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March 4, 2010

Testimony of Phyllis Payne, MPH
Dr. Dale, Chairman Smith, and Members of the Board:

My name is Phyllis Payne.  I am co-founder of SLEEP.  I am here tonight to bring attention to 
National Sleep Awareness Week which begins on March 8th.  It’s been a year since the school board 
decided not to implement Iteration 3, the staff’s draft attempt to meet the recommendations of the Transportation Task Force to ameliorate the too-early start times for high school students while addressing other transportation inefficiencies.

What’s the current state of teen sleep in Fairfax County?  Needs improvement.

Have we taken any steps since last year to address teen fatigue, exhaustion, sleep debt, and sleep deprivation?  

Yes.  In May, this board approved a sweeping bell schedule change that improved the start times at several County middle schools.
SLEEP is hearing from parents at these schools that 30 minutes has made a huge difference in the health, well-being, happiness, and performance of their children.  And, the parents are happy to be sleeping longer as well.
We applaud this change.  

We also continue to hear from parents who are dismayed by the changes they see in their children caused by sleep deprivation—Parents report that teens are tired all the time, cranky, craving sweets, and that their skin doesn’t clear up until summer when they are able to get enough rest.

What else can the school system do to help teen students and to improve teen sleep?

1) Embrace flexible scheduling and make it easier for parents and students to be granted a waiver of the full-day schedule.

2) Begin a countywide education program to inform students, parents and teachers how teen sleep needs vary from sleep needs of other people and to explain the connection between sleep and learning
3) Develop a sample schedule showing parents and teens the time that they need to be in bed asleep in order to achieve the sleep they need.  The requirement for teens is about 9 hours.

Sleep is a priority.  Loudoun County, Arlington County, Falls Church and Alexandria City Schools all have start times after 8 a.m. and all maintain vibrant sports and extra-curricular activities.  Fairfax County can find a way to do this, too.  
Teens with later start times DO sleep more.  Let me repeat that because we learned last year that many people, including some educators and administrators simply don’t believe it. It is a well-established fact shown in study after study after study.  Teens with later high school start times DO sleep more.  Fairfax County Public Schools should inform staff.  Students with such early start times require compassion and understanding from their teachers and teachers deserve to know that students who are sleeping through class aren’t being rude or making a statement about how they feel about the teacher or the material.  They simply can’t help themselves.  Sleep is a biological imperative.  We can’t live without it.

In the FAQ about snow days, one response indicated that it might be possible to start slightly earlier and end slightly later to extend the day by 30 minutes.  I was appalled to read this when last reported, the first bus pick up was at 5:21a.m.?  So, someone writing the answers to these FAQ actually believes it is okay to have teens waking up even earlier?!?
Clearly, whoever wrote those responses needs to learn more about teen sleep needs.

What does interrupting the sleep cycle in the early morning hours mean for our teens?

· Sleep debt builds during the school week.

· It affects mood, creativity, problem solving, reaction time, ability to think, performance, metabolism, and hormone levels.

· Memories are consolidated during sleep, so what we learn during the day is moved from short-term memory into long-term memory.  Interrupting sleep interrupts this process that is at the heart of learning.

Our teens are exhausted.  When I asked a small group of 9th and 10th graders what they were going to do over Spring break, the first word out of their mouths was, “SLEEP!”

Schools with later start times have found that the extra sleep means that more students participate in after-school sports and activities, attendance increases, drop-outs and tardies decrease, behavior and attitudes improve, there is less depression and a decreased need for medications.  There are fewer car accidents.  And, the teens are actually awake during class and able to better participate in class discussions.
In closing:  We shift our clocks forward the weekend after next.  Most of us will have trouble falling asleep at the new time and many will lose sleep.  Our teens will still be waiting for buses on the street corners in the cold and in the dark.  I feel very sad that we aren’t even trying to find a way to help them.
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