
 

Sleep 
 
Sleeping is an essential part of our lives, it’s as important as eating, drinking, and 

breathing to the body. Sleep helps the brain and body recover from everything we do 

during the day. Getting enough sleep is necessary for maintaining a child’s physical, 

mental and emotional well-being. Lack of sleep can affect many bodily functions, 

including: 

• Mood – children can become more irritable and grumpier when they don’t get 

enough sleep. This can lead to increased behavioural difficulties, they may 

struggle to concentrate and become more disruptive. 

• Mental Health – if a child does not get enough sleep over long periods this can 

lead to mental health problems like anxiety and depression. 

• Immune System – getting enough sleep can help fight off physical illnesses. 

• Weight – when a child is tired it can affect their ability to regulate their hunger and 

appetite. It can cause your child to overeat and affect how the body processes 

food.  

This document will give guidance about establishing sleep routines, and some tips and 

tricks to try. 

Ensuring your child is sleeping restfully can be stressful. It is important to remember that 

every child is different, and what works for one individual, may not work for another. It is 

also important to think about the time needed to change sleep routines, and that change 

will take time to achieve. If you are concerned or worried, please contact your 

Occupational Therapist for support. 

Every child is different, and the amount of sleep each individual needs will depend on 

them. As a general guide, the NHS recommend that the amount of sleep children get 

changes as they grow, this is shown in the table below: 

 

How much sleep does my child need? 



 

Child’s Age Amount of Sleep Recommended (In 24 Hr Period) 

0-4 Months 8-18 Hours (Including naps) 

4-12 Months 12-16 Hours (Including Naps) 

1-2 Years 11-14 Hours (Including Naps 

3-5 Years 10-13 Hours (Including Naps 

6-12 Years 9-12 Hours 

13-18 Years 8-10 Hours 

        NHS England (2024) 

 
Creating an environment and routine that sets a child up for sleep is important, just like 

adults, too much stimulation when tired can cause a child to not sleep well. Healthy 

sleep routines (also known as sleep hygiene or a bedtime routine) are very important for 

children’s physical, mental and emotional well-being at every developmental stage. If 

your child has had enough sleep, they will be ready to have fun and learn.  

 

There are 3 core principles to consider when creating a sleep routine:  

1. Avoid bright lights from electronics like TVs or phones 

2. Create a calm and comfortable environment for your child 

3. Stay consistent and predictable with the routine. 

 

Every child is different with different needs and preferences, when setting up a routine 

you need to keep your own child in mind. What works for some children, may not work for 

others. It can take time to see the benefits of a sleep routine so don’t worry if it takes some 

trial and error before you find the best routine for your child. 

 

If your child does not have a set routine, you may need to start slowly and build up to a 

full bedtime routine. Some ways to get started with a routine is by:  

Creating a Routine 

Preparing the Routine 



 

 

• Noticing what time your child naturally gets tired. 

• Starting your new ‘wind down’ routine about an hour before your child naturally 

gets tired. 

• Gradually shift bedtime to one that suits your family lifestyle and makes sure your 

child gets enough sleep – even if this is in tiny increments, such as 5-minute 

changes per night, over a longer period, this can be enough to reset the body’s 

natural clock. 

 

Starting the routine when your child is showing signs of being tired is important, it allows 

for their body to get used to the routine and the feeling of tiredness indicates the start of 

going to bed. A routine may involve a few key activities, which if done in order, signify to a 

child that it’s time to go to sleep. Involving the child, or having the routine visually in front 

of the child might help to keep to these routines. These might include: 

• switching off all electronics (TV, games console, tablet, phone or computer) 

approximately 30-60 minutes before bedtime 

• doing a calm activity before bed such as reading, having a bath, or colouring 

• brushing your child’s teeth or your child brushing their teeth 

• changing into pyjamas ensuring your child has gone to the toilet before settling 

down in bed. 

It’s very common for children of all ages to wake up during the night. This is a normal part 

of your child's development, but it can be frustrating for parents. If your child wakes up 

during the night and gets out of bed you should: 

1. Try not to engage in conversations or arguments. Conversations or arguments can 

wake up your child and delay them from going back to sleep. 

2. Calmly lead them back to their bedroom. Remind them that it is bedtime and put 

them back into bed. You may find it useful to make a communication card saying 

Waking up in the Night 



 

“STOP, return to your bedroom” (Available at the end of this document). You will 

need to repeat this every time they get out of bed.  

3. For older children, suggesting they do a relaxing activity that does not involve 

electronics such as deep breathing, meditation, a puzzle or reading a book may 

keep a child in bed if they wake up earlier than the ideal time, but who is unlikely 

to get back to sleep 

However, your child may just need a reassuring cuddle before they can go back to bed.  

