability to manage my emotions around this swung dramatically based on how much
sleep I had had the night before: on a good day (after a night with a 5+ hour stretch between
feedings, giving me at least a bit of deep sleep), I could keep things in perspective and take
the necessary steps to address my child’s health situation. On a bad day (after less total sleep
or more-fragmented sleep), I experienced anxiety and panic for the first time in my life. This
made it even harder to sleep, even when my newborn was.

Thankfully, I had support, rest breaks and an awareness of what was needed to break the
cycle, first and foremost – adequate sleep. But I saw first-hand how easily I could have slipped
into the downward spiral where mood and sleep negatively affect each other, and why PPD
and PPA easily affect up to 20 per cent of new mothers.

If you are concerned you may be experiencing post-partum
depression or anxiety, even a year or more after the birth of your child,
it’s important that you seek professional support. Talk to your doctor
and/or call your local community health clinic to find options for
support and treatment – either in-person or virtually. And call in all the
support you need to help you and your child get the sleep you need. 
 
For a list of symptoms of PPD and PPA, in “plain Mama English,” go to
postpartumprogress.com and look under the “Find Answers” tab.  
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Many of the parents I speak to in my role as a sleep coach start out hesitant, scared or on-the-
fence about sleep training, even when they know their situation isn’t sustainable. There is a lot
of fear and worry when it comes to how your child will manage the change. I get that; there is
a lot of conflicting information out there. And it’s doubly hard to make decisions when you’re
sleep deprived!

So first, I’m going to try to de-bunk some of the most common sleep-training myths.

This one’s easy. With the right plan and a proven approach, this simply won’t happen. If it takes
your child hours to fall asleep the first time he has to do it on his own, then there is likely a key
piece missing (best not to leave it to chance – go with a good, supported plan).

Now, will your child cry at all? I always tell parents that if their child is neurologically normal,
healthy, has loving parents and a supportive family situation, then yes, of course she will cry! If
she’s old enough, she will probably tell you in a not-so-quiet tone exactly how she feels about
this switch in her usual routine.

Human beings don’t like change. Babies and young children are no different. Crying is their
best (and sometimes only) way to let you know they don’t like the change you’re making,
regardless of how important it is or how much healthier the outcome. That’s why I give parents
a supportive plan where they get to stay with their child, physically, as she learns her new
skill, without getting in the way of her learning.

This is grossly false. This idea has been shared in books and blogs, creating big-time fear in
parents about their baby crying for any amount of time, leading them to adopt all kinds of
habits to put a quick stop to every whimper by using sleep props or becoming "unintentional
cosleepers".

Sleep Training: the good, the bad and the totally not true

Myth #1: My kid will probably cry all night.

Myth #2: Sleep training works because babies learn no one will come for them when they cry.
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This notion is based on research that was conducted in Romanian orphanages, on babies who
had no physical contact with a caregiver of any kind, day or night. Those children did stop
crying, and they did develop attachment disorders. But there is absolutely no quality research
to show this effect on babies or toddlers who cry during a few nights of sleep training in a
loving, caring, responsive family situation. (The original researchers have said themselves that
to apply their work to a healthy family scenario is a misrepresentation of what the Romanian
study was about.)

There has actually been a very good long-term study showing the opposite: Australian
researchers compared parent-child attachment, psychosocial functioning, chronic stress and
emotional-conduct behavior scores between 6-year-olds who had been sleep trained before
age one (using the supportive method I recommend) and those who hadn’t. The results
showed no difference in parent-child attachment or any of the other measures between the
two groups of kids.

And, as mentioned earlier, there has been much more research showing benefit for both
parents and children getting more sleep in the short term.

 
Research studies need to have a large-enough group of subjects to
draw conclusions from (this is why we don’t run out and do something
that worked one time for one baby). Also, the researchers or examiners
in a study should be “blinded” to the people they’re evaluating. For
example, in the Australian study just mentioned, the researchers doing
the behavioural, stress and parent-child attachment tests didn’t know
which group each child belonged to when they evaluated them; this
way, we can be sure they’re not biased in judging the results. 

