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Fairfax County Releases Youth Risk Behavior Survey:

Students in 8th, 10th, and 12th Grades Are Sleep Deprived

The latest Fairfax County Youth Survey reveals that 91 percent of Fairfax County Public School (FCPS) 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students are sleeping less than the recommended 9 hours on school nights.  “It’s no wonder our children look like zombies in the morning and many are literally sleeping through their education,” said Terry Tuley, SLEEP Chair (Start Later for Excellence in Education Proposal), a grassroots organization that has been working to increase awareness of teen sleep needs and to advocate for healthier bell schedules.  
This is the first time that the Fairfax County Youth Survey Team has included a question about sleep. The Fairfax County Board of Supervisors recognized the importance of this data, which will be very helpful to researchers focused on learning more about teen sleep habits and the impact that sleep loss has on our children.  The sleep question was part of the countywide survey given to students in grades 8, 10, and 12 to examine risk and protective factors and various behaviors that influence health and well-being. 

“We’ve always been aware of the harmful effects of the early bell schedules, and we’ve known how large a problem this is nationally, but now we have local data that is extremely troubling,” said Phyllis Payne, SLEEP Co-founder.  According to the data in The 2009 Fairfax County Youth Survey Report:
· Two-thirds of FCPS 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students report sleeping 7 hours or less on an average school night; 
· Thirty-seven percent report sleeping 6 hours or less;

· Sixteen percent report sleeping 5 hours or less; and,
· Six percent report sleeping 4 hours or less.

This shows severe deficits from the 9 hours of sleep that experts recommend for children in this age group. The problem gets more serious as the children get older, the percentage who report sleeping at least 8 hours on an average school night declines: 

· Fifty-six percent of 8th graders;

· Twenty-eight percent of 10th graders; and, 

· Only 17 percent of 12th graders.
“What’s so frustrating is that our school system was making progress towards finding a way to provide healthier start times, but voted in 2009 to stop working on it,” said Ms. Tuley. “Hopefully, this data will motivate FCPS to reach out to parents, teachers and students with more information about teen sleep needs.”
“It’s an unrecognized health crisis,” said Sandy Evans, FCPS school board member (Mason district), “with negative consequences for our students.”  Evans co-chaired SLEEP before stepping down to become a school board member.
Puberty shifts the body clock of teenagers to a later sleep-wake cycle, making it especially difficult for teens to wake in time to catch Fairfax County’s early school buses, many of which arrive before dawn.  Studies comparing student sleep habits in school districts with early start times to school districts with later start times show that teen students sleep more when school schedules are later, and therefore, more closely aligned with student body clocks. Melatonin, the hormone that makes people feel sleepy is released later in teens, which explains why it is so hard for them to fall asleep much before 11 p.m. “Placing teens between a rock and a hard place when trying to squeeze in 9 hours for sleep,” said  Payne. “It’s widely recognized that teen sleep clocks conflict with early school start times.”  

Adequate sleep is necessary for growth and development.  It’s a vital part of a healthy lifestyle.  Sleep is a foundation for quality of life, health, mental health, safety, learning, and productivity. Experts in the field of sleep and learning agree that school start times after 8:30 or 9:00 a.m. are best for teen learning.

Helpful Resources:

· Fairfax County, The 2009 Fairfax County Youth Survey Report: www.fairfaxcounty.gov/youthsurvey 
· National Sleep Foundation Highlights from the 2006 Sleep in America Poll on Teen Sleep: http://www.sleepfoundation.org/sites/default/files/Highlights_facts_06.pdf
· National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, Your Guide to Healthy Sleep: http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/sleep/healthy_sleep.pdf
###

