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Teens' lack of sleep: 'We have to commit to making the
change'
By Gary Weckselblatt, staff writer  Oct 10, 2016
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A Pennridge High School student boards a school bus in the early hours before the sun is up. 
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Preeth Vijay, like most teenagers, is not a morning person.

Meeting his friends at Holy Ghost Preparatory School in Bensalem for the walk to their rst class, the

conversation is always the same.

"Everyone is complaining," he said. "There's a lot of small talk about how tired you feel. It becomes a

pissing contest. Everybody looks pretty dead to me."

Preeth's experience is hardly unique. Megan Lunny, a

sophomore at Central Bucks East High School, recalls having

more energy in elementary school. "Classes weren't that

taxing," she said. "You didn't have that much homework."

And Cold Spring Elementary didn't begin until 8:35. These

days, she's out of her Buckingham home in time to catch a 6:55

bus for a 7:30 class. After school there's a volleyball match or

practice and extracurriculars like French club, the student

newspaper or school literary magazine Phantasmagoria.

"I'm de nitely more tired," she said. "I'm the kind of student

who wants to be fully engaged. I want to be at my academic

peak where I'm performing my best. Because of a lack of sleep,

my mind isn't performing as well as it could be."

Preeth contends millions of teenagers wake up feeling sleep-

deprived and frames the lack of shut-eye as "the epidemic of

our generation."

Mounting medical evidence suggests the Holy Ghost senior is

onto something.

A 2014 study by the American Academy of Pediatrics

concluded that adolescents who don't get enough sleep often

suffer with several health risks such as being overweight,

hypertension, metabolic disorders, impaired immune function,

an increase in car accidents as well as a decline in academic performance.

Meghan Lunny, a Central Bucks East
sophomore, had more energy when she was in
elementary school. She thinks that's due to the
fact that she got to sleep later back then.
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School start times: Readers
respond

https://www.aap.org/en-us/about-the-aap/aap-press-room/pages/let-them-sleep-aap-recommends-delaying-start-times-of-middle-and-high-schools-to-combat-teen-sleep-deprivation.aspx?nfstatus=401&nftoken=00000000-0000-0000-0000-000000000000&nfstatusdescription=ERROR:+No+local+token
http://www.theintell.com/news/local/school-start-times-readers-respond/article_3ad8f348-8c00-11e6-86e2-63801f4abf6b.html
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AAP's recommendation: Begin the school day later for middle and high school students. Other major

health organizations have also weighed in with similar assessments.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention believes schools that have a start time of 8:30 a.m. or

later allow adolescent students the opportunity to get the recommended amount of sleep on school

nights: 8.5 to 9.5 hours.

In June, the American Medical Association adopted a policy to meet the CDC's start time. It also

encourages physicians to educate parents, school administrators, teachers and community members

about the importance of sleep for the mental and physical health of teenagers based on their proven

biological needs.

Boosted by the diagnoses of these heavyweight health organizations, a national coalition of health

professionals, educators, parents and students created Start School Later, a nonpro t dedicated to

increasing public awareness about the relationship between sleep and school hours and to ensuring

school start times are compatible with health, safety and education.

Bucks County is well represented in SSL with Gail Kara n, a psychologist with a private practice in

Doylestown and a school psychologist in the Bensalem School District, as the leader of its Pennsylvania

chapter.

Michelle Crunkleton of Doylestown heads up the Bucks County organization that launched a petition

"Healthy and Safe School Start Times for Students in Bucks County." It has more than 400 signatures.

"It's biologically inappropriate for teenagers to be getting

seven hours of sleep at night," Kara n said. "That's 10 hours of

sleep deprivation per week. It's unhealthy and it effects the

cognitive process and creates slower reaction times.

"Teens are walking around jet-lagged. It's pretty classic around

the country. There was a time (people) didn't know any better.

It's a lot like secondhand smoke around kids ... (or the use of)

car seats. They didn't know what type of negative impact it

would have. We just have to commit to making the change."
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A state lawmaker from Montgomery County is hoping to get

the ball rolling in the commonwealth. State Rep. Tim Briggs, D-

149, of King of Prussia, has sponsored legislation — House Bill

2105 — that would direct the state Department of Education

to study the issues, bene ts and options related to instituting

a later start time in secondary schools.

"If we get this resolution passed and we study what the pros and cons are, the pros will shame us into

acting in the best interest of kids," Briggs said.

Teen sleep cycles

Medical experts say teens need 8.5 to 9.5 hours of sleep per night. Yet, a National Sleep Foundation poll

found that 59 percent of sixth- through eighth-graders and 87 percent of high school students in the

U.S. get less than that.