With the overwhelming amount of conflicting information available
online and in books, it’s important to find out whether the information
you’re reading is actually coming from a valid place or based on one
person's opinion. As a first step, look at what the writers are basing their
information on; in order to make a link between an action and a specific
effect, there should be high-quality research to back it up.
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Myth #3: Sleep training releases damaging levels of (the stress hormone) cortisol

There was a study published in 2012 that attempted to measure the effect of a cry-it-out (CIO)
type of sleep training – where baby is left in her crib alone to cry until she falls asleep – on
babies’ cortisol levels.

The researcher measured both Moms’ and babies’ cortisol levels before and after the training
session for each of three nights. A brief summary of the results is that babies’ cortisol levels
were “elevated” before the training and remained consistent throughout, even after they
learned to fall asleep, whereas Moms’ levels decreased once baby stopped crying.

The author of this study concluded that sleep training causes high levels of stress hormone to
be released in a baby, and that it puts Moms out of sync with their little ones because their
own cortisol levels drop when their babies stop crying.

There is a laundry list of problems with this study, as pointed out by Amy Kiefer, a research
scientist who deciphers medical research on pregnancy and parenting in her blog
“expectingscience.com”. Her main conclusion from analyzing this research? - that “this study
should never have been published”. It had a small sample size, a large dropout rate, missing
data, and erroneous conclusions drawn from it.

Given the data, she said, you could conclude that it’s stressful to take your baby to a sleep lab,
or for your baby to be put to bed by a stranger in unfamiliar surroundings (babies were put
down by nurses in the sleep lab and then left to cry it out). And as for Mom-and-baby being
out of sync as a result of sleep training, the comparison was wrong: when the correlations
between Mom-and-baby cortisol levels were compared pre- and post-training, rather than
just comparing Mom-to-baby after training, there was no significant difference.

Unfortunately, this elevated-cortisol idea has since been referenced in countless blogs and
social-media posts, causing Moms to worry about “damaging” their child by letting them cry
at all, even if they choose a much more supportive plan than CIO. Many parents have instead,
as a result, continued the difficult path of broken nights and frustrating catnaps for years,
rather than seeking help for an issue that has a safe, simple solution.
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Now, when it comes to a three-year-old who is still not sleeping independently or through the
night, there is less debate. By this time, most parents agree that the current situation isn’t
good for anyone, and definitely isn’t sustainable. The process for working with this age group
is similar to baby sleep training, but with a lot more behavioural strategy and support to suit
their specific wiring, not to mention factoring in that they can usually hop out of bed and run
down the hall at 2 a.m.!

I took that quote from a recent client of mine, whose baby learned to sleep through the night
within a few days. :)

Again, this simply won’t be the case if you use the right plan. Almost every baby and toddler
I’ve worked with has been sleeping through the night within a week. Clear messages and
consistency for your child are key to helping him get there easily.

What it really comes down to is the simple science of connecting neurons in the brain. The
first time you give a child a spoon to feed herself, it doesn’t go so well; she’s uncoordinated
and sloppy and makes a big mess. So, do you stop there and continue to feed her yourself for
the next few years? Of course not. You give her the opportunity to refine the skill at every meal
time, every day. Eventually, the neurons in her brain fire faster and more efficiently, making her
brain very good at telling her body how to do this important task.

Learning to sleep really isn’t that different. If you put your child down to sleep while she’s still
awake, essentially asking her to fall asleep without her “prop” (bottle, breast, soother or even
lying down beside her), she may not know exactly what to do the first time. It might be a bit
sloppy and messy (i.e. she’ll cry). Maybe you tried this once and pulled the plug on the
experiment when the sloppy, messy stage sounded like your child was seriously distressed or
“hated her crib” (I hear that a lot).

In reality, she hadn’t yet learned how to fall asleep.

