FAIRFAX TOWN MEETING HIGHLIGHTS TEEN SLEEP EPIDEMIC

By Judith Fogel

It was the first day of school and thousands of middle and high schoolers scattered across Fairfax County were standing on darkened street corners, waiting to board a school bus. Among them were the two teenage sons of Wall Street Journal columnist Stephen Moore. “The single greatest teen crisis in America is not drugs, alcohol, smoking or early sexual activity, but sleep deprivation,” Moore declared.

National sleep experts couldn’t agree more. On October 29, more than 100 people turned out at Falls Church High School to learn more about the ill effects of sleep deprivation in the lives of teenagers. The Town Meeting included sleep specialists, a local high school student, and a former Arlington County school board member. It was co-sponsored by SLEEP (Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal, a parent organization lobbying to change the school bell schedule) and Fairfax County Council of PTAs. The event was moderated by Mason District School Board Member Kaye Kory, a strong supporter of later middle and high school start times in Fairfax County. Several other school board members, including Chairman Ilyrong Moon, came to hear the panel’s message.

“The overwhelming majority of the 11- to 22-year-old set simply are not getting the amount and quality of sleep they need, and both they and their families are suffering the consequences,” cautioned keynote speaker Dr. Helene Emsellem in her recently published book, “Snooze….or Lose! 10 ‘No-War’ Ways to Improve Your Teen’s Sleep Habits.”  “But many people think that being sleepy is simply a normal part of being a teen and, despite the epidemic of sleep deprivation, don’t consider it a serious issue. This kind of thinking needs to become a thing of the past.”

Dr. Emsellem, a neurologist and nationally recognized sleep expert, reminded the audience that teen needs differ significantly from adults. The average teen requires nine and a quarter hours of sleep to function at her best,  Dr. Emsellem advised. Nevertheless, she pointed out, only 20 percent of teens nationwide are getting adequate sleep. The latest research paints a dismal picture, with most American children not meeting minimal sleep requirements overall on a general basis. Contrary to popular belief, they cannot “make it up on the weekends,” because there simply isn’t enough time, added Dr. Emsellem. “Besides, sleeping substantially longer on the weekends just perpetuates the problem, causing teens to be even more sleep-restricted the following week.” 

“Sixty-nine percent of children experience one or more sleep problems at least a few nights a week, 43% of all school-age children have televisions in their rooms, and 26 percent age 3 and older have at least one caffeinated beverage a day, “ said Dr. Emsellem, both of which are impediments to helping adolescents become sleepy at night. She revealed that children who consume caffeine sleep an average of three and a half hours less per week. “Given that kids are short on sleep to begin with, we think that’s quite significant,” she stated.

Dr. Emsellem told the crowd that one of the most startling pieces of research to come out of the 2005 Sleep in America Poll is how unsuspecting most parents are of this crisis in teen health.  Ninety percent of parents queried thought their adolescents were getting enough sleep on school nights. Yet, when the teens themselves were interviewed, “as macho as teens are,” Dr. Emsellem revealed that 56 percent were willing to admit they were sleepy and tired during the day and that it was interfering with their ability to perform their best at school and on the field. A large number of these youngsters were falling asleep in class. Because teens have sleep-phase delay, they are biologically programmed to be wide awake at night with an overpowering urge to keep sleeping when that alarm clock blares before the sun comes up.

A fascinating new study highlights the important link between learning and sleep. “Learning occurs during the night,” Dr. Emsellem continued. “Learning is a process that happens by getting information and having enough REM sleep for your brain to use that information and lay down memories. Children need to completely cycle through all the phases of sleep, particularly REM, in order to function at optimal peak,” said Dr. Emsellem. She revealed that if a student spends a day at school and then only gets five hours sleep that night, “he may as well flush that material, since there wasn’t enough REM sleep to commit that information to memory.”

