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Project summary :  

The prevalence of sleep disorders in autism spectrum disorders (ASD) is high (50-80%), 
with insomnia in most of the cases. These sleep disorders could play an important role in 
the learning deficits and behavioural abnormalities observed in children with ASD, but 
their pathophysiology remains unclear. These disorders could be the consequence of a 
more general dysregulation of the circadian system. Studies have shown abnormally low 
levels of 6-sulphatoxymelatonin (the main metabolite of melatonin) in ASD patients, both 
at night and during the day, and delayed melatonin secretion (60-70% of cases). 

The mechanisms responsible for abnormal melatonin secretion in ASD remain 
unknown. Since circadian synchronisation is mainly mediated by light, it is possible that 
an abnormalities in light sensitivity could be involved in the disturbances observed in 
clock synchronization. Recently, the pupillary reflex has become a tool of choice, enabling 
us to estimate the functionality of conventional retinal photoreceptors (cones, rods) and 
melanopsin ganglion cells. We propose to investigate the chronobiological profile of 20 
ASD (6-13 y.o.), coming at the pediatric sleep unit for sleep recording. During this 48-
hour hospitalization, sequential melatonin measurements (saliva samples), EEG 
recordings and pupillary reflex tests will be realized. During this internship, the student 



 

 

will participate to patient’s enrollment, data and samples collection and data analysis. 
Ethical agreements have been obtained.  
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