Then you ended up rocking or feeding your baby to sleep so you could avoid the whole
experience. Maybe you ended up an “unintentional co-sleeper,” believing your baby didn’t
have it in her to learn, or that there would be long-term negative consequences if she cried for
any length of time.

Maybe nights with your child became difficult because of a rough beginning. A colicky baby
can test the toughest spirit and have you try anything to help lull your baby to a quiet,
peaceful state. It can be two years later when you’ve realized your child has deeply ingrained
ideas about what she needs to fall asleep that long outlived the colic.

Myth #4: Sleep training will mean “weeks of hell!”



Sleeping Through The Night

That was my story: my first child had such a difficult time latching to feed (for six very painful
weeks) that it set us up for every habit in the book – we would do anything to soothe this baby
into sleep, and we had to work hard, likely because she was frustrated with her inefficient
feeding. By the time her mouth grew and she could master the sucking thing, her habits were
deep. She had connected the neurons and made a pathway in her brain that told her she
needed to be fed, bounced or rocked, attached to our bodies, in order to fall asleep.

So, months later, we hired a sleep coach; one who used a proven, effective and
compassionate system that had my whole family sleeping through the night in three days.

This learning never goes away; once a child learns how to fall asleep, the skill is there for life.

Long after our rough beginning was over, we needed to help our daughter connect a new
pathway in her brain; one that would give her the same skill we as parents have enjoyed
throughout our lives: the pathway to falling asleep.

Get Out of Their Way

Like many parts of parenting to come, much of our children’s real growth happens when we
get out of their way. Helping your child learn to sleep is like that.

Sort of.

By getting out of their way, I mean taking away the props and giving your child the
opportunity to fall asleep on his own. I definitely don’t mean literally getting out of his room
and leaving him to cry alone. That’s a method mentioned earlier known as Cry It Out (CIO). And
it’s the only option the generations of parents before us had when struggling with their
children’s sleep.

Then in the ‘80s came Richard Ferber and his sleep-training method of leaving babies for
increasing lengths of time until they fall asleep. This method became known as “Ferberizing”.
Besides sounding like you’re dousing your baby in some kind of scented spray, it can take
several weeks and doesn’t necessarily work for every baby. I've worked with several families
who tried this method on their own and didn't have lasting success.

But thankfully, there are much more supportive plans now, like the Camping Out method
mentioned earlier, and sleep coaches to guide you through the process and make sure you’re
successful; in fact, your likelihood of success with one-on-one support is 99 per cent. And the
vast majority of babies and toddlers using this supportive method with a sleep expert to guide
them through it are sleeping through the night within a week. Really!
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Once your child learns to fall asleep independently, it will be infinitely easier and more likely
for him to go back to sleep with barely an eye opening between every natural sleep cycle.
And that means quiet evenings for you, and long, restful nights for the whole family.

Sleeping Through the Night – Is your child ready?

Here are a few questions to ask yourself before getting your child on the path to sleeping
through the night:

 Is your baby old enough? Some babies start knocking off 11-hour
nights at three months old. They’re not the majority and their
parents know better than to brag about it at playgroup. In general,
babies should be at least six months old before eliminating that
final night feed. That said, it is totally possible to help your baby
learn to sleep independently and take nice, long naps while still
keeping a night feed between three and six months.
 
 Is your child healthy? You’ll want to hold off on starting a sleep
program if your child has a cold, recent fever, a rash or any other
obvious illness. If in doubt, have a visit with your doctor, just to get
the all clear.
 
 

 

Is your child actively teething? By teething I mean a new tooth is
coming in that night. Asking your baby to learn how to fall asleep
on her own for the first time when jagged, white enamel is poking
through her little gums is probably not the best timing. But
teething isn’t something that should go on for weeks, disturbing
your child’s sleep for nights on end. Children who already know
how to sleep aren’t bothered much by teething except for the
night or two that a new tooth is coming in. Run your finger along
your baby’s gums; if you can’t see or feel something obviously
starting to poke through, then you’re good to go.  
 

