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Healthy Sleep Habits, Happy Child


Introduction

 

Congratulations on your twins or multiples! Twins and multiples are more than double the fun: this is an exciting and magical time for your growing family.

Whether you’re still expecting and are reading this book to prepare for life with your new babies or have already brought the babies home from the hospital and are starting to feel the effects of sleep deprivation, I hope this book will help you enjoy your babies more and be less anxious about their needs. Read front to back or in fits and starts, this book will give you the information you need to help your children begin to fall asleep on their own, stay asleep, and sleep regularly. Which means that in a short time, the whole family – Mum and Dad included – will be more rested and generally happier.

As founder of the original Sleep Disorders Center at Children’s Memorial Hospital in Chicago, USA, I have studied both healthy and disturbed sleep in thousands of children. I have also been a paediatrician for more than thirty-five years and am the father of four children (and six grandchildren, at this writing). It is this combined experience that helped me develop the method I call ‘sleep training’, a process for instituting a daily routine and teaching infants to soothe themselves. My first book, Healthy Sleep Habits, Happy Child, details the sleep-training technique for children of all ages and, I’m proud to say, has helped almost a million families get a better night’s sleep.

More recently, I conducted an interesting research project with the parents of twins whom I met through my practice or in twin support groups that I’ve conducted through the years. I had more than a hundred sets of parents fill out an extensive survey so that I could better understand their experience with sleep-training their twins, their concerns and their questions. I heard countless stories of how getting twins to sleep well and sleep on a schedule was clearly worth the effort. Mothers who were getting more sleep themselves reported less baby blues and postpartum depression. Mothers also told me that getting their babies to sleep well made them generally less anxious about taking care of their twins: feeds got easier, and everyone’s mood was improved. Fathers also reported much less tension – in their wives, in themselves and in their marriages. The answers and comments these parents provided has largely guided the information I will share in this book.

Sleep-training twins presents special challenges. The fundamental issue is obviously that there is not enough of you to go around most of the time! With one baby, mothers and fathers (and their help, if they choose to get it) can take turns feeding and caring for that baby during the day and during the night so that, in theory at least, one of the parents is rested most of the time. With twins, either one parent is pulling double duty or both parents are sharing the load the best way they can work out. Either way, parents of twins often wish they could clone themselves so that they could both get more of a break from the seemingly endless rush to soothe, feed, change or – happily – play with the twins. Without this futuristic technology, this book offers special solutions for sleep-training your multiples. I offer help for bleary-eyed parents – sleep and some semblance of a routine will return to your family soon!

Beyond giving me a better understanding of the unique challenges involved in getting twins and multiples to sleep, my recent research also revealed some interesting facts about sleep patterns in twins. Parents report that fraternal twins are harder to get to sleep because they are often fundamentally not on the same ‘clock’ or schedule. Identical twins seem to be more in sync with each other from the very start, and many parents of identical twins find that they have an easier time getting the twins to be on the same sleep schedule.

My research also revealed some interesting results about the ways in which parental age and experience impact sleep-training twins. Some older parents reported feeling that their age was an advantage because they felt it gave them the benefit of more confidence, patience and tolerance for the crying that sometimes accompanies sleep training. Other older parents felt that their age was a factor in their exhaustion and were therefore highly motivated to sleep-train their twins as soon as possible.

Whether or not Mum underwent assisted reproductive technology (ART) to conceive her twins also seems to indirectly impact the babies’ sleep. Some mums who underwent protracted ART efforts reported having very little motivation to impose schedules or sleep training on their twins; instead, they wanted to spend as much waking time as possible with their twins and wanted to soothe their children to sleep at the breast or by holding and rocking them instead of teaching them self-soothing techniques. Mothers in my survey who reported experiencing baby blues or postpartum depression had a harder time sleep-training their twins, likely because they were having an all-around harder time with the transition to motherhood. That said, sleep training – and the rest for everyone that comes with it – turned out to be one of the things that greatly helped lift their depression. Chapter 7 outlines and summarises my survey findings so that you can anticipate and prepare for the possibility of having a similar experience.