The intersection of sleep and sports was also explored during the evening’s program on sleep. “Kids must know something instinctually,” began Dr. Antonia Baum, vice president of the International Society of Sports Psychiatry. In a large Canadian study of over 3,000 high school students, kids who weren’t getting enough sleep chose to engage in fewer extra-curricular activities. Dr. Baum noted the study linking sleep and learning and said that teens don’t consolidate new sports information when they are sleep-deprived. She added that kids opt out of sports when they are so tired “which is a shame, given the ample benefits sports provide to physical and mental well-being.” 

“Exercise also treats depression and anxiety disorders and benefits those teens with attention deficit disorder,” Dr. Baum continued. Sleep deprivation dramatically increases the risk of injury with adolescents more susceptible to concussions, she added. Nevertheless, Dr. Baum cautioned, sleep deprivation brings on a whole vicious cycle in teen athletes. If they are worried about juggling schoolwork with a grueling practice and play schedule, they will feel anxious, have trouble falling asleep and end up not playing as well as they could. That sleep deficit makes those teens  prone to illness, which further reduces their ability to perform well. She commented that these kids can then have a heightened risk of suicide attempts if illness or injury, brought on by inadequate sleep, sidelines them from competing.

Claire Tuley is a senior and IB diploma candidate at Robinson Secondary School. Poised and articulate, she detailed a typical day in her life as a sleepy, stressed teenager. Tuley thanked her mother for driving her to school for the first five years at Robinson in order to steal some more precious minutes of sleep.

 “Now I drive myself to school. I used to listen to NPR in the morning until I realized that the dulcet soothing tones of Morning Edition were putting me to sleep!”

Tuley said her first two class periods were her most challenging, but that the greatest challenge was struggling not to nod off. “Last year, one teacher told us a fresh pot of coffee was brewing, and we were welcome to a cup if that would help us stay awake.” Tuley admitted she and her classmates often doze off in class and urged parents not to think their children are lazy, just very tired.

Tuley’s driving sleepy in the morning was not lost on national sleep expert Dr. Emsellem. She told the crowd that 51 percent of teens admit to driving drowsy, with over 55 percent of fatal accidents committed by drivers under the age of 25. Sleep deprivation has been implicated as a major culprit, she added.

Hearing Tuley’s plea to start school later struck a chord with Elaine Furlow. A former Arlington School Board member, she spearheaded a drive to shift to later high school start times in 2001. Furlow relayed how a huge outpouring of support and community involvement pushed this issue to the forefront. Fairfax County School Board member Kaye Kory said she felt encouraged that Arlington’s success could serve as a model for Fairfax. The second phase of a consulting group’s study will be unveiled to the School Board on December 11. 

The panel concluded with a presentation by Dr. Adam Winsler, a professor of psychology at George Mason University. Dr. Winsler shared survey results on sleep and school schedules, conducted at JEB Stuart High School.

“Have you seen the show “Myth Busters” on TV?” Dr. Winsler asked the crowd. “I feel like a myth-buster because you always hear, ‘We can’t do later start times! Parents would protest that, it’ll interfere with school schedules, students don’t want it because of sports, or teachers won’t like it because of child care.’” Dr. Winsler, who admits later start times can’t come a minute too soon for his own teenage daughter, went on to say, “All those statements are false. Every single group of stakeholders—parents, students and teachers—overwhelmingly embrace this change.”


Dr. Winsler said results of his study show that Fairfax County teens are faring even worse than the national average. He said 85 percent of students admitted to not feeling rested at school, and most average under seven hours of sleep nightly. “Fairfax may be No. 1 in many things. Now we have one more to add, sleep deprivation in our youth!”

The panel then took time for questions. Parent David Buckley wondered why there is such a critical shortage of bus drivers. “Could it be they just don’t want to wake up that early?” he asked.

DVD Available! If you were unable to attend the Town Meeting but would like to view the entire program featuring Dr. Helene Emsellem, copies are available on loan. Please email Sandy Evans or Phyllis Payne at sleep2005@aol.com.
