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Sleeping Issues in Young Children with Autism 
 

Sleeping can be a difficult time for young children.  Children often have different sleeping patterns and often 
do not seem to sleep for long periods of time.  They seem to get up frequently during the night, rising early 
before daylight, have a difficult time going to bed and trouble falling asleep.  These are the most common 
reported difficulties for parents who have young children with autism. 
 
Difficulty going to bed: 
One of the best things to do is to establish a bedtime routine or schedule so that bedtime is more predictable.  Using a 
visual schedule for this is very important for the child to understand what is going to happen.  A good example of a 
bedtime routine is bath, brush teeth, pajamas, look for a favorite book and then bed. 
 
Parents may do predictable quiet activities prior to bedtime such as a work time, looking at books, or listening to music.  
Sometimes other calming activities such as lotion application and gentle rocking can be used.  You will need to find what 
is comforting and relaxing for your child at bedtime. 
 
Bedrooms are for sleeping: 
Physical structure is also important in the bedroom especially for a child with sleeping difficulties.  Recommendations for 
a bedroom are to contain a bed and dresser for clothes.  The bedroom should have structure and meaning just like the 
other rooms in the house do.  Extra toys, TV’s, VCR’s, and DVD’s can be very distracting.  Having these gives the child the 
option of playing instead of focusing on sleeping. 
 
Getting Up During the Night: 

• As you look around the bedroom, make sure it is as safe without any breakable items, loose cords and 
uncovered outlets. 

• Reduce the amount of attention a child receives when they wake up.  Remain neutral and redirect the child back 
to bed.  Keep your phrases very simple. 

• You may want to put a gate on the door so they know they should stay in their room and return back to bed. 
• If the child still cannot fall back asleep, you may need to gently rub their back until they do fall asleep.  Remain in 

the room until the child becomes relaxed. 
 

Environmental Factors: 
• Auditory: Certain noises affect autistic children such as water running, animals scratching, and outside noises.  If 

the child’s bedroom is near an area where noises can be easily heard from outside, you can sometimes use an 
air filter, soft music or a fan to help hide the noises. 

• Visual: Sometimes the moon or car lights that shine in the room can affect or interrupt a child’s sleep.  You may 
want to place dark shades in the bedroom window to help keep out lights.  If the child is afraid of the dark, you 
may use a nightlight. 

• Tactile: Assess if there is tactile issues that could be affecting your child.  Examine the bedding, and sometimes a 
weighted blanket can be useful for some children.  Also look at the clothing the child wears.  The textures, 
elastic and seams can sometimes bother some children 
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