Even knowing these trends, however, what’s important to take away from the results of my study is that sleep training can work and work well – quickly – for twins, whether fraternal or identical, conceived using ART or otherwise! Indeed, the process of falling asleep is learned behaviour. I will do my best to make sure that you find a comfortable way to teach your twins how to become great sleepers.

A word about how to use this book: Part I gives you the fundamentals of sleep – why we all need it and what ‘healthy’ sleep comprises. Many people say, ‘What’s not to understand? I need sleep, my babies need sleep, tell me how to get it!’ and I certainly understand the impulse to skip this descriptive section and get on with the business of learning to sleep-train your children. But I hope that even if you skip ahead to ‘Sleep Strategies for Twins and Multiples’ (Part II) or ‘Troubleshooting’ (Part III), you will eventually circle back and read Part I as well. I can’t underscore enough the importance of understanding sleep fundamentals. With a greater appreciation of what goes into ‘good’ or healthy sleep, you may become more motivated to provide it for your children.

Last but not least, I want to point out that throughout this book you will periodically find the comments of parents of multiples that I have worked with or studied. I hope you will find some comfort in hearing about their experiences. I find that in just sharing their frustrations and their successes, new parents can teach one another so much.

The goal of this book is a well-rested family. Happy and healthy sleep to you!

DR MARC WEISSBLUTH




PART I

 

Understanding
Sleep in Children




CHAPTER 1

 

The Importance of Sleep
for the Whole Family

There’s nothing like a good night’s sleep to help us cope with the challenges of each new day. Most of us define ‘good sleep’ as having to do with the duration and the depth of rest we get; it’s about both quantity and quality. There is actually more that goes into the definition of ‘good sleep’, and that is the subject of chapter 2. For the moment, I want to turn your attention more generally to why sleep matters so much.

The expression ‘sleep like a baby’ refers to that deep, peaceful sleep that we observe in babies. But as parents of most infants know, it’s often the case that those charmingly serene little sleepers can pop awake and stay awake and can also have a terrible time getting to their needed slumber in the first place.

‘Needed’ is the operative word here; babies need quality sleep, and when they don’t get enough of it, everything is off, including their ability to get to sleep again. This might not make much immediate sense to you; many parents think that tiring a baby out over the course of a day will help him sleep better at night. Indeed, the single most common misconception is that babies will simply sleep when they are tired and if they are kept up longer, they will sleep better.

As we’ll discuss below, the opposite is true. Babies who are even a little overtired will have a more difficult time making up that lost sleep or napping on cue.


Skip ahead to Part II if you’re ready to get started learning to sleep-train right away, and look to chapter 5 for information about how much sleep is enough in twins of varying ages. But after all that, do come back to this discussion. Having a good understanding of how to get good sleep and what happens when children don’t will help you appreciate what your children are going through and may help you understand why they cry so hard when they don’t get enough rest.



A LITTLE TIRED IS LIKE A LITTLE SICK

Have you ever been a little sick or injured? Imagine that you have an ordinary cold with low-grade fever, sneezing, runny nose, headache and a cough. After a few days the fever is gone, your nose is less stuffy and the cough is less persistent. But you still feel a little weak and tired from having been sick for a few days. Even though you are ready to get back to your routine and your life, you feel uncomfortable and not at your personal best. Maybe you are a little less playful, less creative, less able to multitask. Maybe you’re a little more irritable as well. Being a little tired leaves you in the same predicament. If you’ve not had a good night’s sleep, you won’t be able to operate at 100 per cent the next day. Each subsequent night of restlessness or interrupted sleep only compounds the problem. We get crankier and crankier; we may even start to have physical pain (headaches, body aches and such).

