
 Sleep Difficulties: 

Sensory Advice Sheet 

______________________________________________ 
 
Sleep is an important part of our everyday lives. Our bodies need sleep in order to stay healthy, think, 
move, interact, and feel our best. Children with sensory processing difficulties are more likely to have 
challenges falling asleep, staying asleep, and/or being comfortable while sleeping. Poor sleep not only 
negatively impacts the child, but the whole family. This handout aims to look at sleep difficulties from a 
sensory perspective and to give advice on strategies that can be tried with the child/young person who is 
experiencing these difficulties. If you are unsure what is causing your child’s sleep problems but feel that 
it may be due to their sensory processing difficulties, look at their sensory characteristics throughout the 
day to try to work out what might be having an impact on their sleep.  
 
SENSORY ASPECTS 
 
Vestibular: 
 
The vestibular system provides information about movement, gravity and changing head positions.  It is 
fundamental to all our actions.   It tells us if we are moving or remaining still, as well as the direction and 
speed of our movement.  When a child’s sensory system is not processing vestibular input effectively they 
may have difficulty sitting still and constantly be on the move (hyposensitive/seeking) or they may be 
fearful of movement (hypersensitive).  

A child who is hypersensitive to movement may struggle with how their body feels when it is in a lying 
position. They may have a fear of rolling off the bed. A child who is a movement seeker will use movement 
to self-regulate therefore their activity levels may increase even more at bedtime, as they try to prepare 
themselves for sleep. Some children may need to rock their head side to side as soon as they lay down, in 
order to get increased movement.  
 
Strategies to try with the hypersensitive child: 
 

• For a child who is anxious about falling out of bed, try bed rails.  

• If they struggle to put their head back in a flat lying position, use cushions and pillows to help them to 
sleep in a less challenging position.  

• The child may need to lie as still as possible once they are in bed so avoid sitting on or knocking their 
bed when you are reading a story, tucking them in etc.  

• This child may benefit from being given increased input about where they are in the bed. To do this, 
use cushions, bolsters, pillows, large cuddly toys etc. to give the child boundaries that they can feel in 
their bed.  

 
 
 
 



Strategies to try with the hyposensitive child/movement seeker: 
 

• Increase physical exertion, ideally outdoors, as much as possible during the day e.g. walk home from 
school instead of using the car or visit a playground on the way home.  

• Do movement and proprioceptive activities before bedtime – make sure that these are calming rather 
than alerting. See below for ideas of activities to try. 

• Vibration can send similar signals to the brain as movement does so try using a soft vibrating cushion 
– let the child find the best place to have it in their bed. 

 
Proprioception: 
 
Proprioception is the sense that allows information to be sent to the brain from the joints and muscles 
about the position and movements of the body. We depend on this information to know exactly where 
our body parts are and to plan our movements. The proprioceptive system also has an important 
regulatory role in sensory processing as proprioceptive input can assist in controlling responses to sensory 
information from all our other sensory systems. Proprioceptive input can be very calming for those who 
are easily overwhelmed by sensory stimulation. But it can also be alerting for those who need increased 
sensory stimulation to facilitate attention and learning.  
 
A child who has poor proprioceptive processing or who seeks out proprioceptive input in order to self-
regulate may benefit from the following strategies: 
 

• Joint and muscle activities before bed – see section below for further information about suitable 
activities.  

• Wearing pyjamas that are a size too small so they are more fitted or wearing fitted sportwear type 
clothing, e.g. cycling shorts, may help to give the child more proprioceptive input.  

• Use of a Lycra compression sheet to help them feel where their body is. 

• Put a body pillow or two in the bed to allow the child to squish themselves between them.  

• Position the bed against a wall so that the child can squish themselves against it.  

• See if the child sleeps better in a sleeping bag as this provides boundaries for the child to push against. 
Add a body pillow to give more deep pressure. 

• A weighted blanket is one way of increasing proprioceptive input and helping a child to feel calm, 
however it is not recommended that they are used for sleep as the guidelines state that they should 
not be left on for more than 20 minutes and that the child should be supervised for the whole time. 
Weighted products can be used in the lead up to the child going to bed, however.  

