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Good Night, Sleep Tight


Sleep affects one-third of our lives, yet a serious lack of awareness exists regarding the inadequate sleep today’s adolescents receive.  Adults often wish for “more hours in the day,” but teenagers in our society contend with schedules that are just as busy, if not more so, than those of the adults in their lives.  School, clubs, sports, homework, after-school jobs, and the ever-important social life all vie for time and attention during a teen’s day, and, in order to maintain this lifestyle, many teens are forced to sacrifice one very important, but underrated, necessity—sleep—which leads to several adverse effects.  While many will place the responsibility for students’ lack of alertness during the school day on the students themselves, research shows that teens have limited control over the amount of sleep they get per night, which leads to the proposition that school start times should be changed to reflect students’ needs.


Educators face the same battle every day—keeping their students motivated, excited, and eager to learn.  This task has become increasingly difficult, though, as students struggle just to stay awake throughout the school day.  One high school science teacher explains that in his first period advanced chemistry class the students “sleepwalk” through the labs and doze off during lectures (Black 64).  In a study conducted by Mary Carskadon, the director of Sleep Research at Bradley Hospital, 87% of the thirteen- to 

nineteen-year-old participants claim to need more sleep than they are getting (137).  Another survey, conducted by Director of Educational Policy and Administration at the 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement Kyla Whalstrom, states 67% of the 3400 students surveyed report their sleepiest time of day is between eight and ten a.m.  Clearly, students are suffering from a lack of sleep, so naturally one might wonder why this is.


Teachers may often blame parents for not forcing their children to go to bed at a reasonable hour.  Teachers and parents alike are quick to blame the students for their seeming lack of motivation, claiming that teens are lazy and just do not want to get out of bed in the morning, or that they just want to stay up late at night watching TV or talking with friends on the phone (Gibson 22).  Mary Carskadon admits that bedroom access to telephones, televisions, and computers may contribute to later bedtimes for teens.  Her research indeed finds that “45% of tenth- to twelfth-grade students go to sleep after midnight on school nights” (189).  Thus, logic might dictate that if teens simply go to bed earlier, they will get more sleep.  Research, however, has recently found that these are misconceptions.  Adolescents do not have much choice in the amount of sleep they receive per night.  They are victims of both social and biological pressures.

First, we look at the most fundamental extrinsic factor in teenage sleepiness—school starting time.  Since teenage sleep needs have been documented, one might reason that school districts, in response to this research, would have altered their start times accordingly.  This, unfortunately, is not the case. The average start time for high schools is between 7:15 and 7:45 a.m. (Kaufman 72).  This is merely the school start time; one must also consider that, in order for students to take care of preparatory activities prior to leaving for school, many students will wake hours prior to the start time.  During an interview with high school students, researcher Susan Black discovered that several students were rising at 5 a.m., sometimes even earlier, to do chores, attend practice, or even simply catch a bus.  A reader of these facts may simply shrug his shoulders and say, “So?  Teens just need to go to bed earlier.”  Alas, the answer is not that simple.  

This brings us to the intrinsic factor of teen fatigue—hormones.  Adolescents are at the whim of their bodies.  Contrary to popular belief, as one ages, the need for sleep does not decrease.  For decades, authorities believed that, because teens sleep less than 7.5 hours per night (approximately three hours less per night than they had during middle childhood), this is all the sleep they required (Carpenter 78).   Recent studies indicate, however, that, while seven to eight hours is sufficient for the average adult, teenagers need approximately nine and a half hours of sleep each night in order to perform at their optimum level (“Sleep Medicine” 26).  Research also shows that adolescent brains are physiologically programmed to fall asleep late in the evening—at approximately 11:00 p.m.—and awaken later in the morning—at approximately 8:30 a.m..  

This combination of early school start times and late-evening biologic sleep processes results in an overall sleep loss that affects a vast proportion of adolescents.  National Sleep Foundation (NSF) surveys show that during the school week, only 15% of teenagers sleep 8.5 hours or more, and more than 1/4 sleep less than seven hours (Stein).  This sleep deprivation affects cognition, memory, and behavior in adolescents.  If the average teenager must wake at approximately 6 a.m. to prepare for a 7:30 a.m. school bell, his “body clock” is still in sleep mode.  His brain may not be ready to learn and comprehend information until approximately 8:30 or 9:00 a.m.  What this translates to is a significant loss of instructional time during the first and even second periods of the high school day.  Sleepiness may be overcome in the classroom when a student is in a state of emotional arousal or increased motivation; this then requires teachers to employ techniques that are highly rewarding and stimulating from one bell to the next in order to combat fatigue in their students and keep them motivated and engaged.


Paragraphs detailing the solution: changes in schedule



Counterarguments: 

*Cost

*After-school schedules

*Preparation for “adult life”

*Time-of-day preferences 

Arguments:




*Improved cognition




*Improved memory




*Improved attendance and behavior

 

Support for Arguments:




*Benefits of adequate sleep




*Examination of districts in Minnesota, Arizona, Colorado, and 




  Kentucky that have changed start times

Conclusion

