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Adolescent	  Sleep	  Phase	  Shift
When	  teens	  go	  through	  puberty,	  their	  bodies	  release	  
melatonin	  about	  two	  hours	  later.	  This	  results	  in	  a	  shift	  
from	  a	  bedtime	  of	  8-‐9	  p.m.	  to	  10-‐11	  p.m.,	  or	  even	  later	  for	  
some	  teens.	  The	  Forbidden	  Zone	  is	  when	  we	  are	  
maximally	  alert	  and	  cannot	  fall	  asleep.	  While	  everyone	  is	  
individual	  in	  their	  sleep	  needs,	  with	  some	  teens	  early	  to	  
bed	  and	  others	  being	  more	  night	  owls,	  the	  majority	  of	  
teens	  are	  not	  getting	  the	  sleep	  they	  need.	  Two	  out	  of	  
three	  high	  school	  students	  get	  less	  than	  8	  hours	  of	  sleep	  a	  
night.	  Experts	  recommend	  that	  adolescents	  get	  8.5–9.5	  
hours	  of	  sleep	  per	  night.

If	  we	  start	  school	  later,	  won’t	  students	  just	  go	  to	  bed	  later	  or	  stay	  up	  later	  doing	  homework?
This	  common	  misconception	  seems	  reasonable	  enough.	  But	  it	  has	  not	  proven	  true	  in	  most	  studies	  of	  students	  who	  
have	  had	  their	  schools	  shift	  to	  later	  start	  times. Several	  studies	  found	  that	  when	  schools	  move	  to	  later	  morning	  
starts,	  students	  consistently	  got	  more	  sleep	  per	  school	  night	  because	  they	  went	  to	  bed	  at	  or	  near	  the	  same	  time	  each	  
night	  and	  were	  able	  to	  rise	  later	  in	  the	  morning.	  When	  teens	  sleep	  and	  wake	  up	  in	  their	  more	  natural	  sleep/wake	  
cycles,	  they	  are	  less	  drowsy	  and	  more	  focused	  in	  morning	  classes,	  and	  more	  efficient	  in	  getting	  their	  assignments	  
done.	  They	  are	  no	  longer	  struggling	  to	  keep	  up	  with	  their	  homework	  due	  to	  fatigue.

In	  schools	  with	  later	  start	  times,	  studies	  
show	  teens	  will	  get	  more	  sleep.	  Getting	  
adequate	  sleep	  helps	  with:
• Attention,	  learning,	  and	  memory,	  
which	  directly	  impacts	  academic	  
performance

• Physical	  and	  mental	  health	  to	  help	  
prevent	  obesity	  and	  minimize	  
depression	  as	  well	  as	  many	  other	  
benefits	  	  

• Behavior	  and	  emotional	  regulation
• Decreased	  risk	  of	  sports	  and	  other	  
injury,	  teens	  getting	  less	  than	  8	  hours	  
of	  sleep	  each	  night	  experience	  68%	  
more	  sports	  injuries	  

• Decreased	  risky	  behaviors	  

Starting	  school	  later,	  and	  giving	  our	  
children	  the	  ability	  to	  gain	  more	  sleep,	  is	  
just	  one	  piece	  of	  the	  puzzle	  in	  helping	  to	  
manage	  our	  children’s	  stress	  level.

Fig.	  4	  Substance	  use	  by	  hours	  of	  sleep.	  
Note:	  Each	  hour	  less	  of	  sleep	  is	  
associated	  with	  a	  significant	  increase	  in	  
odds	  of	  the	  outcome,	  p’s\.001

Fig.	  3	  Hopelessness	  and	  suicide	  by	  reported	  
number	  of	  hours	  of	  sleep.	  Note:	  Each	  hour	  less	  
of	  sleep	  is	  associated	  with	  a	  significant	  
increase	  in	  odds	  of	  the	  outcome,	  p’s\.001
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Make	  for	  Teen	  Hopelessness,	  Suicidal	  Ideation,	  and	  Substance	  Use

The	  Impact	  of	  Getting	  Adequate	  Sleep and	  the	  Role	  of	  School	  Start	  Times

Start	  Time 7:30am 7:35am 8:00am 8:05am 8:20am 8:35am 8:35am 8:35am 8:35am 8:55am
Sample	  Size 333 446 1379 884 1353 902 1249 960 1407 459
Sleep	  >8	  
hours/night

33.6% 44.2% 44.5% 49.7% 42.5% 49.8% 57.0% 58.9% 60.0% 66.2%

Percent	  of	  High	  School	  Students	  Sleeping	  at	  Least	  8	  Hours	  per	  Night	  by	  School	  Start	  Time
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Adolescent Sleep Phase Shift
When teens go through puberty, their bodies release 
melatonin about two hours later. This results in a shift from 
a bedtime of 8-9 p.m. to 10-11 p.m., or even later for some 
teens. The Forbidden Zone is when we are maximally alert 
and cannot fall asleep. While everyone is individual in their 
sleep needs, with some teens early to bed and others being 
more night owls, the majority of teens are not getting the 
sleep they need. Two out of three high school students get 
less than 8 hours of sleep a night. Experts recommend that 
adolescents get 8.5–9.5 hours of sleep per night.

If we start school later, won’t students just go to bed later or stay up later doing homework?
This common misconception seems reasonable enough. But it has not proven true in most studies of students 
who have had their schools shift to later start times.  Several studies found that when schools move to later 
morning starts, students consistently got more sleep per school night because they went to bed at or near the 
same time each night and were able to rise later in the morning. When teens sleep and wake up in their more 
natural sleep/wake cycles, they are less drowsy and more focused in morning classes, and more efficient in 
getting their assignments done. They are no longer struggling to keep up with their homework due to fatigue.
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The Impact of Getting Adequate Sleep 
and the Role of School Start Times

In schools with later start times, studies show 
teens will get more sleep. Getting adequate 
sleep helps with: 

  Attention, learning, and memory, which 
directly impacts academic performance

  Physical and mental health to help prevent 
obesity and minimize depression as well 
as many other benefits  

  Behavior and emotional regulation

  Decreased risk of sports and other injury, 
teens getting less than 8 hours of sleep each 
night experience 68% more sports injuries 

  Decreased risky behaviors 

Starting school later, and giving our children 
the ability to gain more sleep, is just one 
piece of the puzzle in helping to manage our 
children’s stress level.



Advocates for Later Start Times
  American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
  American Medical Association (AMA)
  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
  National Association of School Nurses
  Society of Pediatric Nurses
  American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry
  National Sleep Foundation
  The AAP, AMA, and CDC recommend that middle and high schools start no earlier than 8:30 a.m.

Experience With Later Start Times
  Hundreds of schools across the country have changed to start middle and high schools later and this has 

allowed for longitudinal research on the effectiveness of this intervention.
  Results show that starting school later leads to increased sleep, improved attendance and attention, increases 

in educational performance and standardized testing, less sleeping in class, and fewer disciplinary referrals.
  Other results include: decreased number of traffic accidents and reduced incidents of depression and anxiety in 

middle and high school students.
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