
Hello, 

 
I’m thrilled to be your new State Chair for Adolescent Health.  Those of us who work with 
adolescents are far too familiar with the social, emotional and physical issues facing this 
population.  As stress levels of families, school personnel and students rise…. funding for 
programs and services dwindles.  Plus, many of the programs and interventions implemented to 
help our adolescents have grossly failed.  Among industrialized countries, the US continues to 
lead the way in teen pregnancy, STI, gun deaths, fatal MVA’s, depression, obesity, addiction and 
the list goes on. 

Enough about the problems……I’m looking for solutions.  I have a few up my sleeve and I bet you 
do too.  As we head into this school year, my challenge to you is to find what will work in your 
community and start the long journey of change.  Making changes in the healthcare arena is as 
difficult as making them in the academic environment.  However we really don’t have a choice.  
What we’re doing isn’t working…..not for many of our students, their families, our teachers and not 
for many of us. 

Here is an idea to consider: 

When you get right down to it, most if not all of the social, emotional and physical conditions 
plaguing our kids are stress related issues.  At the cellular level stress is a killer.  The scientific 
community has known this for years.  We as nurses have intuitively known this as well.  With our 
holistic (mind/body) understanding we have witnessed the devastating damage of stress and the 
repercussions of how many have unsuccessfully or mal-adaptively tried to deal with their stress. 

What if there was something that could fix all of this?  Something that could help with obesity, 
depression, bullying, stress, violence, impulsivity, poor decision making AND even improve grades 
and attendance?  Now that’s something I’d want to buy stock in. 

I have two things I’d like to share with you however due to lack of time/space for this article, I will 
share only one thing and save the other for the future.  This one thing is so simple, so basic and 
so accessible to anyone that you’ll ask, “Why aren’t we doing this?”  With the large body of 
research supporting it I hope you’ll explore it further to see how you can influence change in your 
area.  The research shows that one simple change can literally fix emotional, health and academic 
problems that exist for our students and prevent new ones from occurring.   

SLEEP. 

Sleep researchers have repeatedly shown the following: 

 For the past 30 years, school aged children in the United States don’t get enough sleep, 
not even kindergarteners. 

 This sleep deficit increases as the child ages so that by the time they’re in high school most 
students get less than 7 hours of sleep per night, while 8.5-9.25 hours is what they need. 

 Sleep deprivation is more crucial to the developing brain than to the already formed, adult 
brain thus the toll it takes on youth is significant and often permanent. 



 Hormones such as melatonin, cortisol, leptin, human growth hormone and ghrelin are 
directly affected by duration of sleep.  These hormones are directly related to brain 
functioning, obesity, learning, behavior, mood, stress and quality of life.   

 Insufficient sleep is harmful, even life threatening and is directly linked to: 
– Daytime sleepiness 
– Fatal car accidents 
– Obesity and diabetes 
– Depression and negative mood  
– Poor behavioral control 
– Injuries 
– Lower grades and poor academic performance 
– Increase substance abuse including stimulants such as caffeine and nicotine 
– Brain changes particularly to the frontal lobe which is critically important for learning , 

memory, language development, focus, organization, decision making, behavioral 
control, concentration and other executive functions 
 

 Adolescent circadian rhythms evolutionarily show a delayed sleep phase, meaning their 
natural time to fall asleep is around 11pm.  Thus forcing an adolescent to go to bed at 9pm 
doesn’t work.  They’ll just stare at the ceiling.  The researchers have concluded that the 
answer is to start high school later.  The US is one of a few industrialized countries that still 
have high school start times before 8am.   
 

 Longitudinal studies of students who attend the rare school district that changed high 
school start times show: 

– decrease in drop-out rates 
– improved attendance 
– higher GPA and higher standardized test scores 
– decrease in depressive symptoms, improved mood and decrease in ADHD 

symptoms  
– decreased daytime sleepiness and improved attention 
– decrease in traffic accidents and other injuries 
– decrease in behavioral suspensions and referrals 
–  

 Food for thought: Due to the neuro-endocrine cascade linking sleep and obesity several 
studies have revealed startling results. 

Elementary aged children who got less than 8 hours of sleep per night had a 300% higher rate of 
obesity than those who got 10 hours of sleep per night and within that two hour window/difference 
was a dose-response relationship….meaning more sleep = less chance of obesity.  Secondary 
school aged children studied showed that for every hour of lost sleep their chances of obesity 
increased by 80%.   

These findings and many others have led the CDC to recommend that high schools consider later 
school start times with the opinion that starting school even an hour or two later can change lives 
and even save lives.   



I encourage you to click the following links to interviews, videos, websites and research findings.  
What you’ll find is that although there is a wealth of evidence that later high school start times has 
enormous benefits for our children…..school start times are set up for adults, not for the benefit of 
the students.  There are several barriers to “convincing” your school or your school district to 
adopt a later high school start time.  Within these links you’ll see the challenges as well as ideas 
and solutions to overcome them.  Additionally you’ll see the wonderful outcomes for school 
districts that have opened their eyes to this simple, natural intervention to change lives by 
improving the health, well being and academic performance of its students.   

 

 From Zzzz’s to A’s video from PBS Frontline: Inside the Teenage Brain 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/video/flv/generic.html?s=frol02sfacq392&continuous=1 

 Excellent student made video on SchoolTube on later high school start times that is a nut-
shell version of the problem, the research and the solution 

http://www.schooltube.com/video/5cc94c9192ef79d46f68/Whats-Your-Issue-Need-More-Sleep 

 Interview with Dr. Carskadon a key researcher on adolescent sleep and a proponent for 
later high school start times  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/interviews/carskadon.html 

 Awesome quotes from adolescent sleep researchers, mostly physicians to strengthen your 
case for later high school start times 

http://schoolstarttime.org/2011/06/26/notable-quotes/ 

 Report from the National Sleep Foundation on Adolescent Sleep Needs and Patterns 
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/sites/default/files/sleep_and_teens_report1.pdf 

 See what the University of Minnesota is learning about later high school start times 
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/research/highlights/Sleep/default.html 

 Excellent information from the National Sleep Foundation  
http://www.sleepfoundation.org/article/sleep-america-polls/2006-teens-and-sleep 

 Report from the Institute of Medicine with other organizations through National Academies 
Press on Sleep Needs, Patterns and Difficulties of Adolescents 

http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=9941&page=R1 

 Article in Pediatrics from the American Academy of Pediatrics on Shorter Sleep Duration 
Leads to Risk of Overweight 

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/120/5/1020.full 

 See what’s happening in other school districts 
http://schoolstarttime.org/2011/06/12/schools-recently-delaying-start-times/ 

 Links to numerous scholarly articles on benefits of later high school start times and risks of 
sleep deprivation to youth 

http://schoolstarttime.org/2011/05/02/selected-literature/ 

 One of several studies showing sleep deprivation leads to higher teen risky behavior  
http://psychology.sju.edu/downloads/mindell2.pdf 

 Longitudinal study of later high school start times in Minneapolis 
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/CAREI/Reports/docs/SST-2002Bulletin.pdf 

 Link between sleep and emotional regulation 
http://www.nvcc.edu/home/rgreen/PowerWeb05/The%20Consequences%20of%20Insufficient%20
Sleep%20for%20Adolescents.pdf   
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