So it goes for children as well. When babies and children don’t get enough sleep, they are not able to cope as well with what the day brings, and they are less able to take restorative naps during the day or fall into deep sleep quickly the following night. They may also have trouble staying focused on eating when you nurse or bottle-feed them. Of course, because they can’t communicate their distress any other way for the time being, they cry. All of this understandably makes parents stressed, but not everyone understands that lack of good sleep is the underlying problem.

We often attribute a baby’s crying and discomfort to wind, teething or that dreaded but universal time of the day – the early evening – known to veteran parents as the ‘witching hour’. Other times we label our children ‘high-spirited’ or ‘needy’, but, actually, it’s usually impaired sleep that makes babies fussy, less adaptable, more intense and more frightened in the first place. You might notice these changes more near the end of the day, when their sleep tank nears empty.

Of course, everyone knows that when you are horribly sleep-deprived, you feel bad. But few people realise how even a little sleep loss impairs children’s mood and performance.

In our ever-busy lives as adults, sometimes sleep is the last thing on the to-do list. But to put it simply, sleep is not a luxury; it is a biological necessity. We should protect our own adult sleep so that we can think clearly in the short term and for the benefit of our long-term health. We need to nurture and protect our children’s sleep for both their present-day comfort and their long-term health as well. Helping your twins learn to soothe themselves, to fall asleep on their own and to stay asleep for restorative periods of time is the key to making sure everyone in the family gets the sleep he or she needs!


Simply put: sleep is not a luxury; it is a biological necessity!



HOW SLEEP DEPRIVATION AFFECTS YOU

My research with parents of twins confirms what I have observed as a paediatrician for more than thirty-five years: regardless of how old you are or what you went through to conceive your twins, or whether you have fraternal or identical twins, when they do not sleep well, the primary caregiver – usually Mum – suffers. Sleep deprivation undermines all aspects of her life and interferes with her ability to discover and execute solutions to help the twins sleep better. Ideally, you’ll want to talk about sleep solutions before the twins are born, but if you already have them and are already sleep-deprived, get Dad involved in working out the solution.

In addition to the lack of physical coordination, headaches and even gastrointestinal issues that are associated with physical exhaustion, mental stress from sleep deprivation is likely to cause an increased heart rate, a rise in blood pressure, muscular tension, irritability and depression. The physical and mental strain might resemble or trigger baby blues or postpartum depression and can create a severe strain on your marriage. One mother in my survey reported that because she and her husband were so tired, they began to fight, and, at the height of their sleep deprivation, they ‘hated each other at night’.

Of course, we do not know whether exhaustion and stress from sleep deprivation mimics, worsens or causes baby blues or postpartum depression. Maybe all three events can occur. What we do know is that sleep deprivation colours one’s outlook (the world looks like a darker, more lonely and more difficult place to navigate), exacerbates relationship tensions and makes life generally harder for everyone in the house.


‘I remember being so tired at various points that I felt my eyes closing while I was on the phone, midsentence. I was incapable of deciding what to eat. I remember thinking, “I have to hire a maternity nurse, but how can I interview nurses when I’m this knackered?” I threatened to divorce my husband if he didn’t return some baby gifts at the exact moment I demanded. I cried every day. I swore I heard the babies crying when I was in the shower, and jumped out of the tub to check on them, to find them sleeping or sitting quietly in their bouncy seats. I under- or overreacted all the time. I chalk some of this up to hormones, but much of it was also sheer sleep deprivation.’

‘At around four to five months the girls began to need more and more soothing and to get less and less sleep. The complete lack of any evening time to eat or speak to my husband (as we often sat in separate darkened rooms, each rocking a baby) made me feel that my life had been entirely consumed by the babies. It did not feel like I had a life. I describe the process of following your sleep-training guidelines as “getting my life back”.’



In a sleep-deprived state it’s hard enough to meet your own needs (possibly including recovering from a C-section), let alone the needs of two or more babies and a household to boot. Added to this mix are the parental worries surrounding experiences more common to multiples – prematurity, colic or gastrointestinal oesophageal reflux disorder (GORD). See the Resources section for information about these special circumstances.


