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Sleep Advice and Information 
 

Tips to help sleep during lockdown 

 
1. Create a routine for your children and stick to it as much as possible. Kids 

crave routine (even if they don’t know it and especially during these uncertain 
times). Kids that can help map out their routines are much more likely to stick 
to them, so get them involved! 

2. Bedtime should be the same every night even though they are not going 
anywhere the next day! Wake times should also be the same – don’t let them 
‘lie-in’. We are trying to keep their circadian rhythms running smoothly!  

3. Daylight is also important for sleep and so is fresh air – get the kids out in the 
garden or go for a walk.  

4. Energetic activities should be done earlier in the day and not after dinner. 
5. Prepare to be a good example to your kids when it comes to gadgets. If you 

are asking them to put them away, you should too – otherwise they will 
scream injustice! You can have them again when they go to bed – phew! 

 
Sleep Duration Recommendations (National Sleep Foundation) 
 
3–5-year-olds need an average of 10-13 hours’ sleep per night 
6–13-year-olds need and average of 9-11 hours 
14–17-year-olds need 8-10 hours 
Is your child getting enough? 
 
 
Melatonin (the sleep hormone) 
 
Sleep research shows that behavioural approaches are beneficial, whatever the 
cause of the sleep problem. Some Paediatricians will prescribe Melatonin to help aid 
sleep. This helps to supplement a child’s own melatonin levels. Please be aware, it is 
not a miracle cure and needs to be taken 30- 60 minutes before bed and supported 
with behavioural interventions (such as going to bed and getting up at the same time 
every day). 
 
 
Common sleep difficulties in children with special needs  
 
Most sleep difficulties that we see in the sleep service are caused by; - 
 

• Sensory processing difficulties – If a child is not comfortable in their own 
body due to sensory sensitivities, it will be hard for them to relax enough to be 
able to sleep. Our charity occasionally runs workshops on this (please see our 
website). There is also a lot of information on the NHS website here - 
https://cypf.berkshirehealthcare.nhs.uk/our-services/children-and-young-
peoples-integrated-therapies-cypit/occupational-therapy/ 

https://cypf.berkshirehealthcare.nhs.uk/our-services/children-and-young-peoples-integrated-therapies-cypit/occupational-therapy/
https://cypf.berkshirehealthcare.nhs.uk/our-services/children-and-young-peoples-integrated-therapies-cypit/occupational-therapy/


 
 

Copyright © 2020 Parenting Special Children - Charity Number: 1141172                                                                                                    
 
 

• Difficulty learning social behaviour (common for Autistic children and 
perhaps those with learning difficulties). Sleep is a social behaviour and 
needs to be taught to a lot of our children, as they will find it difficult to pick it 
up naturally.  

• Anxiety – There are lots of different reasons why your child may be anxious. 
Anxiety almost always has an impact on sleep, for children and for adults. We 
sometimes run a Sleep & Anxiety workshop. Please see the parent link at the 
bottom of this document for more information and dates.  

• Physical Health – this covers children who have aches and pains, snore, 
have problems breathing or need feeding or changing in the night. Lack of 
physical comfort or needing to be woken in the night will take its toll on a 
child’s ability to sleep. We advise that you speak to your doctor if you have 
concerns about your child’s health. 

 
 
Behavioural Approaches 
 
 
Sleep Cues in the environment 
 

• Light/Dark – Most of us know that when it gets dark, it will be bedtime soon. 
Some of our children do not make this connection. We therefore need to 
teach them, perhaps using visual schedules or verbally. In the summer, when 
it is lighter in the evenings, it is best to shut the curtains in the house an hour 
before bedtime to signal to the child that sleep time is coming! 

• Sound – making the home quiet and calm before bedtime can be a signal for 
your child. 

• Timing of meals – Having meals at a regular time can help your child to 
understand the events that lead up to bedtime and make life more predictable 
for them. Also, meals should not be taken too close to bedtime. If they eat too 
close to sleep time, their bodies will be concentrating on digesting their food, 
and not on sleeping! 

• Temperature – Our bodies need to cool down a little to aid sleep (it helps with 
the production of our sleep hormone, Melatonin). Having a bath 30 minutes 
before ‘lights-out’ can help with this process.  