Getting enough sleep is a challenge for teens whose natural sleep cycles make it dif cult for them to fall

asleep before 11 p.m., according to AAP, which recommends delaying the start of class to align school

schedules to the biological sleep rhythms of youngsters, whose sleep-wake cycles begin to shift up to

two hours later at the start of puberty.

"Chronic sleep loss ... is one of the most common — and easily xable — public health issues in the U.S.

today," said Judith Owens, a pediatrician and lead author of the AAP policy statement, "School Start

Times for Adolescents."

Students who get enough sleep "have a reduced risk of being overweight or suffering depression, are

less likely to be involved in automobile accidents, and have better grades, higher standardized test

scores and an overall better quality of life," Owens said. "Studies have shown that delaying early school

start times is one key factor that can help adolescents get the sleep they need to grow and learn."

In Pennsylvania, start times for more than 1 million middle school and high school students in 1,280

secondary schools average at 7:48 a.m., according to a National Center for Education Statistics survey

for the 2011-12 school year. That is the fth-earliest start time nationally, behind only Louisiana (7:40),

Delaware (7:42), Connecticut and New Hampshire (7:46 each).

On a national level, 76 percent of 18,360 high schools begin between 7:30 and 8:29, with 10 percent

before 7:30.

Michelle Crunkleton, one of the chapter leaders
for Start School Later, Bucks County

Rick Kintzel/Photojournalist
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In Central Bucks, the largest suburban school district in Pennsylvania, the start times for middle and

high school is 7:30 and 7:25, respectively. Elementary school start times are staggered between 8:35

and 9:05.

"I always feel tired," said Preeth, the Holy Ghost senior who estimates he gets close to seven hours of

sleep. He is taking ve AP classes as he aspires to get into an "elite college" and is involved in several

extracurricular activities. "Some days I struggle to keep my eyes open."

Crunkleton said she saw a change in her twin daughters — Molly and Fiona Clark — when they entered

Lenape Middle School, with a 7:30 start time, following their graduation from Doyle Elementary, which

begins at 8:35.

"I could see the increasing ill effects of chronic sleep deprivation," she said. "I saw what a negative

impact it was having on my children. It was making them miserable. They weren't happy. They would be

tired. One would come home and crash on the couch and sleep through dinner. I'm worried about all

these long-term negative consequences."

Fiona is now a ninth-grader in the University Scholars' Program at Pennsylvania Leadership Charter, a

cyberschool.

"They both have been adversely affected by the early start times since seventh grade," Crunkleton said.

"We decided to move Fiona to cyber for a variety of reasons, but one of them was de nitely

developmentally appropriate sleep. She's feeling so much better than she did the last two years at

Lenape."

Angela McClain got involved with the Start School Later movement when her son Connor had a

dif cult time adjusting to Bensalem High School's 7:15 a.m. starting time.

"When my son started school I noticed how tired he was," she said. "How dif cult it was to do

homework. He couldn't do anything after school. He wants to have dinner at 3:30, 4 o'clock. I started

doing research on what the problem could be and it's not hard to nd."

In a January op-ed piece published in the Courier Times, McClain wrote:

"So why don't teenagers just go to sleep earlier? The fact is that most couldn't even if they wanted to.

To get ready for the 7:15 a.m. bell would mean most teens going to bed before 9 p.m. If you're the

parent of a teenager, have had a teenager, or have been a teenager, you're laughing right now.
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"Their body clock is not designed this way. Sleep studies have

shown that melatonin, a natural hormone produced by the

brain which induces sleep, wasn't released until 1 a.m. This

results in the age group of 14- to 24-year-olds being the most

sleep-deprived. Teenagers need more sleep than children or

adults and get less sleep than either."

The Legislation

Briggs, the state lawmaker pushing the Department of

Education to study the issue, has four school-age children,

including a high school freshman and junior. He noticed a big

difference between them getting up in the morning compared

with his second-grade twins.

"I thought it was just me being a parent," he said. "Their (body)

clock is just different. They decompress and go to sleep when

their body tells them to."

After speaking with several constituents, Briggs sponsored legislation last spring to study the effects of

a later start time to the school day. It would require the DOE to consider the recommendations of the

AAP on the establishment of later school start times and include an assessment of the health, academic

and safety bene ts associated with establishing beginning school later. Republicans Todd Stephens of

Horsham and Kathy Watson of Warrington have co-sponsored the bill.

"The rst step is really just getting the information," Briggs said. "I don't think what time school starts is

a partisan issue."

Though study after study has reached the same conclusion and the issue may be gaining traction as

word spreads, having a bureaucracy react and match such a dramatic change "is like turning a cruise

ship around in the water," Kara n said.

First, moving elementary students to the early bus run might be a nonstarter. Who would vote to have

6-year-olds waiting outside for transportation at 6:30 a.m. in January? Would additional buses be

needed? Where would cash-strapped districts come up with the money?