Is your child at a healthy, normal weight? There are many shapes
and sizes of children out there; the thing to watch for is whether
she is holding her growth curve. If your child has always been
around the 80th percentile for her age, is she still there or has she
suddenly dropped to the 30th? If your child is on the small side,
again, she’s healthy as long as she’s staying in the same range and
not dropping curves. Consult your doctor if you’re concerned.
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 Is your child’s digestion okay? We just can’t have a conversation about
our little ones without it getting around to poop at some point. Normal
bowel movements for a child eating solid foods falls anywhere from
twice a day to once every two days, on average. Any more or any less (or
if they’re an explosive mess) and it might be worth looking at whether
there’s something in her diet slowing her down or upsetting her tummy.
Dairy and wheat are the usual suspects in digestive upset, and may
cause middle-of-the-night discomfort. A qualified health professional,
like a naturopath or pediatrician, can help you tease that out.
 
 Does your child snore, have gaps in breathing or is he a particularly loud
mouth-breather? These can be signs of a more serious issue called
obstructive sleep apnea. Untreated, it can lead to other health problems,
many of them stemming from the lack of deep sleep that comes with
apnea. Pay particular attention to whether your child has long stops in his
breathing while he sleeps and is unusually restless. If any of this sounds
like your child, see your family doctor or pediatrician as soon as possible;
she will likely refer you to an ear, nose, throat specialist for further
evaluation.

 
I recently worked with the family of a 1-year-old boy whose
mother had called me after months of her son seeming immune
to the sleep-training program that had worked so well for his
older sister. Her little boy would scream for hours on end at
night, despite being relatively smiley throughout the day. After
learning that he was pooping five times a day, usually in an
explosive mess, I suggested she remove dairy from both their
diets (she was still breastfeeding) as an immediate trial until she
could see a health professional. 
 
The little boy’s digestive system improved quickly to two, tidy
poops a day, and he learned to sleep through the night on my
plan within a week. (I still recommended she follow up with a
qualified professional about her child’s diet long-term.) 

Having an outside, professional opinion to support you through
your sleep plan can help you tease out when something else
may be going on.
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Laying the Groundwork for Better Sleep

In this section, I will share with you the most basic ways to ensure all the pieces are in place
for your child to learn to sleep well, as quickly and easily as possible. For some kids, this may
be all you need – implement th  ese strategies and your child might just hop on board the
amazing sleep train. But if after you put all these conditions in place your child is still
struggling (and you’re still tired), I’ve got advice for you on what to do next.

Where should your child sleep?

I’m going to give you another nutshell answer: in his own bed.

Now, before I had my first child, I was committed to co-sleeping as a part of a general
attachment-parenting philosophy; I thought we’d all be in the big ol’ family bed until my kids
were five. Then I had my baby and reality kicked in: none of us was really sleeping.

A little later, I started to hear first-hand stories of 8, 10 and 12-year-olds that had never fallen
asleep without their parents in bed with them and as a result suffered anxiety around sleep – a
basic human function. Research has now backed up these stories – in 2018, a Chinese group
presented a large-scale study at the international Sleep  conference that found prolonged
early childhood co-sleeping (and by this I mean bed-sharing) correlated to pre-adolescent
behavioural problems in a significant number of kids. There is also the social suffering for
these kids of never being able to sleep at a friend’s house or go to summer camp.

The fact that their parents could never go out at night or have a normal sex life could be
enough of an argument for making healthy sleep a priority.

But while not every parent will agree with me (and that’s cool!), and there may be a few great-
sleeping co-sleeping families out there, everything I’ve read and learned as a sleep coach and
parent tells me that empowering our children around sleep and instilling healthy, independent
sleep habits far outweighs any perceived benefit co-sleeping may provide.

