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Sensory Sleep Hygiene


At this time many of us are finding sleeping difficult. But especially children with autism or neuro diverse conditions. Here is a sleep hygiene advice sheet to help you at this time.


We all look at ways of changing our arousal levels, for the demands of the task at hand.  We may take a warm bath, have a milky drink, read a book, listen to soothing music, watch TV, in order to bring our arousal levels down in readiness for sleep.  When we need to be more alert, we may have a shower, drink a caffeinated drink, have something sour to eat, chew on a pen, eat chewing gum etc which will help us ‘tune up’ our central nervous systems (CNS).

Many children with sensory processing difficulties tend to struggle with sleep.  They often cannot modulate their arousal levels to calm enough to switch off.  Very often, the ‘settling to sleep’ element is anxiety provoking, even though they may not be aware this is the case.  Children with high thresholds for moving, banging and crashing etc (vestibular and proprioceptive issues), tend to require movement in order to know where they are in the world.  When lying down on a bed, often in the dark, with a duvet (which is lighter than layers of blankets), they struggle to gain a full sense of their position, therefore their nervous systems tend to alert to this, placing themselves in an anxiety response state.  This in turn will reduce their ability to gain a sleep state.

It has been known that children have fallen asleep in bed drawers, wardrobes, dog baskets, under mattresses, in parental beds against a body etc.  This kind of behaviour indicates a child trying to find a definite boundary for their bodies to know where they are in space.  A solid surface gives a cue to where the child is.  Whilst this shows problem-solving to meet the sleep need, it is not appropriate, and there are more adaptive ways of achieving the desired sensory input.
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The following are suggestions of a Sensory Diet to aid sleep:

· Adolescents have different circadian rhythm which is basically a 24-hour internal clock that is running in the background of your brain and cycles between sleepiness and alertness at regular intervals, it is also known as sleep/wake cycle. Their melatonin tends to be released closer to midnight and they still need to get 7 to 9 hours sleep.

· There must be no exposure to blue light emission and hour before bed. This only causes sleep problems and also contributes to anxiety.


· It’s important to go to bed when they are tired, not exhausted as if they go to bed early and they are not tired they will lay there thinking which fuels the anxiety.

· Avoid caffeine from midday on wards as this affects sleep/ This includes fizzy drinks.

· Temperature – This can affect sleep so if your child is affected by temperature then try not to exercise or have a hot bath to close to going to bed so the body temperature remains too high for bedtime.

· Natural light allows the light to reach your eyes and skin. The earlier in the day soon after waking is best (15 minutes after waking). This can have a great impact on the circadian rhythms. And adjust to the natural sleep/wake rhythms. Even if it is not sunny the natural light is powerful enough to have some impact.

· Teenagers tend to want to stay indoors and some even want to go as far as hiding in their room with curtains closed and “chilling”. This pattern is likely to exacerbate anxiety and even depression.

· Progressive muscle relaxation can be taught and guided with a proper wind down routine before bed.

· At this time with Covid-19 where anxiety is high, extra hugs, extra affirmations and less external pressure to maintain some sort of sanity at this time. Most adults have regressed during this time of loss and trauma.

· Go to bed tired, wake up at set time.

· Replace a duvet with a light tog sleeping bag with a sheet over the top and tucked in (if this is still loose get a large teddy or pillows in the sleeping bag).

· Have the bed against a wall so a child can navigate to a solid surface

· Have a dim light/ twinkling lights in the bedroom – this stops the room being too dark so a child can have some visual awareness of their body, and twinkling lights can be settling.

· Have some white noise (ticking clock/appliance hum), in the background – the vestibular system is in the inner ear and connected to the cochlea, therefore gaining some stimulation.

· Before sleep, ensure some deep proprioception input has been given – ‘snot-to-dot’, bear hugs, ‘hot dog’, reading a story etc, but ensure the child does not become ‘over-aroused’, therefore cannot settle.

· Avoid stimulating activities, such as video games, videos with high action/excitement, blue screen devices such as tablets, android phones etc, at least an hour before sleep.

· Have a bath apposed to a shower as body submersion is more calming than a stimulating shower.

· Have a teddy/spare pillow to hold as a boundary.

· Have a fleecy blanket if they wish to swaddle themselves, or just ‘feel’ it.

· Have some linear input (rocking motion).  An exercise ball can provide this.

· Have some squashing input.  An exercise ball can provide this.

· Have a milky drink, which is un-caffeinated, the warmth and the milk soothe.

· Try heavier blankets, lycra sheets and or weighted blanket (seek advice on appropriate weight).


Basically – think about what you would give a newborn if they needed to sleep and were distressed!!  You would rock, pat, swaddle, soothe with voice, use a mobile with music and visual stimulus, or read a story.  All these things help with modulation of arousal, but with a child who is older, you are looking at age-appropriate soothing.

Recommended Books:

Sleeping with David baddiel by Geoff Jein.

Sleep smarter by Shawn Stevenson.

Sleep foundation.org

Sleepscotland.org

Hunrosa.co.uk

Worldsleepcociety.org
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Follow me on Facebook: Sensitivity OT Services
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