 
Smell: 
 

• A child with a hypersensitive sense of smell may find the smell of freshly cleaned sheets or pyjamas 
too overwhelming.  

• Overwhelming smells from sheets and nightwear may lead to the child taking them off or refusing to 
get into bed. 

• If using aromatherapy/essential oils don’t assume that the child will like scents that are typically 
considered to be calming. 

• Children with hypersensitive sense of smell are more likely to find familiar scents calming e.g. their 
own smell or that of a caregiver, so try giving them a pyjama top they have slept in all week or a t-
shirt that a caregiver has worn to help them settle. 



Tactile: 
 

• If your child has tactile sensitivity, think about the different things that come into contact with their 
skin e.g. their own hair, the bedding, or their nightwear, and consider making changes to eliminate any 
irritating factors.  

• Certain textures can relax or alert your child. Look at bedding and pyjama textures and also think about 
whether the child prefers their feet covered or uncovered. Consider whether seams or elastic may be 
an issue.  

• Wash new bedding and pyjamas a few times before using them in order to soften them and to remove 
the plastic packaging smell.  

• Remove any tags from pyjamas before they are worn.  

• Consider the temperature in the room and try to adjust it as necessary e.g. by opening a window or 
using a fan, changing bed linen, or adding more or fewer layers. Remember that the child’s sense of 
temperature may be very different to your own. Recall what temperature the child seems to prefer 
and/or seek during the day and consider this when making your decisions.  

• If opening a window or using a fan, be aware of the extra sensory elements that this will create e.g. the 
sensation of air brushing against the skin, noise from the fan or other noises coming in from outside.  

 
Auditory: 
 

• As above, be aware of noises coming in from outside through an open window.  

• If your child has hypersensitive hearing they are likely to be able to hear sounds that you are not aware 
of or that your brain is tuning out. If this is the case, white noise may help to tune out other 
environmental sounds. YouTube has a number of different options, some indoor sounds, such as 
television static, and some outdoor noises, such as the rain or ocean waves.  

• Certain types of music can be calming for the child e.g. their preferred music or classical music which 
has a certain rhythm that is calming.  

• Try using a guided relaxation designed for children. YouTube have several audio and visual downloads 
for helping children to relax.  

• Audio stories may help but chose ones that are specifically designed for inducing sleep otherwise the 
child may be too interested and stay awake to hear the story. 

 
Vision: 
 

• Think about the bedroom environment. Can you declutter it so there as few distractions as possible? 

• Bright lights can be very distracting even if it is only coming through a small crack down the side of 
curtains.  

• Be aware of the light coming in through thin curtains as a light sensitive child will be woken early by 
the sun rising.  

• Use blackout blinds or curtains to reduce any light stimuli. 

• Mirrors, nightlights, things on the walls etc. can be distracting and effect the ability to get to sleep if a 
child is visually sensitive.  

• If using a projector to try to soothe the child, check that this is not making it more difficult for the child 
to sleep as they may find it too interesting to switch off to.  

• Try to stop screen time at least an hour before bedtime as the blue light that screens emit can delay 
the release of the sleep-inducing hormone, melatonin, increase alertness and affect the body’s internal 
clock.   



GENERAL TIPS: 
 

• Sensory processing difficulties can make a child fearful of change so anything new in their environment 
or routine could have an impact on sleep as the child may find it difficult to calm and regulate 
themselves. Try to keep their environment and routine as predictable as possible during the day but 
particularly around bedtime.  

• Avoid sugary or caffeine filled food or drink before bed and try to encourage the child to eat naturally 
sleep inducing foods instead such as bananas, oats or cherries. 

• Decide on a bedtime routine and stick to it. Keep it the same as much as possible, even on weekends 
and special occasions. Make sure that you include calming proprioceptive activities as part of that 
routine – see below. 

• Also, try to keep a set wake up time, even on the weekends, whatever time the child goes to bed. 

• Create a routine that the child can be in control of and does not depend on you being there, for 
example if a babysitter is looking after him or her. 