And it’s important to note that, while there have been many claims (and the jury is still out),
there is no clear evidence yet in the sleep research that shows a tangible benefit for co-
sleeping with your child.
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There is, however, plenty of research to show that children who need a parent beside them in
order to fall asleep results in less overall sleep for the child, and that persistent co-sleeping
can almost double the chance of your child developing anxiety or depression. As written in a
2008 review in the journal Archives of Pediatric Adolescent Medicine,

“Many studies do, in fact, indicate that cosleeping in Western societies alters the infant's sleep
patterns by producing more frequent awakenings and a greater proportion of light (stages 1-2)
sleep. However, a mother's proximity to the child at sleep onset, ranging from her mere
presence in the child's room to outright cosleeping, is related to difficulties falling back to
sleep after night awakenings,  sleep problems at age 1 year,  and the perpetuation of sleep
problems through age 2 years.”

(There are a lot of warnings about the lack of safety of co-sleeping with an infant, but I’m not
going to wade into that debate here.)

Now if your living situation requires it, or it’s your preference, it is totally possible to share a
room with your child and still have everyone sleeping through the night. I did it for two years
with our first child, and have coached several families who needed a plan that allowed for this
option.

For this sleeping arrangement, you use the same proven, effective sleep plan you would use
for your child in his own room, but you will likely need to rig up some sort of divider, like a
Japanese blind or a sheet hanging from the ceiling, so that your child seeing his two favourite
people at 5 a.m. doesn’t tempt him to wake up for the day.

Crib or toddler bed?

You’ll have a much easier time transitioning to a toddler bed if your child is more than three
years old. Certainly before 2.5 years, toddlers can’t cognitively manage the idea of an artificial
boundary, and will struggle with the idea of staying in bed when it’s oh-so-easy to hop out a
million times before falling asleep or during the night. (A mattress on the floor is the worst
possible solution: to a young toddler, it’s pretty much continuous with the floor – her usual
play space. Sorry Montessori teachers. However, mats on the floor in a daycare or preschool
situation usually works fine - the group effect and lack of parents present is a miraculous thing
when it comes to napping.

Probably the most important point to make here is don’t move your child to a toddler bed to
try to solve an existing sleep problem. If your child wasn’t sleeping well in a crib, the problem
will undoubtedly get worse in a toddler bed.
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If your child is younger than 2.5 years and you’ve already transitioned to a “big-kid bed” and
you’re struggling to sleep well, I strongly suggest you go back to a crib for a short while. A few
months of learning and practicing solid, independent sleep skills will help make Take 2 on the
toddler bed a much smoother transition. (It’s important to remember that these little people
are masters of living in the moment – they will forget the big-kid bed in a matter of days.)

A lot of parents make the switch to a toddler bed too soon because a new baby has arrived
and they want to pass the crib on. I always tell parents in this situation that their sleep is worth
the effort and cost of a second (temporary, second-hand) crib that they can resell to another
family when the time is right.

If your child climbs out of her crib and you want to make the switch for safety reasons, see if
you can jerry-rig the base first to let the mattress rest directly on the floor. Make sure there is
no gap between the top of the mattress and the bottom of the crib rail – it should still overlap
(and obviously make sure there is nothing new protruding into the crib space). This should
give you an extra four inches of crib-rail height to deter your little acrobat.

Your Little One’s Bedroom – A Magical Sleep Haven

Here are my favourite ways to ensure your child’s room is a place where she can not only
sleep well, but where she will learn to feel safe, secure and happy:

Try to make the room as dark as possible. Yes, even for young babies
and even for daytime naps. Darkness is just such a helpful cue that it’s
time to sleep. Even street light coming through curtains can prevent our
brains from producing enough melatonin – the natural brain chemical
that helps us fall asleep at night and stay asleep until morning. A dim
nightlight in the hall should be all you need. If you really want to put
one in the bedroom, it’s best to find a low-wattage red light. Red light
doesn’t tend to affect melatonin; blue lights, like the kind coming from
electronics, are the worst.
 

