Later Starting Time Helps Secondary Students
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Many teenagers lead busy lives.  In addition to making time for friends, family and activities, they keep schedules for work and school.  Unfortunately for them, the school day begins before they have gotten enough sleep.  Some schools, however, have made changes to accommodate teenagers’ sleep patterns.


Sleep researchers began studying teen sleep patterns in the 1980s.  They have found that many adolescents require more than nine hours of sleep.  That is as much as young children require, and much more than adults do. Adolescents just get sleepy later than others, so going to bed earlier hardly makes a difference.  The hormone melatonin, which regulates sleep in humans, does not enter teens’ bodies until around 11 p.m.  It remains in their systems until around 8 a.m.


Students in middle and high schools do not get enough sleep.  In fact, the National Sleep Foundation maintains that only 15% of them get sufficient sleep during the week.  Researchers have found that they sleep only six or seven hours, almost two hours fewer per night than during the summer.  About 60% of students complain of feeling tired during the school day.  Sleep experts say that sleep is a matter of good health, the same as 

eating well and exercising.  Therefore, they want schools to create schedules that optimize sleep.


Tired students cannot do their 

best work.  Studies show that students who get good grades sleep more than those with poor grades.  Beyond that, a study at Northwestern University found that students’ reactions are slower in the morning than in the afternoon.  It recommends that schools schedule important testing only in the afternoon. 


Lack of sleep also can affect adolescents outside of school.  Some teens experience a major change in personality, and some fall into depression.  In addition, many teens have car accidents because they are drowsy.  Studies also show that a lack of sleep is related to hyper-sexual activity, and that tired students use more tobacco, drugs and alcohol than rested ones.  


The movement to delay starting times began with the Minnesota Medical Association.  In April 1994 it sent a letter to all school districts in Minnesota recommending later starts for every high school.  Two school districts, Edina Public Schools and Minneapolis Public Schools, responded quickly.  In 1996 Edina changed the starting time at its high school from 7:25 to 8:30 a.m.  The end of the school day moved from 2:05 to 3:10 p.m. 


After several years the district studied the results.  The high school found fewer absences, fewer discipline referrals, and less tardiness.  Furthermore, teachers reported that students were more alert and learning more.  Beyond that, the level of participation in after-school sports and activities actually had increased. 


One year later Minneapolis became the first large district in the U.S. to make the schedule change.  It shifted the starting time at its high schools from 7:15 to 8:40 a.m.  There, as in Edina, the change made a significant difference.  Teachers found students more alert, and their grades had improved slightly.  Students reported feeling less depressed, and parents found them less moody.  The schools also reported less tardiness and absenteeism, and a lower dropout rate. 


People wondered whether students really would get more sleep.  Some suspected that teens would just stay up later at night.  However, students in Minneapolis actually sleep an hour longer each night.  In Fayette County, Kentucky they also are sleeping 50 minutes longer because the high school starts later.  In addition, teens there seem to be driving better.  A researcher at the University of Kentucky found that the crash rates for 16-18 year olds dropped, while the rates increased in the rest of the state.

School districts must address several issues before they change starting times.  One of those is transportation.  Districts prefer slightly different starting times among elementary, middle and high schools.  That allows them to use the smallest possible fleet of buses to transport all students.  Some districts decided against later starting times because they would have to buy more buses.  Some districts, though, simply bought passes for students to ride public transit.  Others, like in Edina and Minneapolis, kept the same routes and buses, so they had no extra transportation expenses at all. 


The other difficult issues dealt with after-school activities. Coaches feared that fewer students would play sports.  Although that has not happened, teachers have indeed complained that more students than ever miss their last-period classes on game days.  Students feared that getting out of school later would affect jobs, but most employers have been willing to adjust work schedules. 


Now sleep experts feel that it is finally time to create schedules that help students.  School districts say that their mission is to create the best learning environment possible.  Experts know that students who are well rested and awake have a better chance of learning.  If a community asks itself how it can improve learning, then later starting times becomes an easy, inexpensive answer. 