It is common for some children to experience worry about going to bed or sleeping alone. 

There are some things you can do to help them settle: 

• At bedtime, the bedroom needs to be a calm and relaxing place to help your child 

settle down ready to sleep. An overstimulating room can make it harder for your 

child to unwind. 

• Check that the temperature is not too hot or too cold in the bedroom. It is 

recommended the best temperature is between 16C to 20C. 

• Make sure your child has a clean, dry bed with suitable bedding – which includes 

pillows, a duvet, covers or a sleeping bag. Allowing your child to choose their own 

bedding may encourage them to sleep in their own room. If your child is under 1 

years old, do not put pillows, duvets or toys in your baby's cot. Read more about 

keeping your sleeping baby safe. 

• Check that the bed covers are the right thickness and weight. Some children can 

feel more secure when they are tucked quite tightly under their covers. Heavier 

blankets may help some children to settle but this will be different for each child. 

• Keep your child’s room as dark as possible. Blackout blinds/curtains may help 

with this and keep the room cooler during the summer.   

• If your child is scared of the dark leaving the door ajar or using a nightlight may 

help. 

• If your child has a favourite cuddly toy or blanket, ensure this is nearby so they can 

cuddle it if they want to. 

Creating a Space for Sleep 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Hygrometer-Thermometer-Humidity-Temperature-Backlight/dp/B0911ZGLT2/ref=sr_1_3_sspa?crid=1KR77QAMZSO6W&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.6Unh2ofhU0_SOwDEmZNp2uyHKEN7owIt4Dn-l1cCBNnYhofMRkLmry_sIeB9opx7VFMNqmJMqfy2iK4WGj57rBhHsBlsu74VILjdylLaKPEJbsBAv7J5VJQUFFy0b-MUkE2JuMEzQd4GnOK97KTmeL8lZ6xBoc0bae9m0W8jorP63pb0RUD6qyBEkEjBW6vXVGALHWyPkCCUsmRoByM5IAntjaGR5p6YwclpkHxTGuyh3aA9L_4oK0pAObbQp299ok5DDWBkhfHrxs1saZpIpBgJbfCGey-g-TOOHXRzu0w.yOBBTT38eecG8l5-B3bRnVMBouu6Tt9sjSnR6eLy9Tw&dib_tag=se&keywords=bedroom+thermometer&qid=1722261997&sprefix=bedroom+ther%2Caps%2C100&sr=8-3-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.lullabytrust.org.uk/safer-sleep-advice/
https://www.independent.co.uk/extras/indybest/house-garden/duvets/duvet-buying-guide-how-to-choose-tog-natural-synthetic-filling-best-type-winter-summer-reviews-a7946836.html#:~:text=For%20toddlers%2C%20their%20first%20duvet,them%20warmer%20at%20lower%20ratings.
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Easynight-Blackout-150x145cm-Temporary-Permanent/dp/B07HG7WRJT/ref=sr_1_3_sspa?dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.JDXriOTwUr9B-YX7uZXoCypx1FeN73_2CwRJ3UhtG9BbZN8UQN9LXUfEX_Va3y7qgijZsKHwH0MZY5z3MvQ9pAbncnZ04DNrjHk_EKytGsQi7-Q5DPCcTwJyCW5Ja54Pmlh1oR35csOTFHrLz7SBoUKaEflE2EOxLxcmj2Ym50Wd_D8e4SZOfmq3oDoq8cTkLYZyhvWyATPYLIe03_CkaRcrNPQ-exy0U4YOeoxsgeBqXz8B7IE2XqKQUYtgFRTGO2xew7PDvgx5zbgRPlHgWy3-wQqL4QNSPIsKoghfmaE.mMCfVqQhNJasXX5hytBv8fyCfzxS1yVQZfN6t5Vp-Fs&dib_tag=se&keywords=travel%2Bblackout%2Bblind&qid=1722261927&sr=8-3-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&th=1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/KOOFIT-Control-Rechargeable-Newborn-Portable/dp/B0BB2BMVNH/ref=sr_1_8?crid=J5EYXWNZ9DZS&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.2yOAUaEcbgCBbGR6pzxo_zajG33N1VsNaYQboYVUrwG6qi4IhHhFrmxn19HOFoWReUO2rtKMaNrTeMZYzTrk8exbeR4J4OOWBqZtUT045bPdM3GS6mLQ3v2xN3C0AIaNLtLoyZ2RgA3KV1y2dtVOX2lV0ejSDvRHf_FR61kPjX9cC9v42-IX6OuyPZjVHZXzUBUNZMZGUeZ0_He6XHQgztIzgNtql6kmsMy7GcU2x925H7KSH6w_9INTyB2Xz-7r4gKDkAilwM-PB4vkgn-7oMhl2Gcradkc_OA3I40LDUA.Z3iNkJMAVlIP8_H-8StzCFUWT3NIC1c2YLBBbnGkIDM&dib_tag=se&keywords=night+light&qid=1722262964&sprefix=night%2Caps%2C119&sr=8-8


 

• Night clocks can help younger children know when it is nighttime and what is 

expected of them. 

