Sample Speeches

Scroll through this document for several speeches given by supporters of SLEEP

November 16, 2004 Testimony by Phyllis Payne, MPH, co-founder of SLEEP (Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal).

Hello:

I’m Phyllis Payne, cofounder of SLEEP (Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal).  I’m here representing thousands of parents and students who support later, more reasonable schedules for our secondary school students, 3,600 on a petition.  We have met with some of you to discuss the importance of sleep for our teenagers.  As you know, it is a physical necessity and should be treated as such.  We understand that, according to Superintendent Jack Dale, FCPS is “looking at several options and that unfortunately, the best fix costs $41 million.”  We have several questions about this estimate that we will address with you later.  

We know the reasons we haven’t changed the schedule. Now, let’s follow Tom Brady’s example and, as Mr. Storck mentioned, work together to find reasons to try new things—news ways to solve this problem.

A majority of you have told us that you support later start times for our middle and high school students.  We agree that this is a priority for the health and safety of our community.  We agree that it will enhance the learning experience for our children. And, we are confident it will improve test scores and help the Board meet its targets.  We KNOW for a fact that later start times will decrease:

Teen car crashes and fatalities—unfortunately a growing local problem.

Teen depression

Drop-out rates

Time teens spend alone each afternoon

Days lost to illness

Days tardy

Clinic Visits

Appointments with counselors

Sleeping during class

We also know that 92 percent of parents surveyed one year after implementation of a later bell schedule in Minneapolis were happy with the change—reporting better behavior, better grades, and significantly, more connect time with their teenagers.  Teachers reported that students were alert, happier and better behaved.

We all know this is the right thing to do for our children and our community.  It’s the right time for us to make a change for the 77,000 students now in our secondary schools and for our future secondary school students. We have been waiting since 1998.  Please find a way to start school at a reasonable time. If we cannot resolve the issue for the entire County in FY2006, let’s at least pilot some potential solutions in a few pyramids to find the best, affordable solution.

As you make decisions about the FY2006 budget, thousands of concerned members expect each of you to think about the children who you have waking up at 5 AM and boarding buses at 5:48 AM--Think about the 77,000 children who you ask to do their best—and help them—[If the choice is to spend $21 million to decrease class size by one student or to do something substantial to help all our secondary school students, let’s make the decision based on the research that shows what will really make a difference to our community. Omitted from speech b/c time was short.]
This issue does not serve a special needs population.  It serves the entire school population.  A child’s sleep is not glamorous.  It is not optional.  It is essential to their well-being.

It is the single most important change that you can affect during your time on the school board.  The bell schedule DOES NOT WORK for our STUDENTS.  It should be the NUMBER one priority for every single member of this board.

February 17, 2004, Testimony by Phyllis Payne, MPH, Co-founder of Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal (SLEEP)

 I am here representing a new group called SLEEP, Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal.  As you can tell from our name, we hope to encourage a change to a later start time for the health and safety of our middle and high school students. 

At this time, nearly all FCPS secondary schools start at or before 7:35 a.m.

This early start prevents more than 77,000 secondary school students and their families from getting enough sleep. Adolescents are getting up in the dark and many ride their morning bus in the dark: When a 1998 Task Force studied bell schedules and making secondary school start times later, the group found that the first bus pick-up in Fairfax County for middle/high school students occurred at 5:48 a.m.
Teen physiology dictates their sleep patterns.  The average teen cannot fall asleep much before 11 p.m. because the hormones that prepare their brains and bodies for sleep are not released into their system until that time.  These same hormones are still present in the morning, keeping teens sleepy until about 8 a.m. Eleven p.m. until 8 a.m., that’s the full nine hours of sleep that most teenagers require to remain healthy and alert.

It is vital to synchronize the school clocks with “students’ body clocks so that teens are in school during their most alert hours and can achieve their full academic potential.” We came here tonight to ensure that the selection committee realizes that this issue is a top priority.  It is not new research.  In 1998, Fairfax County School Board’s own Task Force agreed that it would be beneficial to make start times for secondary school students later.  Five years have passed, and nothing has changed.  We need to hire a Superintendent who will make this a top priority in Fairfax County.  We ask that you hire someone with experience in bringing this type of change to another large school system.  We ask that you hire a leader who will do what is best for our children, our families, and our community.

 Later school start times for secondary school students have been shown to:

· Decrease drop-out rates; 

· Increase attendance and decrease tardiness; 

· Increase the number of hours that children sleep; 

· Decrease depression and the need for prescription medication; 

· Decrease the number of unsupervised after-school hours; 

· Decrease the number of car accidents and deaths from asleep-at-the-wheel accidents caused by teens; 

· Improve the physical and mental well-being of our children; and, 

· Improve quality of life. 

We know that it is possible to have secondary schools start at a reasonable time and we hope that you will hire a new Superintendent with the vision and the energy to change the status quo.

Thanks for your time and feel free to contact us if you need additional information about teens and sleep.

Respectfully,

Phyllis Payne, MPH

February 17 Testimony by Megan Rhode in Support of Start Later for Excellence in Education (SLEEP)

I am here, showing my support for SLEEP, because every morning I feel guilty because I’m forced to wake my son up to get ready for school while it’s still dark outside, knowing that he, once again, going to spend his day sleep deprived. To catch the school bus, he must be on a corner outside by 6:25 a.m.  He gets up at 6:00, dresses quickly, slams down breakfast, and he runs outside to catch the bus. And each day, as he runs out the door, I am both sad and angry. My child is being forced to live his life sleep deprived by the very school system that should be fostering his well-being.