White noise isn’t a sleep prop; using it can help drown out household
noise or that garbage truck rolling by at 5 a.m. I recommend finding one
that has a consistent sound rather than music or waves; think of the
sound a fan makes – something that mimics that is perfect. Just be sure
to keep it on the other side of the room from your child’s bed and not
overly loud; a little white noise goes a long way.
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Bedtime Routine

Children thrive on routine. It’s important to have a consistent bedtime routine that is calming
but also very predictable for your child; this will help you immensely as they grow.

Here are some general principles to stick to, as well as a sample routine:

After 12 months, choose one special stuffed animal or blanket – a
“lovey” – to be your child’s “bedtime buddy”. (Ensure there are no
removable parts like beady eyes that she can chew off as she’s playing in
the morning.) If your toddler or preschooler is used to having a whole
possie of stuffed friends to cuddle up with, a nice addition to the bedtime
routine can be putting her stuffed toys to bed in their own little (makeshift)
crib. The bonus here is that this step can also empower your child in the
going-to-sleep process.
 

 If you’re embarking on official sleep training and making
significant changes for a toddler or older child, mark the occasion:
buy him a small (child-friendly, flat) pillow, or a new lovey. IKEA
has really great, inexpensive bed canopies that instantly turn your
child’s bed into a magical little tent – the kids I’ve suggested this
for have loved it. (Search “Sufflett” or “Kura” on IKEA’s website.)

 Help your child make the connection that bed is for sleep and
nothing else. The same goes for the whole room; think dull, boring
and calm. For babies, it's important to remove mobiles, bumpers and
definitely those light-up musical aquarium-things attached to the
side of the crib. The ideal nursery has a crib with a baby in a sleep
sack in it; nothing else. For older kids, you may need to clear the
room of excess toys in the short term. 
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So, to maximize the quality and amount of sleep your child gets, have him tucked in before
7:30 p.m.

Then it’s time for... whatever you want! When your great-sleeping child has been tucked in for
the night, the evening is yours. Those precious few hours can be as productive, relaxing or
adventurous as you want when you know that you will soon be slipping into bed for your own
eight (straight) hours.

Camping Out

The method I recommend when working with parents 90 per cent of the time is one in which
you sit beside your child’s bed as she learns the skill of falling asleep. In sleep research it’s
often called “camping out”. This is a systematic, gradual removal of your involvement in your
child’s process of falling asleep.

In this method, you can be right beside your child to comfort her, but there is a very specific
protocol around what you can do and what to avoid (what will actually get in your child’s way
of her learning process). Again, once she is able to fall asleep on her own, she will find it easier
and easier to stay asleep through the night.

(There are times this method is just not practical; a single Mom with other children to care for
can’t sit in her toddler’s or baby’s bedroom for any length of time. In cases like this, there is a
more flexible check-in-and-soothe option that achieves your sleep goals too.)

 Keep it to about 40 minutes. This will give your child a strong cue that
bedtime/sleep is about to happen next.
 Include breastfeeding or bottle, but you don’t want your child to
become sleepy during the feed. It’s good to add a story after feeding
(brushing teeth is even better) to eliminate any lingering feeding-to-
sleep association; a story is calm and quiet, but engaging enough to
get your child into bed while she’s still awake.
 For older kids, a very quick snack with a bit of protein can help keep
their tummies full and may even help them sleep – bananas contain
sleep-aiding nutrients, as do whole grains.

 Long before your child reaches two years, she should be drinking
from a sippy cup rather than a bottle. If you think your child is too
attached to a bottle to make the switch, all the more reason. Trust me,
she’ll get over it quickly.
 A bath is a good way to start the routine every night as it is something
completely different from the rest of your child’s day and is therefore
a strong cue. (You can of course skip a night now and then once your
child is on a roll.)
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Timing is Everything…

Here are a few things you’ll need to plan around when starting with a sleep coach:

Plan to instil new, healthy sleep habits during a travel-free period.
The bare minimum I suggest is three weeks before a trip so that your
child has a chance to both learn and practice in a consistent
environment. However, the ideal is to have about six weeks at home
before asking your child to take his new sleep skills on the road, and
minimize the risk of having to do it all over again once you get home.
 

