
Understanding 
Sleep 

& Autism



Why is sleep important?

• Sleep is important for the wellbeing of children & young 
people (CYP), and their parents and caregivers.

• The amount of sleep needed will generally differ depending on 
the age of the child.

• Lack of sleep impacts upon us in many ways including our 
physical health, emotional wellbeing & mental health, 

educational attainment, and decision making ability. 



The average under 5 spends half of their time asleep

Sleep problems are high on the list of concerns to paediatricians

Sleep problems can have an impact on a child’s development and 
the well-being of the family.

Significance for Sleep



Activity

Why do you think 
sleep is 

important?

What do you 
notice when your 
child doesn’t get 
enough sleep?



Functions of Sleep

To restore and refresh

Bolster Immunity

Brain Functioning

Memory & Thinking

Manage our mood and emotions



Recommended Sleep Time by Age 

Your child’s age Recommended sleep time in 24 hours

Infants 4 to 12 months 12 to 16 hours including naps

Children 1 to 2 years 11 to 14 hours including naps

Children 3 to 5 years 10 to 13 hours including naps

Children 6 to 12 years 9 to 12 hours

Teenagers 13 to 18 years 8 to 10 hours



Tired
Circadian rhythm / 

body clock
Dark Quiet Familiar

Temperature
Not too 

hungry/too full

Relaxed-  rather 
than experiencing 

pain, stress, 
anxiety

Melatonin release

Preparing to Sleep



Culture Family Values
Individual 

Preferences 
Timings 

Co-
sleeping/Room 

Sharing

Different 
contexts

If it works for 
you then ☺

Differences in attitudes towards 
Sleep



Parent led Child led

Controlled  
Crying

Co-sleeping
Gradual 
retreat

Pick up, put 
down

Extinction

Early Childhood Approaches



Sleep and Autism

“Sleep was not a secure place. Sleep was a place where 
darkness ate you alive. Sleep was a place without colour or light. 
In the darkness you could not see your reflection. You couldn’t 
get ‘lost’ in sleep. Sleep just came and stole you beyond your 
control. Anything that robbed me of total control was no friend of 
mine.”

Somebody somewhere, Donna Williams via NAS website



An estimated 40-83% of autistic individuals have some form of sleep disturbance (1). 

Research found that autistic children slept 17-43 mins less than same age peers (2) and experienced 
poorer sleep quality (3).

Comorbidities such as ADHD alongside Autism can also contribute to sleep difficulties (4).

The prevalence of insomnia in autistic children has been researched to be around 60–86%, which is 
two to three times greater than typically developing (TD) children (5).

1) Schwichtenberg et al. (2022) 2) Humpheries et al. (2014) 3) Tse et al. (2020) 4) NHS – ADHD 5) Souders et al. (2017)

Autistic children commonly experience 
sleep difficulties



Poorer sleep 
quality

Difficulties 
falling asleep 

Restless sleep Wake earlier

Wake more 
frequently in 

the night

Shorter sleep 
duration

Daytime 
sleepiness

Nightmares

Autism & Sleep

See Carmassi et al. (2019) for review



What are sleep difficulties?

• Some CYP have difficulty relaxing and falling asleep

• Some CYP need less sleep than others; however, some CYP 
may be “over-tired” making it more difficult for them to relax 
and fall asleep.

• Some CYP may find it difficult to stay asleep (e.g., frequent 
night-time waking)

• During childhood there a number of different factors that 
may contribute towards sleep difficulties.



Insomnias- not sleeping enough

Hypersomnias- sleeping too much

Parasomnias- unusual experiences during sleep

Circadian Rhythm Disorders- internal body clock problems

Sleep related breathing disorders

Sleep related movement disorders

Types of Sleep Disorder



Dark, quiet, cool bedroom

No screens

Consistent bedtime

Falling asleep alone

Daytime exercise

Calming down in the hours before bedtime

School aged children-shouldn’t have naps

Sleep Hygiene



Sense Strategy example

Sounds Play the same calming music before going upstairs/ read 

Harry Potter to them before bed

Smells Spray lavender on PJs

Sights Have bedroom organised in the same way before bed, have 

the same duvet etc

Texture Have the same PJs/duvets etc

Tastes Sleepy foods like bananas before going upstairs to bed

Falling Asleep & Sensory 
Associations



Activity

What strategies 
do you / your 

child use to fall 
asleep?



Calming 
activities:

Bathing, resting, 
listening to 

stories, sleeping

Organising activities:
learning, talking, 
helping, eating

Alerting 
activities: 
running, 
jumping, 

chasing, dancing

How fast is your motor 
going?



………………………’s Bedtime Routine

Pyjamas Brush teeth Story Sleep 

Playing Dinner Quiet time toilet bath



Bedtime

My name is Rosa and I am 6 years old. After dinner, mummy or 
daddy can say ‘it’s bath time’. Then we will go and have bath time.

Mummy or daddy will be there with my bath toys.

After I have had a bath and dry off, I can put on my PJs and brush my 
teeth.

Then I can choose a story for mummy or daddy to read.

When the story is finished I can lie on my bed.

Mummy or daddy can give me a cuddle and say ‘goodnight’. I will see 
them in the morning

I can close my eyes and wait to fall asleep, it may take some time to 
fall asleep, but that’s ok. If I don’t fall asleep right away I can think 
about Peppa Pig, until I fall asleep.

