Article for Newsletters
According to the National Sleep Foundation (NSF), adolescents need about 9 hours of sleep each day in order to function well and stay healthy. The average teen in the U.S. sleeps 7.5 hours per night with 25 percent only sleeping 6.5 hours. A June 2008 survey by the Fairfax County Council of PTAs found that Fairfax high school students also average 7.5 hours of sleep per school night, giving them a huge nightly sleep deficit. 
Sleep deprivation is an inevitable result for students caught in a squeeze between early school start times and changing adolescent sleep cycles. With high school buses picking students up before 6 a.m., many students in Fairfax need to get up before sunrise to get ready for school and catch the bus on time. While school start times force students to get up early, biology is keeping them up late at night. Circadian rhythms (daily sleep cycles) change naturally with age. While young children generally fall asleep before 9:00 pm and naturally wake up early, when they become teenagers most find it extremely difficult to fall asleep much before 11:00 or 12:00. 
Teenagers who don’t get enough sleep risk many harmful consequences. Scientific research and common sense suggest that sleep deprived teens can’t perform optimally in school, sports, and other activities. Sleep is critical to learning, especially the last REM sleep (which is cut short by early alarms).  Drowsy students have more difficulty absorbing and retaining new information. Sleep debt also leads to nodding off in class, tardiness, and increased absenteeism. Continually tired teens are also more likely to suffer from physical and mental health problems, including depression. In addition, research has clearly linked drowsy driving with a large number of driving accidents, including fatal ones. 

What can be done about sleep deprivation in FCPS high schools?  The School Board believes that later start times would be beneficial.  In March 2008, the Transportation Task Force created by the School Board recommended changing the bell schedules to:

· Start most elementary schools between 7:50 and 8:55, so the schoolday would end between 2:30 and 3:45.   Some would still start after 9 a.m. 

· Start high schools between 8:35 and 8:55; end 3:15-3:45

· Start middle schools between 9:20 and 9:40; end 4-4:30

The TTF expects its recommendations to be cost-neutral.  There should be no need for extra buses or drivers.  Other schools also have switched to later start times with no added costs: Arlington, VA; Minneapolis & Edina, MN; Wilton, CT; and Brevard, FL.; Albemarle, VA.

Transportation staff started developing a new bell schedule based on the Task Force recommendations in mid-2008.  The school board intends to hold community meetings early in 2009 to present the bell schedules.  

Schools in neighboring jurisdictions already have later start times:  Loudoun, Alexandria, Falls Church, and Arlington.

To obtain more information and find out how you can support this effort, visit the SLEEP website at www.SLEEPinFAIRFAX.org and sign the petition.
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