March 4, 2010

School Board Testimony of Megan McLaughlin, M.S.W. 

Dr. Dale, Chairman Smith and Members of the School Board:

Good Evening.  My name is Megan McLaughlin and I have 3 sons in the Woodson HS Pyramid.  Before I begin my official remarks, I would like to provide the following context.  Both my husband & I were varsity athletes in high school, and we strongly support the value of these programs in our school system.  

In honor of the upcoming National Sleep Week, I am here tonight to talk about how “Later Start Times” for our high school students will help ALL students, including varsity athletes.  And just like our neighboring school systems which offer later start-times AND varsity sports, so too can FCPS.
For anyone who’s ever played sports, they know the coach’s cardinal rule on the day before a competition: Go home and get a good night’s sleep.  Coaches don’t need scientific studies to validate what they already know: Tired athletes cannot perform their very best.  Therefore, sufficient sleep is critical to an athlete’s success.  This also holds true for ACADEMIC performance.  
This being the case, healthy start-times benefit BOTH the academic and athletic performance of our students.  

Unfortunately, last year’s FCPS proposal for later start-times (Iteration 3) has created the illusion that later-start times will threaten after-school activities, including high school athletics.  This proposal also required drastic shifts in start-times for virtually all ES, MS, & HS, with some changing by 2 hours.  Not surprisingly, the vast majority of the public, including myself, voted against Iteration 3. But I believe FCPS can solve this problem, and do the right thing for ALL students.
Simply look at our neighboring school districts:  Arlington, Loudoun, Alexandria and Falls Church City.  They all have healthy start-times that begin after 8am.  Their transportation departments and budget offices have figured out a way to do this AND continue to offer sports & after-school activities.  I have every confidence that FCPS staff can achieve the same.
Healthy start-times can be done with as little as a 30-60minute shift in time. It doesn’t have to drastically up-end family schedules, practices, or dinner hour.  But consider what is at stake if we don’t fix our high school/middle school start-times.  
Simply read Columnist George Will’s article in today’s Washington Post.  He reports that children are getting an hour less of sleep than they did 30 years ago. This loss of sleep negatively impacts IQ points, as well as increases body weight. He also reports that with a steep decline in sleep hours, there is a strikingly negative impact on academic performance.  Tired children have trouble retaining their daily lessons because lack of sleep affects memory encoding.  In other words, the more you learn during the day, the more sleep you will need that night.  
He also cites the statistic that young adults are responsible for half of the 100,000 annual "fall asleep" automobile crashes.  He suggests that more school systems should follow the lead of Edina, MN. When they shifted their start time from 7:25 a.m. to 8:30 a.m., the Math & Verbal SAT scores rose substantially at their school. 
The ability to fund “healthy start-times” in this current economy is a practical matter that must be considered. But at what cost can FCPS continue to keep these unhealthy start-times for its students?  
Let’s do the right thing.  Please request Dean Tisdadt and his staff to consult with our neighboring school districts, identify how they make it work, and then implement these types of solutions for FCPS. If these other districts can accomplish later start-times, so can FCPS!
Thank you.