 It’s best to start your sleep program on a night when both parents are
home and don’t have to work the next day. Depending on your
situation and your child’s temperament, you may be listening to a mild
whining for 20 minutes, or you could be holding down the fort in his
room for an hour-long protest and repeating the process throughout
the first night.
 
 Go back to the bedtime routine section and start implementing it now!
It may be business-as-usual for how you put your child to sleep until
you officially start your plan, but a familiar bedtime routine will help
cue him as to what he’s supposed to do next when it comes time for
night one.
 
 Keep a consistent, age-appropriate bedtime. If your child is already in
the habit of falling asleep at 7 or 7:30 p.m., stick to it. If she has a later
bedtime (which is likely too late for her little circadian rhythm), you can
start inching it back by 10 minutes every two-to-three nights until you
reach that ideal 7-7:30 timeframe.
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Bonus: Caring for Mom and Dad – a must-read

Every parenting book or article I’ve read, workshop I’ve attended, and counselor I’ve spoken to
has highlighted the same critical component of healthy, happy parenting: self care.

The Dalai Lama Center (DLC) for Peace and Education, whose purpose is to “educate the
hearts and minds of children for mental, emotional and social well-being,” even named its
2018 annual conference Take Care of Yourself. Parental self-care is one of the DLC’s “pillars” of
raising emotionally and socially healthy children.

When we’re not sleeping well, it’s literally written all over our face. Research has shown that
when we’re tired, we have a harder time forming happy facial expressions or a positive tone of
voice. We also appear sadder. Other studies have shown that emotions such as enthusiasm,
joy, anger and fear are contagious, and that kids (especially the very young) mimic those
emotions and the expressions that go with them. In other words, if we’re tired and our faces
are showing sadness or anger, and are unable to show real joy, our little ones will copy what
they see, subconsciously.

We knew that our kids modelled our every behaviour, but now we know they even model the
expressions on our faces and emotional tones of voice. So, it doesn’t matter that we say,
“Wow, look at you dancing on your tippy toes!” if we are so tired and weary that our tone of
voice and facial expression isn’t authentically joyful. Our kids pick up what’s really going on;
they always do.

More and more, experts are advocating self care for parents as critical to their children’s
health and well-being. Parents who feel rejuvenated and fulfilled are better able to be present
and patient in the 24-7 job of raising their kids, and apparently better able to subconsciously
express authentic joy that their children can then learn from.

So, if I haven’t made enough of a case before now, I’ll say it again: solving your child’s sleep
issues so that you can get a full night’s rest is good for your child, both overtly and as a by-
product of your own improved mental health. The first week of sleep training isn’t usually a
picnic, but the short and long-term positive effects are almost immeasurable.

Once you and your whole family are regularly getting the sleep you need, then it’s time to
look at other forms of self care. Whether that means adding weekly babysitting to the budget
for date nights, Mom having a regular outing with her best friend, or taking turns giving each
other alone time to read, hike or run (or all of the above!), it’s important for parents to first
recognize what it is that rejuvenates them, and then make that a priority.
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It is true that we can only care for others if we take care of ourselves first. For those extra self-
inflicting Mommy-guilters out there, taking care of yourself actually makes it possible to care
for your children and probably do a much better job of it.

So no, it’s not selfish to leave your kids with your partner or a babysitter for a few hours to get
a massage and meet up with a friend. If it replenishes you, you’re doing your kids a favour. And
as a seasoned babysitter once told my mother (and my Mom has since repeated to me),
“They’ll never thank you for staying home.”

Here’s what I recommend to get this ball rolling in your own household: when your children
are fast asleep, sit down with your partner, or better yet, book a babysitter (or Grandma), and
go out somewhere to get away from household distractions. Then seriously explore what
each of you needs to feel replenished on a regular basis, both as individuals and as a couple.

