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Autism and Sleep


All children need to learn how to sleep through the night.


Bedtime can be a struggle for any parent if their child�struggles to fall asleep or stay asleep. Instead of being a �comforting time to wind-down and relax, bedtime can�become a stressful time of the day with tempers flaring and �tears falling! Children with autism seem to be particularly prone to poor sleeping habits that surface when trying to go to bed, in the middle of the night, or in chronic early waking. Daslne parents have reported that sleep is a significant problem for 48% of their children who have ASD. Although sleep problems are not part of the diagnostic criteria, they do seem very common. 











Autism and Sleep


Every parent at one time or another struggles with a child 


who has difficulty falling asleep, turning bedtime into a 


stressful time of the day. Instead of being a comforting time


to wind down and relax, tempers flare and tears fall! Children


with autism seem to be particularly prone to poor sleeping 


habits that surface when trying to go to bed, in the middle of the night, or in chronic early waking. Many of you have reported sleep as a significant problem with your autistic child, and although sleep problems are not part of the diagnostic criteria, sleep problems do seem to go hand in hand with autism. Research indicates that approximately 56% of all developmentally delayed children present 
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Parents’ Views: Parents involved in a UK Survey by Research Autism, and parents of children in the Daslne database talked specifically about a number of these sleep problems:


				‘My son seems to gain energy as the night wears on. Sometimes he’ll 


				sleep and then is up again running around the house’


				‘He cannot sleep without me or my husband, so when he wakes in the 


				night we have to settle him 2/3/4 times’


‘First he needs to see a certain video. Once that’s over then there’s another routine that needs to be


done before he can go to sleep. The worst part is I have to sleep with him every night’


‘My son would spend the majority of the night jumping up and down on his bed’ 


Thank you to all of the parents who gave up their time to discuss some of these issues with Daslne.





Sleep Surveys (2012)


A recent research study found that parents report their children with autism have more sleeping difficulties than their children without autism.  The graph shows some of the main problems. Insomnia was the most 


frequent problem reported,


which includes difficulty 


falling asleep, difficulty 


staying asleep and waking 


too early.  Another study 


looked at different ages and


found that younger children


frequently also had night 


waking, bedtime resistance 


and sleep anxiety.





Park etal (2012) Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders; Goldman etal (2012) Journal of Autism & Developmental Disorders
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What causes these problems with sleep?





Lack of Understanding: Children with autism may have difficulty understanding why and�when they need to go to sleep.  They may not see other family members going to bed, �and so not realize that everyone needs to sleep.


Sensory Overload: Children with autism can have problems with hypersensitivity to touch, visual stimuli or sound. This can be distracting and distressing, and make falling asleep a difficult 


process.  Other children need time to ‘download’ the day through talking.


Physical: Melatonin is a hormone secreted by the pineal gland which has been shown to regulate sleep patterns. It is suggested that patterns of melatonin secretion in children with ASD may be irregular.


Allergies and Food Sensitivities: Children with autism are perhaps more likely than other children to be sensitive to foodstuffs like sugar, caffeine, and additives which can keep people awake.


Anxiety: Donna Williams (an adult with autism) wrote in her autobiography ‘Somebody Somewhere’ that ‘Sleep was not a secure place. Sleep just came and stole you beyond your control’. Anxiety, and the fear of the unknown, can also make it difficult for children to fall into a deep sleep, resulting in them waking at numerous points during the night.
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What can parents do to help improve their child’s sleep?�


Create a bed-time routine: Good sleep habits can be taught by establishing a bed-time routine.  This could include having a bath, putting on pyjamas, a wind-down time, a set bed-time, using a ‘goodnight’ phrase each night, rewarding good sleeping behaviours and progressive distancing.


Wind-down time: reading a short story or singing a song can be part of the bed-time routine and signals to your child it’s time to for sleep


Relaxation: a few drops of lavender in your child’s bath or listening to relaxing music might have a soothing effect. You could also give your child a foot, hand or scalp massage, which may help calm them down


Rewarding good behaviour: reward good sleeping behaviour at the time, such as using a star-chart to reward getting into bed on time


Progressive Distancing: this involves gradually increasing the distance of the parent from the child whilst also decreasing the verbal interaction and physical contact with the child.





Environmental Modifications: Parents have suggested using weighted blankets (� HYPERLINK "http://www.quietquilt.com" ��www.quietquilt.com�), blackout blinds (� HYPERLINK "http://www.easyblindsonline.co.uk" ��www.easyblindsonline.co.uk�), soundproofing (� HYPERLINK "http://www.soundstop.co.uk" ��www.soundstop.co.uk�), or a light box (� HYPERLINK "http://www.sadbox.co.uk" ��www.sadbox.co.uk�). 





Medication: Behavioural techniques should be tried first before consulting your health visitor, GP or paediatrician.  But there is evidence that melatonin (as a medication) can help children’s sleeping.





Helpful websites: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nas.org.uk" ��www.nas.org.uk�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.cerebra.org.uk" �www.cerebra.org.uk�  � HYPERLINK "http://www.autismspeaks.org/family-services/health-and-wellness/sleep" ��http://www.autismspeaks.org/family-services/health-and-wellness/sleep�
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		Any sleep problem		Any sleep problem

		Bed time resistance		Bed time resistance
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		Daytime sleepiness		Daytime sleepiness
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		Sleeping difficulty		Children with autism		Children without autism

		Any sleep problem		47		20

		Bed time resistance		20.5		11.7

		Insomnia		31.3		9

		Daytime sleepiness		5.4		1.8
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