• Our other guide around Home Equipment also has recommendations for sleep 

solutions and beds. 

To reduce the likelihood of outbursts or tantrums around bedtime, there are some things 

you can do outside of the bedtime routine that can help your child to develop healthy 

sleep habits and improve their overall quality of sleep. 

• Avoid caffeine after lunch - Caffeine is a stimulant that prevents sleep. It can 

cause your child to stay awake for longer and struggle to fall asleep. Caffeine is in 

energy drinks and fizzy drinks. If your child drinks these, try to limit their intake or 

avoid them all together after lunchtime. 

• Avoid eating a large meal before bedtime – This can prevent sleep. You should 

consider the best time to have a meal, if you are having a large meal, try to ensure 

that it is eaten over an hour before your child's sleep routine starts. 

• Encourage your child to only use their bed for sleeping - It can be tempting for your 

child to take naps or rest in their bed outside of bedtime. This can affect how easily 

they fall asleep and their quality of sleep. Encourage them to use a beanbag or 

comfy chair to rest in instead of their bed.  

• Exercise throughout the day, but not just before bedtime - Children can have 

difficulty falling asleep if they have been inactive throughout the day. Try 

encouraging your child to take part in sports and play outside. This can help to 

burn off energy. If your child isn’t very ‘sporty’, a walk in the fresh air or a little 

dance party can be helpful. However, exercise should be avoided directly before 

bedtime as this can make it harder for your child to calm down and prevent them 

from falling asleep. 

• Introduce calming activities during the day to help with stress - Stress can affect 

sleep. Adding calming activities such as journaling during the day to allow them 

to unwind, even for 10 minutes can be helpful. 

Other Tips 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/PurFlo-Snoozee-Learning-Clock-Unisex/dp/B0763SMFQY/ref=sr_1_3_sspa?crid=37GG6P6KWOL68&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.MWi8P_eEkfTEElrUCSMqnNBfUtLYgIgIFbBciXjljf2BT6cQyrIwHWIw29kyNRML-MS0ybsRMFl0enwDwWqE6wHWZ55hO9gLIvdS6ney1iZyXZ6gJIWHYM7FPHfM4t1XdPw06lciqXV-N-0hJJhWrJqq-Tg2NvO9Rv6id0_lbh4kXkNKeAlqI5BJjyxPdhk3_nMhit5Jt4r8nPPpH8v6GL4YE9INoWcD-rsCLKF-3IDqY9mTVc4saFZ5zDmOkDREcpl2vQv5FYGAfIrynD6ES0SKc2gp5BJDA9YRHHDlLc8.IPe1MGttcJotF_43ZzQabpNC-_EoLr1xooLjLKufzrU&dib_tag=se&keywords=kids%2Bclock&qid=1722262341&sprefix=kids%2Bclock%2Caps%2C115&sr=8-3-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&th=1


 

• Try moving the bed to a corner, sleeping under or on top of a bean bag, using a 

weighted blanket (10% of the child’s body weight and add 1lb), lycra sheets, and 

wearing a compression shirt to bed. Canopy beds or the bottom bunk of a bunk 

bed can be helpful as well.  Many children prefer a defined and cosy space to 

sleep.  Some sensory-seeking children like to sleep on a rough towel (not washed 

with softener and dried naturally) and used as a bed sheet gives sensory stimuli 

throughout the night. 

• Be sure the room is free of distractions, light, or clutter.  White noise or soft 

instrumental music is also a great tool.  

• If possible, have the child sleep in their own space, even creating a nice cosy cave 

in a big walk-in closet or possibly in a play tent filled with pillows and blankets is a 

great place for sleep.   

• Some children may like a Yoga hammock in their bedroom for stories and singing 

immediately before bedtime.  Some children can even sleep in these; however, 

parents need to consider risks such as being low to the floor etc. This is only 

appropriate for children old enough and able to manoeuvre around in the swing 

throughout the night and get in and out independently. The swing should hang 

close to the floor for safe and independent use.  Gentle, rhythmical, and linear 

swinging in a cuddle or hammock swing or Yogapeutics compression swing for at 

least 15 minutes before bedtime is a great idea. Try a rocking chair in a quiet, calm, 

dark place right before bedtime. 