Buy PhotoAngela McCain-Yagecic, one of
the chapter leaders of Start
School Later, Bucks County

Rick Kintzel/Photojournalist
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Pushing the school day back could lead to other headaches for school boards and administrators. It

would leave less time for after-school activities and interfere with transportation arrangements. What

time would soccer and eld hockey start? Would baseball games have to be played at night? How many

schools have lights for sports other than football? Installation would be another expense.

How many households with both parents working rely on an older sibling to baby-sit a younger one

every day to avoid child care costs or because a parent has a long commute? What about low-income

families who need students to work after-school jobs?

We asked readers of the Bucks County Courier Times and The Intelligencer whether they'd favor

shifting local middle and high schools to a later start time. Here's is how they voted:

A 2015 national poll on children's health by the University of Michigan's C.S. Mott Children's Hospital

found that 22 percent of parents said having a start time of 8:30 a.m. or later would not allow enough

time for after-school activities.

The poll also found parents' opinions more mixed than the medical evidence would suggest. Among the

vast majority of parents whose teens currently start school before 8:30 a.m., only half would support a

shift to a later start time.

"Everybody's got their house of cards and they're afraid it's going to hurt their schedule," Crunkleton

said. "I appreciate that, too. Just as many people's schedule would be improved by changing to a later

start time. You can't base it on people's schedules. You have to do what's the right thing for the health,

well-being and safety of students."

Said McClain, "If they're ill, if they can't get the grades because it's a health risk, that's got to come

before anything else. Their health can't come second, especially during adolescence."

Still, there are obstacles. State organizations representing school of cials are wary of another

unfunded state mandate that could potentially add costs to budgets already tight because of

Harrisburg requirements.

http://mottnpch.org/reports-surveys/parents-conflicted-about-later-school-start-times-teens
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Jay Himes, executive director of the Pennsylvania Association

of School Business Of cials, said the issue is complicated

because "you can't divorce transportation schedules from

after-school activities. If you move the start of school later it

creates a severe logjam at the end of the day. You have to trade

off extracurricular and sports opportunities for a later start

time in the school day."

Jim Buckheit, executive director of the Pennsylvania

Association of School Administrators, said PASA is open to the

study but warned of "numerous consequences."

Besides nancial worries, he wondered what the impact would

be on vocational technical schools, which students attend for

part of the day. And what of community events that use school

facilities?

"Generally PASA opposes mandates that limit the ability of

local school boards and administrators, in consultation with

parents and community, to determine what is best for the

school district and community," he said, adding that districts

"already have authority to change their starting/ending times. I believe interscholastic athletics is likely

the most signi cant challenge."

Pennsylvania School Boards Association spokesman Steve Robinson said the PSBA has not taken a

position on the bill. "We are not opposed to schools starting later if that works for them," he said.

"However, we believe start times should be the choice of the local district and not mandated by the

state."

The problem with a district by district approach, according to Kara n, the psychologist, is that grass-

roots efforts from the bottom up have not been fruitful. She recommends the top-down approach

through Briggs' legislation.

"The right thing to do"

Curtis Grif n, superintendent at Hatboro-Horsham, said although the challenges to changing the

system would be signi cant, they shouldn't preclude it from happening.

Buy PhotoAngela McClain-Yagecic and
Michelle Crunkleton talk about
later start times for teen-age school students
and how it would bene t them Thursday, Oct. 6,
2016, in Doylestown.
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"I think we're in that place and time where we can begin to look at changing the start and end time of

the school day," he said. "Can we create a better structure for learning? I think we can. With technology,

learning can take place 24/7.

"Maybe some students don't need to come in for rst period. Maybe there's an online course they can

take and not have to be in school until 9 o'clock. Maybe we have more of a staggered day than a

consistent day. Let's look at transportation. Everybody must begin to explore other options."

"In the end, I really believe it's the right thing to do for children."

A local college preparatory school pushed back its starting time from 8 to 8:30 a.m. this year as part of a

change from 50- to 80-minute classes.

Rick Tony, director of studies at Solebury School, with 235 students in grades seven to 12, said medical

research was part of the reason behind the schedule change.

"We felt this issue was worth acting on while we wait for other schools to catch up to the science," he

said.

In Chester County, students formed a committee and have been making their case to districts and the

Chester County intermediate unit. Unionville-Chadds Ford and Phoenixville are considering changing

their start times.

Kara n, the psychologist, said: "It's only a matter of time before it's changed because it's the right thing

to do."

As Sarah Washerstein wrote on June 10 as she prepared to graduate from Council Rock South. "Life is

of cially ours to make something of, the world is now our oyster, and we are nally free from the 7:33

a.m. days."

Enjoying this series? Become a Intelligencer subscriber to support stories like these. Get full access to our signature

journalism for just 33 cents a day.
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