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SLEEP Position Paper:
SPORTS and Later School Start Times

Our approach regarding sports is to work toward a common goal: rested and successful student athletes.

1. Can we schedule sports and after-school activities with later end times? Yes. The proposed schedule ends high school at 3:20-3:25 pm (with three exceptions, the latest 3:45 pm). The end time for TJ stays as now, at 3:50 pm. 

Many practices now start at 4 pm or later, because that’s when coaches or fields are available. Others start at 3 pm and must be adjusted for a later end time. 

County and FCPS staff are preparing reports on how sports practices and games could be adjusted. They have been asked to identify potential challenges and resolutions. 

This is complex and may require more than one attempt, just as bus scheduling required several tries. SLEEP is committed to this effort so we can have schedules that work for all students, including athletes.

2. Do later start times result in more sleep for student athletes?  Yes. Studies confirm that with later start times, teen students do sleep more.  Adequate sleep improves sports performance and learning.

3. Could the new bell schedule open some fields earlier? Yes. Many elementary schools will start and end earlier. Some of these fields would be available earlier for both high school teams and community use. 

4. Would all sports practices and games just be pushed an hour later by this change? No. Staff are looking at various options.  

5. Will later start times “kill” some sports? No. We believe all sports can be scheduled to work with later start and end times. The School Board and the Board of Supervisors have asked for approaches for rescheduling, NOT for elimination of sports. 

6. Experience of other jurisdictions: Other jurisdictions, including counties with whom we compete, have later start and end times and have the same sports we do. Loudoun high schools start at 9 am and dismiss at 3:48 pm. Arlington schools, which switched to a later high school time in 2001, rescheduled practices and games with little difficulty. TJ now ends its day at 3:50 pm and has all the same sports as other FCPS high schools. 

When other school systems switched, there were strong concerns and fears about high school sports and extra-curricular activities. In each case, sports and activities have been successfully built into the new schedule. These jurisdictions showed increased or unchanged participation in sports following the switch: http://www.fcps.edu/fts/taskforce07/documents/finalreport/appendixu.pdf
7. What about RECenter facilities, controlled by the Park Authority, such as the pools used by swim teams? FCPS will need to request a different time slot for at least some high school swim team practices. (Swim meet competitions are Friday evenings, and should not be affected.) Practices now are generally 1 hour Monday-Thursday, between 3:30-5:30 pm or 3-5 pm, depending on the center, for about 10 weeks a year. A 4-6 pm time slot could accommodate the new end times, but there are other options.

The RECenters have many clients and must consider revenue along with community needs for pool time. But high school teams are paying customers, too.  RECenters recognize their special obligation to our high school teams: As described in their own literature, Fairfax County made the decision to put pools in the RECenters (rather than at high schools, as many other counties do) “with the understanding that they would provide a home for local high school swim teams.” 

The Park Authority Board this month issued a statement saying it would work with the school system on this if start times change. 

8. How does the proposed bell change affect the budget? After much work, FCPS transportation staff developed Iteration 3 of a revised bell schedule that costs ZERO dollars, and in fact could save money. This draft is subject to further refinements and savings. Furthermore, the current draft retains current busing for academies, GT centers, TJ and magnet schools, which would be reduced under the Superintendent’s proposed FY 2010 budget.

Contrary to some rumors, the start time proposal doesn’t reflect any change to the budget for middle school after-school activities. Some citizens have suggested that these funds could be used for before- and/or after-school middle school activities, if middle schools do end up going on the latest tier.

9. How can we keep practices and community use from getting pushed too late in the evening?
One principal recommended adding an 8th period, so practices can start right after school. This period might be used for club activities, remediation, or early dismissal for athletes who need to get to away games.

10. Why bother? All studies confirm that later start times improve teen health, safety, and performance on the sports field, behind the wheel and in the classroom. 

Please see the National Sleep Foundation website for      details: www.sleepfoundation.org, under “hot topics.”

For more information, please visit www.sleepinfairfax.org 