• A bath before bed can be calming especially for those who need increased proprioception. However, 
make sure that you think about any aspects that might make it too alerting an experience, for example 
if the temperature of the water is too cold, the smell of the bubble bath is too stimulating or the 
activities the child is involved are too alerting.  

• However, if bath time is too stimulating or frightening for your child, it may be best to bathe at a 
completely different time of the day. 

• Use a visual bedtime schedule to support the child, even with a child who has good verbal skills. If a 
child is stressed they may forget their routines so a visual timeline can help to reduce anxiety. It does 
not have to be complicated, just simple pictures or photos that the child can identify easily. Having a 
visual schedule can make sure that the bedtime routine remains consistent for the whole family. 

• Try setting a bedtime alarm – so that the child associates bedtime with a clock or timer instead of 
feeling like sleep is a parental demand. Chose a quiet nonintrusive noise for the alarm. 

• Teach the child to fall asleep by themselves so that they do not need a caregiver with them to enable 
them to get to sleep. This means that they may fall asleep somewhere else in their room other than 
the bed to begin with but continue to model getting them into bed to try to reinforce this.  

• Put the child to bed when they are awake. Don’t let them fall asleep on the sofa, in the car etc. so they 
get into bed awake and fall asleep there in order to reinforce this behaviour otherwise they may find 
it more difficult to fall asleep in their bed.  

• Try not to let the child nap around bedtime. 

• Try not to give them a bedtime drink especially if they have difficulty with bedwetting or if having a 
wet nappy wakes them up. If a drink is part of their bedtime routine, try giving them less of a measure.  

• Avoid taking the child into your bed. Try not to resort to this so that they get used to sleeping in their 
own bed.  

• When dealing with the child at night, be as boring as possible e.g. no songs, no stories, don’t play with 
them, straight face, low voice etc. This is in order to create as little stimulation so that the signals their 
brain receives will be that they need to go back to sleep.  

• It is fine to use positive reinforcement or rewards e.g. a sticker chart, however you must try to 
determine if there are any sensory aspects that they are finding difficult and deal with these first.  

• Try using a sleep training clock as this will allow the child to see for themselves whether it is still night-
time or not. 

• If the child needs the light on to go to sleep try using a dimmer switch. Gradually dim the light so they 
get used to having less light on at night until they can go to sleep without it on. Use a daylight simulation 
bulb if possible.  



• When trying new strategies, introduce a few things at a time and try them for a least 6-week period to 
notice if there are any positive changes to the sleep routine.  

 
CALMING SENSORY ACTIVITIES: 
 
Make sure that any physical activities are calming and not alerting. Try to teach the child how to do 
some of these activities for themselves so that they will be able to regulate themselves when you are 
not with them.  
 

• Breathing activities e.g. take deep breaths in, to a count/song or whatever the child finds motivating, 
or other activities that require breath control e.g. sucking through a straw or blow bubbles with a straw 
in the bath.  

• Children’s Yoga – this incorporates stretches, resistance work and breathing so is an excellent activity.  

• Resistance activities – pushing and pulling activities or using resistance bands (Theraband) with arms 
and or legs.  

• Deep pressure activities e.g.:  
o Bear hugs 
o Deep pressure massage – give firm pressure as you move your hands in a stroking motion down the 

child’s back, shoulders, arms, or legs. Do this in a slow rhythmical way whilst applying firm, even 
pressure. You can also encourage the child to give themselves deep pressure by pushing firmly down 
as they move their hands in slow strokes down their legs and/or arms.  

• Squashing activities e.g. use a cushion or a therapy ball to squash the child, making sure to not press 
on their chest or tummy, or roll them up in a blanket and give deep pressure. Don’t cover their head 
and help them to get out as soon as they want to. 

• Joint compressions – ask your OT to show you how to do these. 

• Weight bearing e.g.: 
o Wall press ups – stand arm’s length away from the wall then lean against it with flat hands and 

straight elbows.  Slowly bend the elbows to bring the nose to touch the wall without moving the 
feet and then straighten the arms again.  Repeat this 10 times.   

o Lie on tummy over a therapy ball and rock gently forwards and backwards over it, with the child 
taking their weight through their hands.  
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