The harmful effects of sleep deprivation are not unknown to the Fairfax County school board. The 1998 proposal to change the start times was defeated for two reasons. The first was money (for new buses). Yet other schools have confronted the same issue and been able to change their start times. Why can’t we, one of the wealthiest counties in the United States, do the same? In an on-line discussion in April 2000, Fairfax County Public School’s Superintendent Daniel Domenich was asked why Fairfax County start times haven’t changed, in light of all the studies proving that high school students should have later start times. Dr. Domenich replied it would take an estimated “$20 to $30 million to fix the problem.” This seems like a daunting figure, until you consider that a bond for more than $290 million was passed for new construction and renovations. Yes, these renovations are important, but so is our children’s quality of life and their ability to learn. What good is a brand new classroom if our children are falling asleep in it?

 The other issue is athletics. If we change the time school starts, we must also change the time after-school activities start. When I found out athletics played a part in preventing a reasonable school start time, I was very upset. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for athletics. My son runs cross country at his high school and will be running track in the spring. But I won’t tell you that your child’s education should be compromised so my child can run. I don’t expect that my child’s education should be compromised so that yours can play football, or whatever. If it’s important enough to you to have your child in these activities, it would be worth it to eat dinner an hour later. Besides, sleep deprivation also affects the athletic performance of our children.

 Our children only get one chance to grow up, one shot at a high school education. My son will never have this day again, will never have the same lessons at school that he had today, and he spent them sleep deprived. If you have teenagers that attend a Fairfax County school, chances are they were sleep deprived, too. However, because of money and athletics, the Fairfax County school board has chosen to ignore the problem, instead of looking for solutions as other school districts have done.

Sleep is a basic human need. To deprive our children of their basic needs is neglect. If we were to not give our children enough food or water or clothes for their well-being, the school would (hopefully) intervene. But it is the school system that is depriving our children of their basic human need for sleep, forcing parents into neglect. For the sake of our children, we need to change this. I would like to see us hire a superintendent who feels this issue is important and will work to change the start times so that our children can get the most out of the positives that Fairfax County schools have to offer.

Testimony of SANDRA EVANS, Co-founder of START LATER FOR EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION PROPOSAL (SLEEP) 

To the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors
Tuesday, March 30, 2004
            Good Evening.  I am here representing a new group called Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal or SLEEP.  Our goal is to promote later start times for Fairfax County’s secondary school students.  This is a matter of health and safety for more than 77,000 secondary school students and their families.

            High schools in Fairfax start at 7:20 am, with students needing to get up between 5:30 and 6 am to get to their buses on time to get to school.  This early start time runs counter to the needs of our adolescents, whose biology and Circadian rhythms make their body clocks later than those of younger children and of adults.  The average teen doesn’t get sleepy before 11 o’clock at night and finds it difficult to awaken before 8 am, because of the timing of the release of hormones in their systems.

            There is a great deal of support for later start times, certainly among students and parents but also among school officials and elected leaders.  A task force formed by the FCPS School Board in 1998 to look at the issue endorsed later start times for the good of our secondary students.  Several School Board members and principals, as well as teachers, have supported the idea.  Since starting our organization in January, we have been contacted by hundreds of parents wanting to know what they can do to help this effort.

            The National Sleep Foundation has promoted later start times nationwide in an effort to lessen the profound sleep deficit of so many of our adolescents.  While researchers say the average adolescent should get 91⁄4 hours of sleep a night, the actual average is 71⁄2. When Minneapolis went to later start times in the late 1990s, high school students there got an average of an hour more sleep per school night as a result.

            What’s standing in the way of making this needed change here?  The main challenge to getting more reasonable start times for our students appears to be bus scheduling, since each bus must make multiple runs to maximize their use.  My group feels that we need to look for new ways to schedule our school buses so they are used efficiently to get secondary students to school later. 

            What can the Board of Supervisors do to help?  First, provide leadership in this area to support our cause.  Secondly, provide funding to hire an outside transportation consultant to take a fresh look at the scheduling issue to find solutions.  Thirdly, barring a no-cost solution discovered by that consultant, add the estimated $500,000 needed to buy enough buses to try a pilot project in one school pyramid to show the impact on student achievement and well-being of a later start.   I would propose this for the JEB Stuart pyramid, where our School Board member, Kaye Kory, and our high school principal, Mel Riddile, as well as the Glasgow Middle School principal, Deirdre Lavery, are all in accord on the need for this change.

            While expending $500,000 in a tight budget time might seem like a lot of money for a pilot, my group feels strongly that the money would be more than made up by increased attendance rates, reduced need for remediation, lower rates of students retained in their grade and lower drop-out rates.  We do not even include in this the lower cost to society of lower rates of teen depression and lower teen car accidents associated with later start times.

            Thank you for your attention.  Please let us know how we can work with you to make this happen, and please visit our Web site to be up and running in the next few weeks, www.SLEEPinFairfax.org.

Respectfully submitted,

Sandra Evans

