
Sleep in Children with Autism  
Tips for a good night sleep

It is a crazy time at the moment, as we try to adjust to a new (temporary!) “normal”. 
It is easier to cope during this time if our children are getting a good night sleep. 
This also helps us get some much needed sleep too!

Why is sleep important for children?

• Children’s bodies produce growth hormone when it is dark. This is one of the reasons 
that children spend so much time sleeping – their bodies and brains have so much 
growing to do. 

• Getting enough quality sleep restores energy levels and helps them to be more alert 
and happy during the day. 

• It helps bodies stay healthy and strong. Sleep helps to repair injuries and illness and 
helps keep their immunity strong. 

• Sleep helps boost learning and attention. It is the best time for our brain to store and 
consolidate memories, and get in the right state to learn and make more memories. 

• Not enough good quality sleep can affect behaviour. When a child does not get 
enough sleep, they can be lethargic and grumpy, hyperactive, uncooperative and 
engage in more challenging behaviours.

• To get along with others. When children are tired, they can be more irritable and have 
less patience. It can also be harder for them to pick up on some social cues from 
others.

• If children sleep, parents and caregivers get the opportunity to sleep too. Getting 
enough sleep ourselves is essential for our own mental health and wellbeing. Not 
enough sleep can lead to us feeling more anxious, depressed and stressed. We may 
not be able to parent like we want to, as we can get more irritable and have a lower 
tolerance for the behaviours of those we are looking after. We might get sick easier, 
lose our patience and yell more, and not have the energy to do the essential and fun 
things that we want to do. 

• As a parent or caregiver, you deserve that hour at the end of the day when the 
children are in bed to just relax and have some ‘me time’!!

You are not alone!
Sleep is one of the hardest and most common behaviour difficulties reported by parents of children with 
autism. Up to 83% of children with autism have sleep difficulties, compared with up to 35% of children who 
are typically developing. 



How much sleep?
Sleep needs vary for every person. However there are some guidelines about 
average daily sleep requirements based on age:

 

What gets in the way of a good night sleep in young people?
There are a number of factors in daily life that can influence a child’s sleep patterns, 
including: 

• A child’s level of anxiety, stress and depression, and their ability to self-soothe.

• Pain, discomfort or breathing issues.

• Puberty is a time when the body and hormones are changing quickly, and this can impact on sleep.  
You may have noticed that the body clock of a teenager changes as they want to stay up later and sleep 
all day! However, lots of children still have to get up early, and so get less sleep than they need. 

• Some medications – you may want to check these out with your GP. 

• Use of electronic devices. 
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• Alcohol/caffeine/drugs/nicotine.

• School workloads.

• Stressful life events, e.g. lockdowns, moving home, the birth of a new sibling. 

• Social pressures.

Added challenges with autism:

• Sensory challenges can make it harder to sleep, as the child tries to avoid or access certain noises, 
touches, smells, temperatures, light and tastes associated with bedtime. 

• Children with autism often have difficulties with changes in routine. When sleep patterns change, maybe 
as a result of different expectations during holidays/lockdown, or due to illnesses, these patterns can 
become the normal and become the child’s expected routine. This routine can then be hard to reverse.

• Children with autism can have a less varied diet, and nutritional deficiencies can disrupt sleep. 

• Children’s own behaviours can get in the way of sleep. For example, it can be hard to go to sleep when 
stimming, talking to themselves, repetitively playing with objects, or body rocking. 

• Communication and social difficulties can mean that a person with autism might not pick up on the cues 
that help us know it is bedtime. For example, they may find it harder to detect the natural light-dark cycle, 
sounds associated with bedtime, or understanding directions around the bedtime routine. 

• Children with autism can be very rigid with what they need to help them to fall asleep. Therefore, if the 
environment is different when they wake in the night to what it was when they first went to sleep, they 
may find it very hard to get back to sleep. For example, if they like to fall asleep with background noise, 
but it is quiet when they wake, they may not be able to get back to sleep. 

• Parents and caregivers of children with autism and sleep problems are often so tired themselves and 
have a number of other stressors in their lives. This can mean it is harder to be consistent with creating 
good sleep patterns in their children. 

Tips for a good night sleep
Every child is different. Could any of these ideas help you?

           Regular sleep and wake time. 

Setting a regular time for bed each night and wake-
up time each morning, including in weekends and 
holidays, will help their body to get in to a routine. 

           Consistent bedtime routine. 

A bedtime routine is important because it teaches 
your child the order of events leading up to bedtime. 

• Try to choose a short routine which suits you 
and your child. You might like to include having 
a bath, putting on pyjamas, cuddle time on the 
couch, brushing teeth and reading a story or 
listening to music in bed. Choose activities that 
are relaxing so that your child is calm in time  
for bed.

• Think about the order and timing of these 
activities. For example, if your child gets 
distressed by brushing their teeth, do this 
earlier in the night so that the end of the routine 
is relaxing. 

