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Sleep
Sleep is crucial to staying healthy, learning, 
managing our impulses, and regulating our 
emotions. For children with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD), however, sleep problems can 
be common and difficult to overcome. This 
poor level of sleep (be it in quantity or quality) 
can also have an impact of the quality of sleep 
for other family members in the household.
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Typical Sleep

Some children require less than the typical amount of sleep. If your 

child seems to cope well during the day on less sleep, then they may 

not need 11-13 hours and you can adjust their bedtime accordingly. 

However, if your child appears tired, irritable, or has more difficulty 

concentrating, that can indicate they are not getting enough sleep. 

It is vital for their own development and mental wellbeing that they 

get support to address this issue. Initially, this may take the form of 

strategies and changes in routines within the household, however 

if problems persist, further help from sleep specialists or medical 

professionals may be necessary.

For young children, a typical sleep pattern can 

vary. Most children aged 3-5 years need about 11-13 

hours of sleep each night and may also sleep during 

the day.

If your child is not getting enough sleep, they may find it harder to:

• • regulate their emotions, causing meltdowns, or negative 

behaviours

• • process their sensory environment

• • adjust to changes.
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Difficulties with Sleep

While there is no ‘one size fits all’ solutions to sleep problems, a 

consistent and thoughtful bedtime routine encourages good sleeping 

habits.

Common problems with sleeping involve:

• • Getting to sleep: taking a long time to calm down and/or fall 

asleep.

• • Staying asleep: being unable to sleep for the duration of the night. 

This usually involves waking other members of the family for 

support to get back to sleep.

• • Sleeping patterns: being sleepy during the day and awake in the 

night or not tired at an appropriate bedtime.
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Sleep Hygiene
Sleep hygiene involves creating good habits leading up and during 

bedtime to foster good sleep. Maintaining a range of good habits can 

help your child sleep well.

Supporting Sleep Hygiene

• • Ensure that your child’s bed is only used for calm bedtime 

activities (e.g. bedtime stories) and sleep. Ensure other activities 

(e.g. playing, eating) are done elsewhere.

• • Ensure that your child falls asleep in their beds, rather than on the 

couch or in your bed.

• • Ensure your child has a consistent bedtime. Give your child a 

reminder that it will soon be bedtime 5-10 minutes beforehand (or 

more if they need it) so they are ready.

• • Establish a consistent bedtime routine.

• • Create a calm environment for the 40 minutes before bedtime. 

Ensure all screens are off, reduce noise (e.g. radio and music off), 

and avoid loud or exciting activities.

• • Share in a quiet activity just before sleep time such as reading a 

story together.

• • Keep the lighting in the bedroom low or dark for bedtime.

• • Ensure your child gets a good amount of physical activity during 

the day.
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Creating a Bedtime Routine
Developing a predictable routine can help calm your child for bedtime, 

although it may take time to establish. Make sure you keep this routine 

as consistent as possible to allow your child to understand what 

comes next.

6:00pm Dinner time

6:40pm Bath and pyjamas on

6:55pm Brush teeth

7:00pm Shared story

7:15pm Quiet time to read on their own

7:30pm Lay head on pillow and lights out 

Example of Bedtime Routine

When creating a routine for your child, consider what time they need 

to be in bed, and how long they take to complete certain activities. 

If your child has difficulty at dinner time for example, you may need 

to start dinner earlier to give them extra time. Allow your child to 

have some control in establishing the routine by encouraging them 

to set the order of some activities. They may wish to add in their own 

personalised steps such as say goodnight to a favourite toy or sing a 

familiar bedtime song with a family member.
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Your child might resist the bedtime routine initially. They may not 

want to stay in bed or try various strategies to prolong their bedtime. 

If your child gets out of bed, calmly take them back to bed, saying 

‘bedtime’. You may need to do this multiple times. Stay consistent with 

the bedtime routine. Your quiet and calm persistence with the routine 

will pay off in the long run. 

Visual supports for each step of the bedtime routine or social stories 

can help your child understand the routine and participate more 

willingly.

Some children may not be tired at a reasonable bedtime. If this is case, 

you may need to ensure they do not nap during the day (if your child 

attends day care, make sure the staff are informed). If your child is 

still not tired at a reasonable time, consider setting a later bedtime 

for when your child is tired or for when they typically fall asleep. (This 

approach is not recommended for children under 3 years old as they 

can become over-tired). This allows your child to make an association 

between bed and sleeping. If this bedtime seems too late, you can 

introduce an approach known as delayed bedtime or bedtime fading. 

This involves putting your child to bed at the time when they are 

ready to sleep and then moving bedtime 5 minutes earlier each night 

until the bedtime is reasonable.
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Reinforcing Behaviours
As a parent you can encourage positive behaviours through positive 

consequences. For example, reading your child’s favourite story with 

them in bed before bedtime gives them a positive consequence for 

climbing into bed. They will be more willing to get into bed next time 

to get this quality one-on-one time with you. 

Unfortunately, it can also be easy to inadvertently reinforce negative 

behaviours. For example, if your child gets out of bed after bedtime 

or during the night, it can be tempting to fuss over them to make sure 

they’re comfortable or give them attention by getting cross and telling 

them why they must be in bed. However, without meaning to, this can 

encourage your child to continue to get out of bed, because they are 

being inadvertently rewarded with attention and are succeeding in 

their goal of avoiding bed. In these situations, it is best to give your 

child as little attention as possible then quietly and calmly return them 

to their bed.

