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Sleep and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD)
Children with ADHD can experience difficulties falling asleep, staying 

asleep and getting up the next morning. The quality of their sleep can 

also be poor; their sleep is often described as restless with an inability to 

‘shut off’. Your child is an individual and there is no specific one size fits 

all solution to this difficult issue that can have an impact on the whole 

family. For children with a diagnosis of ADHD a lack of sleep can lead to 

an increase in symptoms of ADHD and impact on their ability to think and 

reason.
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The impact of lack of sleep on your child
• More prone to illness as lack of sleep lowers the immune system

• Quickly changing emotions – irritability, anger, frustration, sadness

• Increased stress and anxiety

• Difficulty coping with what is expected of them

• Difficulty concentrating and thinking

• Increase in symptoms of ADHD

What is melatonin
Melatonin is a natural hormone that is produced in the brain. Also known 

as our ‘sleep hormone’ it lets us know that it’s time to go to sleep. 

Melatonin is actively produced at night time when darkness occurs. The 

darker it is, the more melatonin is produced. In darkness melatonin levels 

rise sharply and act to lower body temperature, make us feel less alert 

and cause a sleepy feeling. Melatonin levels stay elevated throughout the 

night, approximately 12 hours. During daylight hours melatonin is barely 

detectable in the brain.
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Sleep difficulties
Inability to 
settle

• Teach your child to ‘self-settle’  by putting them to bed 
when they are still awake

• Say goodnight and leave the room

• Do not give eye contact after saying goodnight

• Repeat same phrase for example “it’s night, go to sleep” 
in response to requests to stay or any attempt to engage 
you in conversation

• Gradually withdraw from the room if you usually stay 
until they are asleep. Slowly move closer to the door 
over a number of nights until you are outside the door

• Establish a good bedtime routine with the same 
bedtime and waking time, stick to it every day including 
weekends

• Avoid use of electrical equipment such as phone, tablet, 
computer, TV or games player at least an hour before 
bed. The light they produce will stop production of 
melatonin in the brain

• Make the room as dark as possible to help melatonin 
production

• Encourage supper with ‘sleepy foods’ (see sleep hygiene 
sheet)

• Avoid drinks with caffeine in as these can impact on sleep

• Do not allow your child to sleep in the day.

Waking in the 
night

• Decide a time that is acceptable to you to start the day, 
for example 6am, if your child wakes before this treat it 
as night waking

• Repeat phrase such as “its night, go to sleep” in 
response to attempts to make conversation. Keep talk to 
a minimum

• Return them to bed if they get up

• Do not give eye contact and keep lights dim.
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Sleep difficulties
Issues with 
bedroom 
environment

• Ensure that the bedroom is not over stimulating with 
bright colours and lots of toys. Your child may get up in 
the night to play with toys

• Is there anything on the walls or in the room that might 
look frightening in the dark?

• Ensure that the bed is comfortable and the room is at 
the right temperature

• Is bedding too warm, too cold, a texture your child 
dislikes?

• Is the room dark enough? This will impact on melatonin 
levels

• Are there any noises that may disturb your child? Some 
children sleep better with familiar white noise such as 
the sound of a fan

• Avoid letting your child fall to sleep watching TV, phone 
or tablet as this will also impact on melatonin levels and 
keep them awake. 

Impact of 
health and 
wellbeing on 
sleep

• Is there something impacting on your child’s health such 
as illness or pain?

• Is your child stressed or anxious about something?

• Is the medication that your child is taking impacting on 
their sleep?

• Seek medical advice if you feel that there is a specific 
reason for your child’s sleep difficulties. 
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Establishing a good bedtime routine
Who will carry out the routine? It is OK for different people to carry 
out the routine such as parents or grandparents, as long as everyone is 
consistent.

Explain to your child what you want to happen and how it will be 

achieved

Develop a visual  timetable of the bedtime routine with your child and 

place it somewhere visible such as the fridge door.

Have some quiet time with your child the hour before they go to bed, 

doing things they enjoy such as reading or music. Activities involving 

hand/ eye coordination such as jigsaws, Rubik’s cube, colouring are 

known to promote sleep.

Your child should not return downstairs once they have gone to bed.

Establish a rewards system with your child that is meaningful to them, 
such as stickers or charts. Decide with them how they will earn rewards 
and do not remove a reward once it has been awarded. Make the 
routine achievable for your child and give rewards immediately.

Exercise during the day will promote sleep at night, this should not only 

make your child feel tired and ready to fall asleep, but also improve the 

quality of sleep.

Your child may not want their bed time routine to change and they 

may test your resolve, although difficult it is important that you remain 

consistent.



Have a bath

Put PJs on

Brush teeth

Go to the toilet

Read a book

Sleep time

Bedtime routine
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