My kid-sleep mentor, Dana Obleman, says for her this means regular hair and nail
appointments. For me, it’s coffee dates or walks with close friends. For a friend of mine it’s
going for long runs. For another, it’s a weekly ultimate-frisbee game and a pint with his
teammates after.

And on top of that, date night is non-negotiable! Book it. Make it happen. Regularly. It doesn’t
have to be expensive; a walk in the neighbourhood or going out for coffee is enough.

Years after her own divorce, a friend of mine with teenaged children once told me
emphatically that kids need parents who love each other. I now add they need parents in love
with each other. So, whatever keeps the spark alive amidst the daily drudgery, find the time
and space for it.

Make your self-care time as routine as grocery shopping. You wouldn’t skip a week of buying
food for your family; it’s only slightly less essential to take time for whatever rejuvenates you.

And if you’re really serious about family health and happiness (who isn’t?), shut down the
electronics before bedtime and go to bed at the same time as your partner, at least most
nights of the week. Whether that results in pillow talk or sex, the result is a parental unit that is
more connected, and that can only have a positive impact on your children.

And if all of that is not enough of an argument, think about the message your own self care
sends to your children: honouring ourselves and taking care of our own needs helps us to be
happier and more present.
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It’s probably fair to say that we all hope to raise children who are content, emotionally
available, resilient, present and capable of caring for others. Getting enough sleep and
otherwise caring for ourselves allows us to be parents who can help our kids develop these
qualities, and grow to become the best possible versions of themselves.
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Resources, references and further reading 

 
Effects of inadequate sleep on:

Cognitive development

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10984335
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Behavioural problems

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/80/5/664?
sso=1&sso_redirect_count=2&nfstatus=401&nftoken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-
000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR%3A%20No%20local%20token&nfstatus=401&nftoken=00
0000-0000-0000-000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR%3a+No+local+token

Parenting

https://scienceofmom.com/2013/05/14/sleep-deprivation-the-dark-side-of-parenting/

The Happiest Toddler on the Block, Dr. Harvey Karp

Marital satisfaction

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19630456
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Post partum depression and anxiety (PPD and PPA)

http://www.pediatricsdigest.mobi/content/119/5/947.full

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1440-1754.2007.01005.x

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/122/3/e621.short?
sso=1&sso_redirect_count=1&nfstatus=401&nftoken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-
000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR%3a+No+local+token

https://adc.bmj.com/content/92/11/952

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3630973/

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1087079213001329

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2002.tb03281.x

Risk of childhood obesity

https://www.nature.com/articles/0803291

Facial / voice expressions and emotion contagion:

https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/blog/joyful-parenting/201702/the-surprising-effects-parents-
sleep-deprivation

Effects of sleep training on:

 
 
http://adc.bmj.com/content/92/11/952

Maternal mood and physical health 

Maternal mood

http://www.pediatricsdigest.mobi/content/119/5/947.full
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1440-1754.2007.01005.x
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Parent-child attachment, emotion and behaviour

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2012/09/04/peds.2011-3467?
sso=1&sso_redirect_count=1&nfstatus=401&nftoken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-
000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR%3a+No+local+token

http://ideas.time.com/2012/05/10/the-science-behind-dr-sears-does-it-stand-up/

Babies’ cortisol levels

https://childrensmd.org/browse-by-age-group/newborn-infants/stress-cortisol-and-
getting-your-baby-to-sleep/

https://expectingscience.com/2016/04/21/the-middlemiss-study-tells-us-nothing-about-
sleep-training-cry-it-out-or-infant-stress/

Effects of Co-Sleeping on:

Quality and quantity of sleep over time

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/379353

Risk of mental-health issues

https://www.psychologytoday.com/ca/blog/savvy-parenting/201403/the-impact-chronic-
co-sleeping-older-child

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5159994/
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