• Social Cues/Behaviours – Having a regular routine in the evenings, with 
timings the same every night, can help your child’s body clock get into a 
natural rhythm. This is very beneficial for sleep and particularly important for 
children who have sleep difficulties. These timings can be supported with 
verbal, written or picture instructions or charts. 

• Feeling calm & relaxed (anxiety) – Doing relaxing activities in the evenings 
can help. Turn off all gadgets at least 1 hour before bed (as these excite your 
child’s brain and stop their sleep hormone from working). Activities that help 
to calm your child such as massage, yoga, colouring, jigsaws will be much 
better. Many anxious children want to chat at bedtime. Instead, it is best to 
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incorporate a talk time during the day, perhaps after dinner. Talking about 
anxious things at bedtime can stop them being able to sleep. 

 
 
Suggested Sleep Routine 
 

1. Home from school (or finish home-schooling) 

2. Snack  

3. Outside play/physical activity (may need more encouragement to do this than 
other children) 

4. Homework if appropriate. Or can play or use gadgets etc. 

5. Mealtime  

6. Homework/Playtime  

7. Screens off at least one hour before bedtime 

8. Quiet play (fine motor such as colouring or jigsaw) and snack if needed.  Time 
to talk – worries/anxieties 

9. Bath & pyjamas (1/2 hr before bedtime) 

10. Get into bed (cool, dark, quiet room) Some children may not like it to be dark, 
so it is ok to have a low wattage light on. Preferable bulb colours are red, 
orange, or green (as they do not impact Melatonin production). 

11. Story/ self-reading/cuddles 

12. Leave child to settle to sleep. It is important that a child does not become 
dependent on Mum or Dad to get them to sleep. If they are, they will need to 
have Mum or Dad there every time they wake in the night.   

 
 
 

How your child settles to sleep has a great impact on maintaining 
sleep. So, this is the first area to deal with. 

 

Settling difficulties include - 

•  Getting out of bed repeatedly after lights out 

•  Crying and clinging to parent 

•  Wanting toilet/drinks/snacks/chat 

 

 
We all wake naturally between 3 and 6 times per night. If a child relies on you to get 
them to sleep, they will not be able to settle themselves when they wake and will call 
for you!  
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Our responses have an impact on our children’s 
behaviours 

 

• Encourage child with positive attention, praise, smile, tone of voice and other 
rewards - You get more of what you notice! 

 

Three C’s: 

• Clear communication (not long discussions!) 

• Calm – if you are calm, your child will learn to become calm  

• Consistency – following through, working together (sleep plans will not 
work without consistency) 

 
Consider using visual support systems such as PECs, Visual Timetables – see here 
for more information – https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-
guidance/topics/communication/communication-tools/visual-supports 
 
 
Food & Drink 
 
Avoid foods and drinks with sugar, spice and caffeine (even hot chocolate has 
caffeine in it)! 
 
Do not eat close to bedtime (leave 1 hour between eating and bed) 
 
If your child had an early dinner, consider giving them a healthy & filling snack 1 hour 
before bed, otherwise they may wake up hungry. 
 
 
 
Online Workshops 
 
For Parents - https://www.parentingspecialchildren.co.uk/courses/sleep-courses-
and-workshops-for-parentscarers-of-children-and-young-people/ 
 
 
For Children 
 
On demand workshop for children (age 8+) and on-demand workshop for teenagers 
(£2 each) -  http://www.parentingspecialchildren.co.uk/support-we-offer/sleep/ 
 
We also have a Facebook group with sleep workshop information, tips, and advice 
- https://www.facebook.com/groups/256486568684381/ 
 
 

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/communication/communication-tools/visual-supports
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/communication/communication-tools/visual-supports
https://www.parentingspecialchildren.co.uk/courses/sleep-courses-and-workshops-for-parentscarers-of-children-and-young-people/
https://www.parentingspecialchildren.co.uk/courses/sleep-courses-and-workshops-for-parentscarers-of-children-and-young-people/
http://www.parentingspecialchildren.co.uk/support-we-offer/sleep/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/256486568684381/