‘I always reference the directions we get on an airline. Put your oxygen mask on, and then assist your child. You are no good to them if you are weak, in pain, tired or impatient. You must give them your calm and consistency. Above all, your love. If you are mentally or physically absent, they suffer. It is your job to take care of yourself, and your sanity will be intact.’



HEALTHY SLEEP IS LIKE HEALTHY FOOD

Consider the similarities between food and sleep. Let’s first think about food and food quality. Food is a biological need. Food is energy for the body. Poor-quality food – junk food – damages the body by causing all manner of medical issues, including malnutrition, anaemia, diabetes, heart disease and obesity. A little junk food is okay; a lot is not.

Now let’s think about sleep and sleep quality. Sleep is also a biological need. Sleep is energy for the brain; poor-quality sleep harms the brain. Think of poor-quality sleep as junk sleep. Junk sleep is just as bad for our children as is junk food.

Junk sleep causes:

•  Exhaustion, and we all know what that feels like!

•  Impaired mood. Children become more irritable, angry and easily upset; later on, junk sleep can cause or exacerbate depression in adolescents.

•  Impaired social and academic performance. Kids who are lacking sleep will be more hyperactive, oppositional and aggressive.

•  Impaired cognitive development. Sleep incorporates learning into permanent memory, causes memory consolidation, and enhances organisational skills, planning, multitasking and executive functioning.

•  Impaired personality. Children become fussy, more intense, more frightened and less adaptable.

•  Impaired hand-eye coordination (which impacts a whole host of functions, such as athletic performance and fine motor skills).

•  Systemic inflammation, increased blood pressure, increased stress hormones.

•  Impaired glucose control, which is a factor in diabetes and obesity.

SLEEP AND BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

Dr Christian Guilleminault, who along with Dr William C Dement was the founding editor of Sleep, the world’s leading journal of sleep research, taught me to consider five fundamental principles of understanding sleep:



1. The sleeping brain is not a resting brain.

2. The sleeping brain functions in a manner different from that of the waking brain.

3. The activity and work of the sleeping brain are purposeful.

4. The process of falling asleep is learned.

5. Providing the growing brain with sufficient sleep is necessary for the ability to concentrate and an easier temperament.

Sleep is the power source that keeps your mind alert and calm. Every night and at every nap, sleep recharges the brain’s battery. Unlike a lightbulb, which shuts down completely when it is turned off, your child’s sleeping brain is active and purposeful. Providing your child’s growing brain with quality sleep is necessary for its development. Sleeping well increases brainpower just as weight lifting strengthens muscles. Sleeping well makes your child physically relaxed and mentally alert; he is at his personal best.

There is one significant difference between muscle strength and brain strength, however. Our resting muscles recover strength during relaxed wakefulness; not so our brains. Unlike other organs, the brain does not recover when resting and awake. Even when you are lying relaxed but awake, in a dark, silent room, the brain remains in a state of quiet readiness, prepared to respond immediately. Quiet, wakeful rest can be refreshing in the short term, but it is not a substitute for sleep. Only sleep restores strength to the brain.

Sleep problems not only disrupt a child’s nights, they disrupt his days too, by making him less mentally alert, more inattentive, unable to concentrate and easily distracted. They also make him more physically impulsive, hyperactive or lazy.

When children learn to sleep well, they learn to maintain optimal wakefulness. The notion of optimal wakefulness, also called optimal alertness, is important because we tend to think simplistically of being either awake or asleep. Just as our twenty-four-hour cycle consists of more than just the two states called daytime and nighttime – for instance, dawn and dusk – there are gradations in sleep and wakefulness as well. In sleep, the levels vary from deep sleep to partial arousal; in wakefulness, the levels vary from being wide awake to being groggy.

The importance of optimal wakefulness cannot be overemphasised. If your children do not get all the sleep they need, they may seem either drowsy or hyperalert. If either state lasts for a long time, the results are the same: children with difficult moods and hard-to-control behaviour, certainly not children who are ready and able to enjoy themselves or get the most out of the myriad learning experiences placed before them.