• The routine should include a definite end-point, 
something that signals to your child that it is 
time to settle to sleep. This may be turning off 
the light or having a ‘goodnight phrase’ (e.g. 
“Goodnight, sleep tight”).

• It might be important to create a visual aid to 
teach your child the sleep routine. This may be a 
flow chart with pictures of the routines steps or 
a social story that explains the new routine.



           Dark, quiet, cool bedroom. 

People typically sleep better when their bedroom is 
dark and quiet, and the temperature of the room is 
on the cool side. To make the room dark, you may 
need to get black out curtains or put a blanket over 
the window. Use a night light if this is too dark for 
your child.     

         Same Same. 

Try to make sure that the environment when the 
child goes to sleep is the same during the night. For 
example if they listen to white noise to get to sleep 
initially, it may be important to have this going all 
night long so that it is on when they wake during a 
natural night waking.

        Create a distraction free, boring 
bedroom. 

TVs, cell phones and computers are common 
distractions that can deprive people of sleep, 
so keep them out of the bedroom. Children with 
autism may also have toys or objects that they play 
with repetitively or ritualistically. It may be helpful to 
keep these out of the bedroom or create a ‘finished 
box’ that the object is placed in as part of the 
bedtime routine.

   Sun. 

Daylight is key to creating daily sleep patterns. Try 
to get outside in natural sunlight for at least 30 
minutes each day. If possible, wake up with the sun, 
or use bright lights in the morning. Dim or turn off 
some lights before bedtime.  

         Exercise. 

Exercise is great, but not too late in the day. Try not 
to be too active in the 2 hours before bedtime.  

             Avoid caffeine after lunch time. 

As well as coffee and some teas, colas, chocolate 
and some medications contain the stimulant, 
caffeine. Their effects can take as long as 12 hours 
to fully wear off, so it is best to avoid them after 
lunch time. 

            Naps. 

Most children do not need day naps after the age 
of 3. Daytime naps can mean your child will not be 
tired enough to go to sleep in the early evening. 
Travelling in the car can be a time when a lot of 
children nap. Try and keep them awake during this 
time by giving them a snack or an activity to do.

              Warm bath or shower. 

Incorporating a warm bath or shower in to the 
bedtime routine can be helpful. It will raise your 
child’s body temperature and make them feel 
sleepy as their body temperature drops again. Also, 
the bath or shower can help them relax and wind 
down so they are ready for sleep.

         Meals. 

A healthy and balanced diet is important for a good 
night’s sleep, but when you eat is also important. 
A light snack before bed is okay, but a large meal 
late at night can cause indigestion, which interferes 
with sleep. Drinking too many fluids close to bed 
time can mean you end up waking a lot during the 
night to go to the bathroom. However, it can be 
helpful to have a half-filled drink bottle by your 
child’s bed, so that getting up to get a drink is not an 
excuse to get out of bed.  

        Screens. 

Try to stop your child playing on a phone or using a 
laptop in the hour before bed. These screens emit 
blue light, which is the same as the light that comes 
from the sun. Exposure to this just before bed can 
trick the brain in to thinking it is daytime, and it will 
be much more difficult to go to, or stay, asleep. Also, 
playing on these devices can be interactive and 
exciting, not the relaxing and calming environment 
important for bed. If your child struggles to give 
up their device at bedtime, you could reward them 
for doing a more relaxing activity instead, such as 
reading a book together. Alternatively, you could 
put the device in to the ‘finished box’.  

           Their space. 

Make the bedroom a place they want to be, without 
making it a play area. You could let them choose 
their own duvet cover, put a poster they like up on 
the wall, or paint the room their favourite colour. 

=



Settling to sleep
Try to create a clear difference between day and night. As much as possible, provide 
a peaceful, calm atmosphere at night. Dim some lights and make the environment 
that bit quieter.  

Try to teach your child to fall asleep without any assistance from you. Get them in to bed when they are tired, 
but still awake. You should not cuddle your child to sleep because if they wake in the night they may expect 
you to still be there to give them a cuddle. 

If your child settles happily, you can leave the room. If they start to cry, go in after 5 minutes (less if the crying 
upsets you or they are very distressed) and gently but firmly resettle them with as little touching, talking and 
eye contact as possible, and repeat your ‘goodnight phrase’. Leave your child again. 

If your child comes out of their bedroom take him immediately back to their bed and gently, but firmly, 
resettle him. Repeat your ‘goodnight phrase’ and leave again. You may need to repeat this step multiple 
times. 

Alternatively, if your child really cannot settle without you there, you can gradually increase the physical 
distance between you and your child every few days (e.g. on the first night lie beside your child without 
cuddles, then a few nights later sit on the bed, then stand beside the bed, stand by the door, stand in the 
door, stand outside the door etc.) until they no longer need you to be there for them to fall asleep. 

Just remember, once your have settled your child for sleep, be boring! Repeat only your ‘goodnight phrase’  
as needed. 

And stay calm. Even the attention of a tired and angry parent can be more rewarding than nothing. 

Bedtime Pass for managing sleep problems 

For children who call out or leave their rooms after bedtime, a bedtime pass may be helpful.