It is important for a parent to remain objective and ensure that the 

child is not accidently given a positive consequence for a negative 

behaviour.
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Sleep Associations
Be mindful of the conditions you create around your child’s sleep time. 

Children often naturally wake during the night but will get themselves 

back to sleep. However, if your child wakes and cannot fulfil all the 

associations they have made with sleep, they may not be able to go 

back to sleep without needing help. For example, if your child has 

made an association between being physically comforted by you as 

they fall asleep, if they wake during the night and you are not there, 

they may struggle to fall asleep.

Cuddle your child at bedtime but help them learn to fall asleep on their 

own or with a favourite toy. Approaches such as graduated extinction 

can help children learn to fall asleep on their own, while giving you the 

opportunity to periodically check your child is ok.

Occasionally introduce variations into the bedtime routine to support 

your child’s ability to fall asleep under changed conditions. For 

example, if your child requires a specific toy to fall asleep, gradually 

introduce giving your child a choice of different toys, so that they 

become less reliant on a specific toy to fall asleep. Another variation 

could be to change the order of the routine. This will support your 

child’s ability to become more adaptable when unplanned or inevitable 

changes occur.
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Sensory Sleeping 
Environment
Be mindful of what your child’s sleep environment, including factors 

such as temperature, textures, smells, sounds, and sights (including 

lighting). It may be useful to lay in their bed at bedtime and pay close 

attention to all the senses. However, keep in mind that children with 

ASD can also have difficulty processing some sensations that you may 

not even notice.

Bedtime Sensory Checklist

Depending on your child’s sensory needs, your child’s ability to 

become comfortable at bedtime could be influenced by:

• • Blue light emitted from devices and televisions. This can be 

distracting and make sleeping difficult.

• • Street lights, security lights, or moving shadows outside the 

bedroom window. Consider using black-out curtains to remove 

distractions.

• • Noises from the rest of the household, including footsteps on 

wooden floors, sounds from televisions, noisy appliances, and 

voices of other family members. Rugs or carpet can help to muffle 

sounds. You could also move your child’s bed away from the wall 

where there is activity occurring on the other side.

• • Distracting smells. You can reduce unwanted smells by closing 

your child’s bedroom door and/or introduce a pleasant smell (e.g. 

essential oils) that they can associate with relaxation and sleep.

• • Textures from clothing or bedding can be uncomfortable for your 

child. Remove tags if needed. Consider alternative bedding such as 

Lycra/Spandex/elastane bed sheets that wrap around the mattress. 

(Weighted blankets should not be used for sleep, as supervision is 

always required for weighted blankets.)
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Early Risers
Some children will wake as early as 4 am. If they have had a good 

sleep, there is little you can do to change an early start to the day. You 

may need to adjust your sleep routine to get used to waking up early, 

or you could introduce a quiet toy box at the end of your bed to keep 

your child occupied in the morning. The box could include items such 

as books, soft toys, puzzles or fidget toys. Make sure all the toys are 

items your child enjoys and can play with independently. Initially you 

may need to teach your child how to use the morning box by getting 

up with them the first few times and explore through visuals and social 

stories.

Underlying Medical Issues
Some underlying medical issues that are common for children with 

ASD can also disrupt their sleep. This includes problems with the 

sleep-wake cycle, gastrointestinal difficulties, or genetic issues that 

interfere with how melatonin (the chemical produced by the body that 

helps trigger sleep) is produced. It is important to seek medical advice, 

if you feel this may be the case.
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Other Sleep Issues 
Associated with ASD
• • Nightmares or night terrors: Nightmares are bad dreams that 

usually occur late at night. They can cause anxiety, fear, or distress 

and your child can usually recollect them afterwards. Night terrors, 

however, can cause your child scream or shout even though they 

are not fully awake. During this time, they can be difficult to wake 

or comfort. They tend not to be able to recollect the night terror 

incident. Both nightmares and night terrors can be upsetting for 

your child, causing them to wake and seek your reassurance. Night 

terrors and nightmares are common for children up to 8 years old 

and as long they don’t disrupt your child’s sleep too much, do not 

cause any long-term harm.

• • Snoring: Snoring is common for many children, particularly if they 

have an illness such as a cold. However, if your child’s snoring is 

persistent even when they are well, this could be an indication of 

breathing difficulties during sleep. This can cause poor quality 

sleep and mean they are tired during the day.

• • Restless sleep: Some children with ASD can experience involuntary 

body movements such as leg movements or head banging while 

they sleep. Good sleep hygiene can help to prevent restless sleep, 

although restless sleep can also indicate a sleep disorder.

If you are concerned about any of the above issues, consult your GP or 

health professional.
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Self-Care
While your child is having trouble with sleep, 
it is likely that you as a parent will be sleep 
deprived as well. You may need to seek support 
from close family or friends to ensure you get 
the rest you need.

Respite service may also be available through 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme 
(NDIS), depending on your circumstances. You 
can find more information at: 

https://www.carergateway.gov.au
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