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Background Information- History, the Adolescent Brain and Incidence of
Mental Health Issues
•

Early School Start Times were initiated in most districts to solve transportation
problems
- Schools did not always start early- in the 1950’s and 1960’s- start times were 8:30-9am
- They progressively moved to earlier times from mid 1980’s to early 2000s
- There is no educational benefit to HS students from starting school early

•

Adolescents’ brains are developing through age 25
- Adolescence is the second most critical time period for brain growth after infancy
- Adolescents make more impulsive decisions when tired

•

Mental Health Issues in Adolescents have been on the rise and are increasingly
impacting HS students
- Suicide attempt rates doubled from 2008 to 2017- seen both locally and nationally
- Mental Health ER visits locally have now tripled comparing 2018 to 2008

Background Information- Sleep
•

Sleep is Critical
- It is when the brain processes information
- Adolescents need between 8-10 hours of sleep, usually 8.5-9.25 hours
- 8 hours seems to be a critical tipping point
- Average HS student gets b/w 6-7 hours of sleep, sometimes as little as 5 hours

•

Evidence that lack of sleep has significant deleterious effects on adolescents
- Impacts learning, mental health issues and safety (automobile accidents)
- Increases risk of obesity, heart disease, growth suppression
- Increases risk of impulsive behaviors, including substance abuse and sexual risk taking
- Increases risk of sports injuries

•

Evidence that increased sleep has many positive effects on adolescents
- Improved attendance, grades, mood and sports performance
- Decreased mental health issues, decreased absenteeism, decreased tardiness

What Are The Issues Limiting Sleep in Adolescents
•

What Stops Students from Going to Sleep Early?
- Many Variables» Homework
» Activities
» Social Media
» Poor Sleep Hygiene (inconsistent bed times, staying in room/bed while awake, using
electronics/social media right before bed)
- BUT- almost all Adolescents have a Normal Physiologic Change in Circadian
Rhythms
» Circadian rhythms help to regulate sleep and wake schedules
» Because of this shift in circadian rhythms, most students cannot fall asleep earlier than
10:30pm!

•

What Makes Students Wake Up Early?
- Only one reason- School Start Times!

Understanding Adolescent Sleep Physiology and Circadian
Rhythms
•

Melatonin
- Hormone released from the pineal gland in the brain
- Purpose is to help regulate circadian rhythms and initiate and maintain sleep
- Helps regulate reproduction cycles and breeding

•

Physiological delay in melatonin secretion in Adolescents
- Release from the brain starts at 10:30/11 pm
- Continues well past sunrise
- Occurs world wide and is not a new phenomenon
- Reverts back to a more typical adult circadian rhythm in 20s

•

The Result: For teens, preferred bedtimes are delayed:
- 2 hours for adolescent girls
- 3 hours for adolescents boys
• Results- teen naturally want to go sleep starting around 11pm and wake up
around 8am!

Typical Student Morning Routine with a 7:20am HS Start
Time
•

Students either wake up at 5:30 am giving themselves time to get ready OR
wake up at 6:30-6:45am and parent is rushing to drive them to school without
showering, without breakfast and not ready for the day (this is why parent drop
off at the HS is hectic every day)

•

If they wake up at 5:30 or 6am and go to sleep at 10:30/11pm, they are only
getting 6-7 hours of sleep a night, when they need 8+ hours

•

Given the shift in circadian rhythms, waking up at 5:30am for an adolescent
feels like waking up at 2:30-3:30am for an adult

•

Adolescents do not adjust to this shift in schedule during their high school
years; they remain chronically sleep deprived and fatigued

What should a student’s morning routine look like?
•

Most people, including adults, need at least 45 minutes to get ready in
the morning

•

Many students picked up by bus 45 minutes before school starts and
have to walk to bus stop 5-10 minutes before that

•

Net result is that students have to wake up somewhere between 90
minutes to 2 hours before the school day starts to have time to get
ready and get to school

•

If students cannot fall asleep before 10:30/11 and need 8 hours of
sleep, they shouldn’t wake up till 6:30-7, which then means that
school should not start before 8am and would be better to start at
8:30am or later

Policy Statements- ALL recommend school start
times starting after 8:30am for adolescents
•

American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 2014: “School Start Times
for Adolescents”

•

American Academy of Sleep Medicine (AASM) 2017: “Delaying
Middle School and High School Start Times Promotes Student Health
and Performance”

•

CDC- https://www.cdc.gov/features/school-start-times/index.html

•

County Health Rankings and Roadmapshttp://www.countyhealthrankings.org/take-action-to-improvehealth/what-works-for-health/policies/later-middle-and-high-schoolstart-times

Evidence That Delaying School Start Times Works
•

Multiple studies in past 5 years show districts that delayed the school start times
realized all the benefits that were expected:
- Improved grades, feeling of well-being
- Decreased tardiness, accidents, mental health issues, substance abuse

• Evidence supports the fact that teen sleep more when school start times delayed
- almost exactly as much as the delay in school start times
- School start times were delayed 25-60 min, and correspondingly, total sleep time
increased from 25 to 77 min per weeknight
-

Delayed school start times and adolescent sleep: A systematic review of the experimental evidence. Sleep Med Rev. 2016 Aug;28:86-95.
(Minges KE1, Redeker NS2

• Studies also support better teacher satisfaction and mood with delayed start times
- teachers were able to sleep more

What Are Schools Doing Nationally?
• Nationally (NCES, 2015):
- 82% of US middle schools start earlier than 8:30
- 86% of US high schools start earlier than 8:30
- 10% of high schools start earlier than 7:30
• Locally
- Montgomery- 7:20am

