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SWEET DREAMS FOR TEENS
By Bill Stanczykiewicz
If you discovered a strategy that significantly improves teenage moods, behaviors and academic achievement, you might think you were dreaming.
But such a strategy actually exists. Teenagers who receive a sufficient amount of sleep each night are much more likely to do better in school, stay safer while they are driving and enjoy better overall health. In addition – and this will really seem like a dream to many parents – teens who enjoy a good night of sleep are more likely to communicate openly and frequently with mom and dad.
Teenagers optimally need about nine hours of sleep each night – about one to one-and-a-half hours more than adults. Surveys, however, reveal that teenagers often go to bed later than adults while getting up at the same time or even earlier in order to be in a first period classroom by 7:30.
Teens who are staying up later often are responding to biology. Not the class. Their own. During puberty, hormonal changes cause melatonin – which controls sleep patterns – to “switch on” later at night. This can delay an adolescent’s desire to fall asleep until 11 p.m. or later, which is one reason why students are sleeping less as they get older.
For example, more than 80 percent of sixth graders receive a sufficient amount of sleep. But that number declines to 55 percent for high school freshmen and 24 percent for high school seniors.  Nearly one-third of high school students admit that they fall asleep in school, and 22 percent say they fall asleep while studying or doing homework.

Experience teaches all of us that well-rested individuals are better able to learn and remember information. Not surprisingly, students who earn Cs or lower report going to bed 40 minutes later, and receiving 25 fewer minutes of sleep each night, than students who earn As and Bs.
High schools in Avon, Marion, Middlebury and Zionsville have responded to these findings by moving back the start of the school day. Implementing this decision is easier said than done, since changing the start time of first period can conflict with parents’ work schedules while also affecting school bus schedules and the time available for afterschool programs.

Yet national research reveals that teens in high schools with later start times report being less sleepy during the day. Attendance rates improve, and students earn higher grades. These students still go to bed at the same time as their peers, but they gain an extra hour of sleep each night due to the later start time at school.
Academic achievement is not the only benefit. In one Kentucky county where high schools pushed back the start of first period, auto crashes involving teenagers declined significantly. This decline occurred while teen auto crashes were increasing in the rest of the state.
Drowsiness and fatigue cause more than 100,000 traffic accidents each year, and more than half of those crashes involve drivers younger than 25. When people who lack sleep are tested with a driving simulator, their driving performance is the same as people who are driving drunk.

The leading cause of death among teenagers is “accident,” and most of those accidents involve automobiles. Teens are likely to drive early in the morning en route to school and late at night as they return from extracurricular activities or part-time jobs. Therefore, a lack of adequate sleep puts these teen drivers at greater risk of accident, injury and even death.
On a brighter note, teens who sleep well often enjoy better relationships with their parents. Surveys reveal that parents in school districts with later start times for high school report fewer confrontations and more conversations with their adolescent children, especially in the mornings.
Parents can encourage their teens to go to bed and wake up at the same times each day, even on Saturday and Sunday. Trying to catch up on sleep during the weekends is not as effective as having a regular sleep schedule seven days a week. Teens also should avoid or strongly limit caffeine.
During this month of March, when we change our clocks for daylight savings time, we also can wake up to the significant benefits enjoyed by teenagers who receive a good night of sleep.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.
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