Sleep energises the brain. Sleep is the power source that keeps the mind alert and calm. Every night and at every nap, sleep recharges the brain’s battery.



SLEEP BEGETS SLEEP

Young children need naps to remain well rested. Naps help refuel a baby’s strength during the day. When they don’t nap, as many parents know, infants actually sleep less well when night falls. Here’s why: when your child naps, his or her cortisol levels fall, and this reduces stress and makes your child calmer. The calmer he or she is, the easier it is to fall asleep and stay asleep. In other words, sleep begets sleep.

In contrast, think of what happens when you don’t get enough sleep. Your body produces stimulating hormones and chemicals to fight the fatigue of sleep deprivation, and you get keyed up. The sympathetic nervous system revs up. You feel a little tense, nervous, excited, jumpy, hyper, edgy, jittery, anxious or wound up tight. Even though you might not want or need it, you get a second wind.

This second wind is designed to combat the fatigue of sleep loss. This burst of energy was important for primitive man to survive. It enabled him to hunt longer, fight harder and flee faster from predators. It’s like a turbocharger kicking in. But this heightened state of neurological arousal interferes with falling asleep, and it also interferes with learning.

Think of the restless child in school, unable to sit still, fidgeting all the time because he is drowsy from junk sleep, and fighting sleepiness to stay awake.

Of course, if you push yourself too hard and sleep too little, you will eventually crash and sleep. Our babies and children will also collapse exhausted if they are pushed too hard (kept up too long). But the burst of nervous stimulation, the second wind, if it lasts too long, is not healthy for any of us, including our children. It’s like driving your car past the red line on your turbocharger for too long a time; the engine is going to break.

When your twins get the sleep they really need – both during the day and at night – they will be in a state of optimal alertness, neither chronically drowsy nor keyed up. In turn they will have an easier time falling asleep again.

TWINS ARE INDIVIDUALS

As I said above, fraternal twins tend to be less in sync with each other than identical twins from the very start, and this can sometimes make sleep-training fraternal twins harder. But it’s important to remember that every baby is unique and that twins are first and foremost two separate individuals; in many respects they will likely be quite different. Many parents of twins say that they can see differences in temperament, for instance, very early on.

Every baby is born with individual traits that affect the amount of physical activity, the duration of sleep and the length of period of crying they will sustain. But all babies differ in more subtle ways. Some are easier to ‘read’; they seem to have predictable schedules for feeding and sleeping. These babies also tend to cry less and sleep more. They are better able to self-soothe; they fall asleep more easily; and when they awaken at night they are better able to return to sleep unassisted. But don’t blame yourself if one (or both) of your twins cries a lot and is less self-soothing. It’s only luck, although social customs may affect how you feel about it.

In societies where the mother holds her babies close all the time and her breasts are always available for nursing and soothing, there are still great differences among siblings in terms of fussiness and crying. To the extent she can, with more than one baby to contend with at a time, Mum usually compensates by increasing the amount of rhythmic, rocking motions or nursing. Or she’ll bring one of the babies – or both – into her bed. This is not necessarily good or bad. There are no universally ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways or ‘natural’ versus ‘unnatural’ styles of caring for and raising children.

Fraternal or identical, two boys, two girls, or one (or more) of each, the key to helping your multiples have good sleep for life is to start the sleep-training process early. When you start early, there will be no long bouts of crying and no problems with sleeping down the line. The process of falling asleep unassisted is a skill, and, as with any other skill, it is easier to teach good habits first than it is to correct bad habits later. Also, as with any other skill, success comes only after a period of practice.

There are clearly a great number of reasons to help your young twins get the sleep they need, but before we get into the nuts and bolts of sleep training, it’s important that you understand the definition of healthy sleep. That is the topic of the next chapter.


If you start early with sleep training, you will be well along the path to preventing sleep problems in your twins.






End of sample
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