• Play hard for about 45 minutes before you start the quiet bedtime routine, include 

rough and tumble play but avoid spinning and sudden start/stop movements.  

Hang from a trapeze bar or chin-up bar (you can get them to go in door frames) as 

this provides active proprioception which is calming and organising.  

• Try applying magnesium oil to the bottom of the child's feet at bedtime. Also, Lush 

Sleepy body lotion may be worth trying. 

• A vibrating pillow or hand-held massager placed under the mattress for a diffused 

vibration can be helpful. There are also vibrating mattresses available for 

purchase.  

https://funandfunction.com/special-needs-clothing/shirts.html
https://little-dreams.co.uk/products/sensory-autism-therapy-swing-indoor-hammock?variant=44272502145271&currency=GBP&utm_medium=product_sync&utm_source=google&utm_content=sag_organic&utm_campaign=sag_organic&gad_source=1&gbraid=0AAAAACmDaRvj8W8JaO3FlbYl4W5ZQr9Y_&gclid=Cj0KCQjw-5y1BhC-ARIsAAM_oKnCdDen56SS91QvkyHCYAfvJM9XVR83Tr0GlaFBCsDZs0WvsSRCrY8aAj32EALw_wcB
http://asensorylife.com/homemade-cuddle-swing.html
http://asensorylife.com/yogapeutics.html
https://www.amazon.co.uk/HOMCOM-Pull-Up-Doorway-Fitness-Horizontal/dp/B08CK88TXG/ref=sr_1_5?c=ts&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.yBL07NhhhMWhlt-3dQP5jvv9yxw5tEMUy_Rgv1Wk0ScYELb-VnRkSPnI2nAnDA-u26ve8nA8WWId98Eo39Xqq0oFRFLHNVYWntTid7PSotv9RDMaIcbv_23QcADdjXs_LwwstbgipB7KBbfLQx329izllokMo3znVHX8M0-851Gkpg2jboZQjCccXtI_ciY_yM2oqPItwWSeX2p9ntapDEuHSPzamB8kwBQJ_FGUuykWw0bUM41ST7ybjrHJx65bnRqPxB5GoK48CMY2B7VhlVi1XCl465cMrTSkC6O7WpM.4_dpqcuZ5ROrhBhB_r1LNcKR5nNRFdY-l7iyndJNESg&dib_tag=se&keywords=Pull-Up+Bars&qid=1722263915&s=fitness&sr=1-5&ts_id=458436031
http://asensorylife.com/magnesium-and-sleep.html
https://www.lush.com/uk/en/p/sleepy-body-lotion
https://www.lush.com/uk/en/p/sleepy-body-lotion
https://www.exploreyoursenses.co.uk/vibrating-pillow.html


 

• Try the "tortilla roll up" in a blanket with added firm pressure (proprioception) from 

a large therapy ball by rolling the ball over your child’s body while they are lying on 

their tummy. 

• It’s important to make slow changes to the bedtime routine and to try each 

strategy for 1-2 weeks before giving up. Change is hard so it may be met with initial 

resistance. Try to get your child involved as much as possible in making decisions, 

such as picking the colour of the towel bedsheet or deciding where the nightlight 

should be placed. No matter what, keep your sleep at the forefront of your 

conversations until you find a manageable solution! 

 

Sleep Cards 

 

https://www.argos.co.uk/product/7535437?istCompanyId=a74d8886-5df9-4baa-b776-166b3bf9111c&istFeedId=30f62ea9-9626-4cac-97c8-9ff3921f8558&istItemId=ilpqpqpia&istBid=t&&cmpid=GS001&_$ja=tsid:59157%7Cacid:629-618-1342%7Ccid:20368875273%7Cagid:%7Ctid:%7Ccrid:%7Cnw:x%7Crnd:10723570566054367476%7Cdvc:c%7Cadp:%7Cmt:%7Cloc:9045790&utm_source=Google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=20368875273&utm_term=7535437&utm_content=shopping&utm_custom1=&utm_custom2=629-618-1342&GPDP=true&gad_source=1&gbraid=0AAAAAD9II9nQyiUCHF2RxrMly2-fuMUNu&gclid=Cj0KCQjw-5y1BhC-ARIsAAM_oKkOSi-j-y_kJPaiRiZC9-YO4NCn7M1rBsiQrkDEpRMafCgFkiEnuEIaAlOKEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds


 

 


