
Sleep Tips for Children with Autism
Getting a full, restful night of sleep is important for children’s development. It strengthens 
their immune systems to better fight illnesses and diseases. It gives their bodies time 
to grow and repair. It also improves their motor coordination and is important for brain 
development.

For children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), sleep can be particularly important to 
regulate mood and behavior. Not sleeping well can exacerbate some common conditions, 
like repetitive behaviors. Yet, sleep problems are very common for children on the spec-
trum. A 2019 study found that nearly 80% of preschoolers with autism had disrupted sleep. 

If your child with autism struggles with getting a full night’s sleep, here are a few tips to help.
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Set a specific bedtime and wake time
Most parents give their children a bedtime, but it’s important to be consistent. If possible, try to give your child the same wake time 
and bedtime every day of the week to help establish a routine. 

Turn off the screens 
Experts recommend that children (and adults) should not watch a tv screen, phone screen or computer screen for about 1 to 1 ½ 
hours before bed. The light from these screens interferes with melatonin, which helps people become sleepy. Making your child’s 
bedroom a screen-free zone can help them sleep better. 

Engage in other relaxing activities before bed
About an hour before bed, engage in relaxing activities with your child. Depending on what soothes your child, that could be:
• Giving them a massage
• Snuggling
• Rocking in a chair or swing
• Listening to calming music
• Lowering the lights

Create a bedtime routine
Routines are soothing for children with autism — a routine signals to your child what is coming next, which is comforting. Your 
child’s body may even learn to react to the routine by getting sleepy. Here are a few things you can include in a bedtime routine:
• Eating a healthy snack
• Taking a bath
• Put on their pajamas
• Brush their teeth and go to the bathroom
• Read them a story
• Tuck them in and say goodnight

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/sleep-problems-autism-explained/


Sleep Tips for Children with Autism (continued)

Select comfortable pajamas
Look for pajamas made of a soft material that breathes, so your child doesn’t get too hot. Avoid PJs with tags, buttons, zippers, and 
seams. You also want to avoid anything that feels too tight or too loose for your child. 

Create a relaxing environment for your child to sleep in
Children with ASD can be more sensitive to noise and other sensory input. You want your child’s bedroom to be quiet, dark, and cool. 
They might need background noise, like a white noise machine or a fan, to fall asleep. Room-darkening curtains can also help. Your 
child might also benefit from a weighted blanket, body pillows, or even a sleeping bag.

Teach your child to fall asleep alone
If your child learns to fall asleep alone at bedtime, your child will be better to self-soothe when he or she wakes up in the middle of 
the night. If they are used to having you fall asleep with them, they might need you to be there when they wake up in the middle of 
the night. 

Try to ease out of their room slowly each night. Sit in a chair by their bed, instead of lying in bed with them. Then slowly, move the 
chair farther away from the bed each night, with the ultimate goal of removing the chair from their bedroom. 

If they have difficulty, try the bedtime pass
If your child has a hard time staying in bed, you can try a “bedtime pass.” The bedtime pass allows your child to get out of bed once or 
have you visit once after bedtime. If your child doesn’t use their bedtime pass, they receive a treat the next morning. If your child uses 
it, you should respond to what your child needs and then take the pass. If they get out of bed after using the pass, put your child back 
in bed while giving them as little attention as you can. Eventually, your child should learn to stay in bed. When your child keeps the 
pass, make sure you reward them right away the next morning and also give them a lot of praise. 

Please remember, these tips are a start towards better sleep for your child. Some children may need more individualized support. If 
your child nees more help, please reach to your pediatrician, or talk to your Fraser therapis for more ideas.  
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