A bedtime pass involves a small card or ‘pass’ given to your child each night, which can be exchanged for one 
permitted trip out of the bedroom. The trip out of the bedroom must be for a short and specific reason  
(e.g., three minutes to get a drink, or one minute for a hug) after which 
you will remove the pass and return your child to bed. 

How do I start using a bedtime pass?

• You may like to design and create the bedtime pass with your child

• Explain the pass rules to your child 

What if my child leaves the bedroom or calls out after they have used 
the bedtime pass?

• Guide your child back to bed with minimal talking and eye contact

• Try to ignore calling out behaviours

• Remind your child of the rules of the pass
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E 
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Does your child appear to need extra attention and 
cuddles at bed time?

If your child appears particularly worried about something, and you 
think that this is hindering their sleep, talk to them about it, but just 
not right before bed. Listen to what they are telling you, validate their 
feelings, and talk about some strategies they can use to calm down 
(e.g. taking some big breaths) or to resolve their issue. It might help for 
them to write down their worries in a journal. 

Set aside some special 1:1 cuddle time before bed, out of bed. 

If they are wanting cuddles from you, try to find a replacement to this 
cuddle that works just as well for them. Maybe a special toy they could 
cuddle at night time, or something that gives them the ‘tight squeeze’ 
feeling that a cuddle provides, like a heavy blanket or a tight singlet. 

Does your child want to sleep in your bed with you?

Some parents are quite happy to have their child sleep with them, but it is one of the best ways to reward 
night waking and making sure that it happens again. To avoid this, do not take your child in to your bed with 
you to stop them from crying. If you do, they will learn that the more they cry, the more likely it is that you will 
let them in to your bed. 

Always try and settle your child in their own bed when they go to sleep at night. If they wake during the 
night, do the same thing – try and soothe and settle them in their own bed, giving them as little attention as 
possible. 

If your child comes in to your bed while you are asleep, it might help to put a bell on your door so that you 
wake when they come in. Then, you must put your child back in to their own bed every time. 

Staying asleep
When a child wakes regularly in the night, it can be tiring 
for the whole family. There are some more things you 
could try:

Check and see if there is anything that might be causing them to be upset

• Are they ill? 

• Are they too warm or too cold?

• Do they have a dirty nappy or bed?

• Could they be worried about something?

• Has their favourite toy fallen on the ground?

• Is the pet cat annoying them?

Try to let your child resettle themselves.  If they do need your help, resettle them the same way that you did 
at bedtime. If they are really upset, you might need to give them a cuddle to help them calm down, but do not 
let them go to sleep in your arms or in your bed. 

If they need a drink, give them a sip of water, not juice or milk or any other favourite drink. 



The morning
Does your child wake too early in the morning? Here are some things you could try:
• It may be that your child does not know when it is an ok time to get 

up. You could try giving them some visual signals to distinguish 
between night and day. For example, you could use a special sleep 
training clock that changes face to show them when it is sleep time 
and awake time, like the ‘Groclock’ pictured here. 

• Or, when it is time to wake up, you could open their door wider, and 
open their curtains. Or, you could put a sign on your bedroom door 
letting them know it is ok to come in and see you. 

• Make sure their bedroom is not too bright early in the morning. It 
may be necessary to get blackout curtains or hang a blanket over 
their window. 

• Maybe your child is really not tired. They may be getting more rest time than their body needs. You may 
need to consider putting them to bed later or removing any naps. 

• Try not to give your child access to something that they really love first thing in the morning as this may 
be an incentive for them to get up when they should be trying to go back to sleep following a normal night 
waking. For example, if your child loves being on a screen, set time restrictions on when they can start 
going on the screen. 

Changing habits can mean that things get harder for a while as your child tests out the new rules. However, use 
this time as an opportunity to teach them the new rules, by staying your course, continuing to set the limits, being 
firm and consistent. The problems will start to get better. 

Rewarding good behaviour at night
Rewards are a great way to help your child to understand what it is that you want 
them to do. Rewards can be a cuddle or praise, small toys or stickers, or anything 
else your child enjoys.

It is important that your child:

• Understands exactly what earns them a reward; 

• Is given a reward every time that they behave as you want them to – you can gradually fade the reward 
out over time;

• Is rewarded as soon as possible. 

Make sure the target behaviour is achievable. You want your child to succeed! Start simple and you can make 
it harder over time. For example, the first goal may be simply going to their bedroom when asked. Gradually 
get more demanding, e.g. staying in bed once parents have left the room, then sleeping in their own bed all 
night regardless of whether they got up, then staying in their own bedroom all night. 

Once a reward is given, it should never be taken away, as this will decrease their drive to do the positive 
behaviour. 



Many children like star charts. This means creating a weekly calendar, and each day your child achieves their 
goal, they are given a star. You may want to increase your child’s incentive to continue doing this behaviour, 
by giving your child a bonus reward for achieving their goals 5 out of 7 nights. 

**If challenging sleep behaviours continue, please seek professional support**
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