Social Stories





Books to check out

The Owl Who was Afraid of the 
Dark by Jill Tomlinson

Rest to Recharge by Jennifer Law





Asked 54 autistic 
adolescents, aged 12 to 17 

years, to generate their 
own photos and use 
objects and words to 

introduce subjects and 
ideas that are meaningful 
and important to them, 

around the following 
themes:

UCL researcher

Dr Georgia Pavlopoulou 

The place they sleep and its surroundings
activities or objects that are related to their sleep habits 

activities

Objects or people that show situations that are related to 
daytime and night-time activities that help them to fall or 

stay asleep

Objects, people or drawings that show or are related to the 
bedtime thoughts and activities that help them to fall asleep 

Objects, drawings or actions that show how they feel or 
think about their sleep.

The results identified 
four key factors that 

may play a role in the 
sleep experiences of 

autistic young people:

focused interests
physical activity

sensory autonomy    
during bedtime

having more control 
and choice in their 

daily lives.

Background



Some of the original data



Results of the research

Frontiers | A Good Night’s Sleep: Learning About Sleep From Autistic Adolescents’ Personal Accounts | 
Psychology (frontiersin.org)

“Our results highlight that sleep should be treated individually 
and in relation to the environmental and personal factors that 

affect each autistic person.” 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.583868/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.583868/full


Our co-production team

Rowhill 
school

Autistic 
young 
people

UCL 
researcher

Creative 
services

EWT



Overview of the co-production process

• UCL researcher, Dr Georgia Pavloupoulou, joined the co-production team to share 
and discuss the findings of the original research

• Young people discussed the findings of the research and gave feedback that the 
finding of the original research made sense to them and reflected some of their 
own personal experiences

• The co-production team worked together to create a leaflet and two animations. 

• Additional resources were then created: lesson plan for schools and guided self-
help materials for young people.



Co-produced animation (04:01 mins)

https://youtu.be/y6dviuVRkbA - Top tips for helping children with autism to get a good night’s sleep



Leaflet





Feedback from the launch



Additional resources







Relevant Services

36

• National Autistic Society: National Autistic Society (autism.org.uk)

• Kent Autistic Trust The Kent Autisic Trust (kentautistictrust.org)

• Cygnet Group through Early Help: Early Help (support for families) - Kent 

County Council

• Medway Small Steps Service - Family Action (family-action.org.uk)

• IASK for help with education: Information, Advice and Support Kent (IASK) - 

Kent County Council

• The Autism Apprentice CIC: Autism Apprentice

Autism & ADHD Support & Resources 

(office.com)

https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://www.kentautistictrust.org/
https://www.kent.gov.uk/education-and-children/early-help-support-for-families
https://www.kent.gov.uk/education-and-children/early-help-support-for-families
https://www.family-action.org.uk/what-we-do/children-families/medway-small-steps-service/
https://www.kent.gov.uk/education-and-children/special-educational-needs/listening-to-your-voice-and-taking-action/Information-Advice-and-Support-Kent
https://www.kent.gov.uk/education-and-children/special-educational-needs/listening-to-your-voice-and-taking-action/Information-Advice-and-Support-Kent
https://www.autismapprentice.co.uk/
https://sway.office.com/ZOy5Y7ViWgHzvuYR?ref=email
https://sway.office.com/ZOy5Y7ViWgHzvuYR?ref=email


Online Support 
Intervention (OSI)

My son’s anxiety has 

noticeably declined, and I feel 

much more confident…we 

worked together on a specific 

goal and I have to say it was 

life changing. I can say that it 

worked for her too.

EWTandESTenquiries@nelft.nhs.uk



Online Support Intervention (OSI)

• OSI is an online platform that supports the 

delivery of a parent-led intervention for 

child anxiety problems (aged 7 – 12).

• Modules are completed by the child’s 

parent/carer.

• There is weekly telephone support from a 

practitioner/clinician. 

Parents can now self-refer via our website. 

https://osiresearch.org.uk/osi/the-parent-carer-role/resources-for-parents/



Countywide online workshops

These are the workshops we run for primary school parents/carers:

Introduction to Autism

Understanding ADHD

Understanding your child’s behaviour

Understanding Anxiety

Me and My Child: Understanding resilience

Sleep and Autism

Link to Primary 
School Workshops 
Terms 3 & 4 
Poster

file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Primary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Primary term 3 & 4 PDF.pdf
file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Primary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Primary term 3 & 4 PDF.pdf
file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Primary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Primary term 3 & 4 PDF.pdf
file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Primary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Primary term 3 & 4 PDF.pdf


Countywide online workshops

These are the workshops we run for secondary school parents/carers:

Understanding the Amazing Teenage Brain

Understanding ADHD

Less Stress Guide to Exams
Link to Secondary 
School Workshops 
Terms 3 & 4 Poster

file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Secondary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Secondary term 3  4 PDF.pdf
file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Secondary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Secondary term 3  4 PDF.pdf
file://Nel.local/dfs/SHARES/KENT CYPMHS/KENT CYPMHS/Emotional Wellbeing Teams - Kent/5. EWP Session Material (STANDARDISED)/Digital Offer/Workshop Advertising Posters/2024 - 2025/Secondary Schools/Term 3 & 4/PDF Version/All workshops Secondary term 3  4 PDF.pdf


We welcome your feedback!

Your feedback helps us improve these 
workshops and enables us to host them 
more.

 From previous feedback we:
▪ Have added extra content and created new 

workshops in line with parent requests.

▪ Considered the timing of the workshops and 
time to talk within them. 



Thank you for listening

byebye



Disclaimer

The purpose of this workshop is to share information about local 

resources/support. The Emotional Wellbeing Teams/Emotional 

Support Teams cannot comment on the suitability/quality of these 

resources and whether it would meet the needs of your family. 

If there are additional sources of support that you would 

recommend, that are not listed here, please email us at: 

ewtandestenquiries@nelft.nhs.uk 

We would love to hear about them.
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