
Sleep issues are common in children diagnosed with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). In fact, there is a prevalence rate of sleep diffi culties in 
children on the spectrum that ranges from 50 to 80 percent compared to 9 to 
50 percent in neurotypical peers.1 This means many children diagnosed with 
ASD are not getting the restorative sleep they need for their development 
and their overall health and well-being.

Diffi  culties Experienced by Children
Children may have diffi  culty falling asleep quickly or going to bed without 
crying, arguing, or having a tantrum. They may also struggle to fall asleep 
alone in their own bed or to stay asleep overnight. Unfortunately, some 
children experience a combination of these diffi  culties. Sleep disruptions 
signifi cantly aff ect the lives of children and their families, and can impact 
everything from waking up in a timely fashion to tolerating frustrations and 
learning new things. In fact, sleep problems are associated with decreased 
attention and social communicative skills, as well as increased aggression 
and self-injury.2 
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Why Sleep Diffi  culties Occur
Sleep diffi  culties are often due to a variety of causes, in-
cluding neurobiological, medical, behavioural and cultural 
factors. For example, some children may be more likely to 
react to environmental triggers that disrupt sleep, such as 
sound or light. Others may prefer to sleep in their parents’ 
bed or to have their parents sleep in their bed. Still others 
may want to sleep with their tablet or watch their favourite 
videos before falling asleep. Such behavioural factors are 
the most common causes of sleep disturbance in children. 
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Although these approaches can be helpful, many children and families require more specifi c strategies to improve sleep patterns. 
For this reason, professionals may recommend some of the following approaches. 

Bedtime Fading. This strategy is designed to work with your child’s current sleep patterns. For example, if 
your child is put to bed at 8:00 p.m. but does not fall asleep until 9:30 p.m., this may result in 1½   hours of 
sleep-interfering behaviour. This can be exhausting for all family members, and is a very unhealthy sleep 
pattern. Rather than learning to associate the bed with sleep, your child may be learning to engage in a 
variety of diff erent behaviours to avoid sleep or to avoid sleeping alone. Your child may call out to you, ask 
repeated questions, ask for one more drink, leave the room repeatedly and cry or protest. Inevitably, you 
must respond to your child, and this creates an unhealthy pattern that actually maintains sleep diffi  culties. 
Bedtime fading may improve this situation. When using bedtime fading, parents temporarily put their child 
to bed at the time he/she naturally falls asleep. In this example, that would be at 9:30 p.m. Hopefully this 
delay to bedtime increases your child’s motivation to sleep and reduces the occurrence of sleep-interfering 
behaviour. Once your child reliably falls asleep within 15 minutes of being put to bed, the bedtime is “faded 
back” to 9:15. Once your child falls asleep reliably within 15 minutes of being put to bed at 9:15, bedtime 
is “faded back” to 9:00. This process continues until your child has achieved the bedtime you want.

Parental Presence Fading. Many children prefer to sleep in the bed of a parent or sibling, or to have the 
parent or sibling sleep in their bed. If your family’s preferred sleeping arrangement is for your child to 
sleep in his/her own bed without you, then fading parental presence may be helpful. This strategy is also 
designed to work with your child’s current sleeping arrangement. It aims to avoid unhelpful sleep patterns, 
such as when your child leaves the bed repeatedly until you sleep with him/her or your child enters your 
room repeatedly until you allow your child to sleep with you. Such patterns are understandable given how 
hard it is to manage sleep diffi  culties! Parental presence fading generally starts by settling your child into 
bed at the established bedtime and then staying in the room at a predetermined location, such as in the 
bed beside your child, on a chair beside your child’s bed or on a mattress on the fl oor beside your child’s 
bed, until your child falls asleep. Once your child is reliably falling asleep with you at this location, you 
begin to slowly reduce your presence in the room. You may move a few feet further away for a night or 
two, then a few more feet, then into the doorway, then into the hallway, and then into your own room. This 
process continues until you are sleeping in your own bed, and your child is sleeping in his/her own bed. 
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