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SLEEP Position Paper:

MIDDLE SCHOOLS and Proposed Changes in Start Times

The current draft (Iteration 3) of the bell schedule is based on recommendations from a School-Board created Transportation Task Force.  The Task Force was large and included teachers, principals, county staff, parents, coaches, and members of the community who studied bus and bell schedules (start times).  The proposal is a compromise that a  majority of the Task Force considered to best serve the needs of students K-12 in Fairfax County. While SLEEP did not push for this or any other specific approach to achieving healthy start times for high school students, our organization did endorse the TTF proposal after consulting with our leadership team and members.  

What did the TTF recommend? That middle school be put on the last tier, between 9:20 and 9:40 am. 

When would middle schools (MS) start if the school board approves the current draft proposal? The current draft has most MS starting at 9:40 a.m. and dismissing at 4:30 p.m. Students in 7th and 8th grades at secondary schools would have the same proposed start times as 9th-12th graders at their schools (with the exception of South County, where middle schoolers already have different start times to accommodate limitations of that school facility).  Frost would start at 8:40, so students can continue to share Woodson buses that serve the countywide program for the deaf and hard of hearing.

Can we keep the proposed ES and HS times but start MS earlier?  To avoid huge transportation cost increases, some schools have to go early and some late, with earliest and latest about two hours apart.

· Bell schedules (start and end times of the school day) are based on using buses to make more than one trip.. 

· Buses are used 2 or 3 times each morning, so start times are staggered across three basic time frames.

· Elementary schools (ES) are in all three time frames (tiers) from 7:50 am to 9:25 am. (now and in the proposal).  Middle school is NOT a full tier, so some ES must start at times similar to MS.  By starting MS last, more ES can have the first tier.  Parents and educators on the Task Force and in surveys agreed this would be beneficial for ES.

· Pushing the last tier earlier would push the first tier earlier (too early) or might add significantly to transportation costs.  To avoid having ES students waiting for buses in the dark, Task Force members decided to stick with the current earliest ES start time of 7:50 a.m.

Is there another cost-free way to re-schedule start times that has middle schools at a different time? Yes.  There are other ways to put this puzzle back together and to do it without cost.   In fact, staff have said that once the bell schedule is implemented, it may be possible to shift middle school start times slightly earlier, but for this “paper” draft, they prefer to leave themselves some cushion and room for error. Another possibility would be to have middle school start very early or to switch middle school and high school times. Each of those options have their own downsides, however.

Why aren’t middle schools in the middle time slot?  A TTF committee initially supported this type of proposal, which would have allowed almost all of the elementary schools to start before 9 a.m. as well.  Other members of the Task Force stressed the importance of high school extracurricular activities, sports, and jobs and dismissed the idea that some activities could occur before school. The final proposal was a compromise that placed high school in the 2nd tier.

What are some advantages to having middle school last?

· Most middle school students are already experiencing the shift to later sleep and wake cycles and therefore, would benefit from a later start time: improved health, safety and learning.

· Middle school students will no longer be waiting for buses in the dark, as they now do in the winter.

· Fairfax has been working to keep middle school students engaged in school activities later in the afternoon and closer to the time parents return home from work.  The after-school program engages a percentage of youths for some school days, while this proposal keeps all middle schoolers safely engaged at school for all 183 days of the school year.  Late buses now deliver students to bus stops at a time similar to drop-offs in the draft proposal.

· Most students in Fairfax are only in middle school for 2 years. The draft proposal minimizes the number of students and the number of years they have the latest start.

· There would be time for students to eat breakfast before school.  Currently, many students skip this meal. Some now are served lunch at 10-10:30 am, leaving them ravenous by the end of the school day.

What are the disadvantages?  The main disadvantage would be that some middle school students would be expected to get themselves to their bus stops in the morning.  This understandably causes some concern among parents who have to be at work before the middle school bus comes.  We explore some suggestions for solutions below. Also, it would leave less time after middle school for other activities.

Does the proposal include cuts to after-school middle school activities?  No.  No programs have been eliminated.  The proposed schedule ensures that ALL middle school students are in school (rather than just some students who opt into the after-school programs) during the afternoon, a peak time for juvenile crime,  victimization, and gang recruitment.  SLEEP recommends using after-school program funds for before- and/or after-school programs, according to needs as determined by the principal. While after-school programs work well with the current early dismissal times (many middle schools in Fairfax currently end at 2:10), this is not the only way to provide academic support and supervision.  Before-school activities and supervision could help parents concerned about middle-schoolers getting to the bus on their own.

With the proposed change, some parents are concerned about middle schoolers boarding buses independently. What can be done? With the draft proposal, buses will begin picking up middle schoolers between about 8:20 and 9 am.  This is similar to many current elementary school pickups. As with the ES students now, parents would need to make arrangements for how their children will get safely to and on the bus. Currently, bus pick-ups start before 6 am for some middle-schoolers, and many middle schoolers wait for buses in the dark during winter.  Most are not supervised by parents at bus stops before or after school. Parents often wait for a check-in call from students as a means to know that children have safely arrived home. The draft proposal shifts this need for a safety check to the morning. In other school districts with late middle school start times, parents call home in the morning to ensure that students are awake and getting ready for school, and they arrange for supervision in the neighborhood as they deem necessary. 

Other options exist to affirmatively alert parents that their children have made it safely to the bus and/or to school—there is technology that can do this.  

As noted above, schools might choose to provide optional before-school activities.  

How will this impact teachers?  The TTF considered the impacts to the community, including teachers, of revising the bell schedule.  Under the proposal, many elementary school teachers would need to be at school earlier, while those at the other levels might have to go later (or they might choose to do more planning before the start of the school day). While commutes for some teachers might get longer, those of others would be shorter.  In Arlington, middle schools were shifted to 7:50 am from a later time, causing concern for some teachers there.  Here it would be the opposite shift, which has also caused some concern. Teachers from other middle schools that shifted to a later schedule report that one advantage is being able to plan lessons and meet with colleagues before school instead of after.  It would also be important for colleges and universities to adjust continuing education course scheduling to accommodate proposed teacher hours.  
How will this impact family schedules?  Change is difficult, but most families face a huge schedule change now when children shift from elementary school to middle or high school.  Businesses (such as child care businesses, music and dance schools) exist to serve customers at the times desired by customers.  In areas where schedules were changed, businesses adjusted their times.  Arlington County reports that few parents called the hotline set up during the summer of 2001 to deal with unresolved issues.  Given the experience of Arlington and other school systems, one key to successfully making this change is to allow adequate time for families and employees to make the transition.

Will middle schoolers be dropped off very late? The TTF said ride times for middle schoolers at base schools should be no longer than 60 minutes. Middle school drop-offs in neighborhoods should be similar to the times that late buses currently drop middle schoolers off now.  
Does research show that teens with later start times do sleep more?  Yes.  Adolescents experience a biologically-based phase delay that shifts their natural sleep cycles later than adults and younger children.  The sleep hormone that makes it possible to fall asleep is released later in most teen brains, making it difficult for them to fall asleep much before  11pm.  Researchers agree that early start times interfere with teen’s sleep cycles.  At the Conference on Sleep and Learning held in Washington D.C. in March 2008, neuroscientists shared these messages with the public: 

1. “Changes in sleep and circadian regulation occurring in adolescence are inconsistent with optimal learning when morning school start times are too early (before 8:30-9am).”  

2. “Adequate sleep helps you learn, retain, and fully understand new material.”  
Studies prove that teens go to sleep at about the same time regardless of school start time in the morning, so later start times result in more sleep.  During sleep the brain consolidates learning from the previous day (both mental and physical).  Interrupting sleep disrupts this process and impairs cognition.  Given the drastic budget cuts, it will be more important than ever to have students in school at the time they learn best.

Please visit www.sleepinfairfax.org and http://www.fcps.edu/fts/taskforce07/documents/index.htm
(to review the Task Force Charter, composition and appendices E and U for more information).

