
       THE    REST IS            
HISTORY

By Robert Sullivan

Kids aren’t getting enough sleep. They 

complain about this, and so do we. Morn-

ing is anything but electric.

Today, the consequences of teen sleep 

deprivation—car accidents, depression 

and anxiety, and lower grades and test 

scores—are quantifiable. Study after 

study shows that a vast majority of ado-

lescents in the United States need more 

sleep and at different periods of the 24-

hour day than they are now getting.

So UHS has pushed the start time of the 

school day back, from 8 a.m. to either 8:30 

(Mondays and Tuesdays) or 9 a.m. (Wednes-

days and Fridays). Thursday remains a 9 

a.m. start, so students get a net gain of three 

hours a week. Is that incremental move 

enough to make a real difference?

 “The short answer is ‘yes,’” Mary 

Carskadon says from her office at Brown 

University in Providence, Rhode Island. 

“It seems small to some, but it’s a marvel-

ous step.” Carskadon knows. A professor 

of psychiatry and human behavior, she is 

a pioneering sleep researcher with par-

ticular expertise in childhood and adoles-

cent sleep. She notes that a perfect-world 

scenario would feature a school day 

beginning as late as 10 a.m., as recom-

mended by a paper published last year by 

researchers at Harvard, Oxford, and the 

University of Nevada at Reno. Carskadon 

hopes UHS and a few other bold schools 

are part of a revolution—one she has had 

a hand in starting.

Carskadon is the director of the Sleep 

Research Laboratory at E.P. Bradley Hos-

pital in Providence. As a doctoral student, 

she was mentored by William Dement of 

Stanford University, long considered the 

dean of sleep research. “There were no 

sleep disorders before 1970,” Dement told 

me back in 1998 when I was reporting a 

cover story on sleeplessness for LIFE 

magazine. What he meant was, there 

was precious little science. Then he and 

associates, including grad students like 

Carskadon, set up shop, conducted sleep 

“boot camps” with kids and adults, and 

published studies that spurred others to 

look into sleep deprivation and its effects. 

Now, instead of groping in the dark, 

sleep researchers know the nature and 

extent of the problem and at least some 

of the ways to address it (see “Your Tick-

ets to a Better Night’s Sleep” on page 17). 

What that science tells us today:

 Adolescents are different, with dif-

ferent needs (like we didn’t know 

that). Around puberty, the body 

starts secreting melatonin, a hor-

mone that facilitates sleep, later in 

the day. So adolescents experience 

a shift in their circadian rhythm 

that urges them to go to sleep lat-

er and wake later, something we 

know in part because of research by 

Carskadon. 

 Research by the National Sleep Foun-

dation posits that adolescents should 

get 8½ to 9½ hours of sleep per night. 

In reality, students in many high- 

performing high schools across the 

country average 6.8 hours (in some 

schools, as little as 6).

 A 2014 University of Minnesota 

study of high schools in three states 

linked later starts to the school 

day to improvements in grades, 

test scores, and attendance and re-

ductions in car crashes, substance 

abuse, and symptoms of depression.

 A 2011 National Sleep Foundation 

poll said that 72 percent of teenagers 

bring cellphones into their bedrooms 

and use them while they are trying 

to get to sleep. Twenty-eight percent 

leave them on while sleeping, only  
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SO FAR, SO GOOD. 
THE THINGS WE’VE 
HEARD, MOSTLY  
FROM THE 
STUDENTS, ARE  
GOOD. THEY LIKE 
BEING BETTER 
RESTED.

workload,” she says. A small team start-

ed work on a new schedule in February 

and had it approved by May. “We had to 

get past our perfectionist tendency,” she 

recalls, “and say, ‘Let’s do an imperfect 

schedule.’” Says Alex Lockett, dean of stu-

dents: “Given that thinking about how to 

structure time outside of experiencing it 

is purely an abstraction, we felt strongly 

that experimenting with a different daily 

schedule would give us the best informa-

tion for what might work in improving 

the pace and workload for all members 

of our community.”

Lockett underscores an important 

but easy-to-overlook point: Students are 

not the only potential winners with this 

change. Teachers now have structured, 

intentional time to collaborate on curric-

ulum and professional development. And 

the revised schedule also means that most 

classes now meet three times a week rath-

er than four. And this experiment is as 

much about time as it is about sleep.

“When faced with a full school day and 

extracurricular schedule, many of our stu-

dents report that they have little flexibili-

ty in their daily lives,” Lockett says. “Our 

hope is that with this later start, students 

will use this time as they see fit—to sleep 

in, go to bed earlier the night before and 

wake up early to complete their work,  

exercise, spend time with family, or have 

a less rushed commute to school. In fact, 

my hope is that students experiment with 

a variety of ways of using this extra time to 

see what feels the best to them.”

Garrett points out that the new start 

time is on a trial basis. “We’re doing it 

right now, for this academic year,” she 

says. “So far, so good. The things we’ve 

heard, mostly from the students, are good. 

They like being better rested.”

Amen, say the students. “The 9 a.m. 

starts are later on in the week and I have 

usually accumulated more homework by 

that point,” sophomore Elizabeth Flaher-

man says. “I have a 10 o’clock start on 

1 MAKE A SCHEDULE AND STICK TO IT.

“A consistent sleep schedule will help you feel less tired since it allows your body 

to get in sync with its natural patterns,” says the National Sleep Foundation. Don’t vary 

your schedule wildly on the weekends. If you go to sleep later and get up later, make 

sure that it’s not more than two hours off your weekday schedule.

2 DEVELOP A WIND-DOWN ROUTINE. 

A hot shower or bath coupled with a cool room (about 68°) can increase deep 

sleep, according to WebMD. Relax with a book, music, or yoga before you hit the lights.

3 CURB THE ELECTRONICS. 

Turn off your smartphone and other screen devices an hour before bedtime. 

“Blue light emitting from these gadgets stimulates the brain and inhibits melatonin 

production,” says Britain’s Sleep Council.

4 STAY AWAY FROM LONG NAPS AND LATE-DAY CAFFEINE.

Try to avoid the siren call of naps—they can impair your night sleep. If you feel 

you must take one, make it less than an hour and don’t take it too late in the day. 

Similarly, try to stay away from caffeine—coffee, tea, energy drinks, chocolate, and 

caffeinated sodas. And definitely don’t consume any later in the day. A recent study out 

of Michigan showed that caffeine consumed even six hours before bedtime typically led 

to sleep losses of more than an hour.

5 CHECK IN WITH YOUR DOCTOR IF YOU HAVE PERSISTENT SLEEP ISSUES.

If you’re often drowsy, have a hard time falling asleep, or frequently snore, you 

may be suffering from sleep apnea, restless leg syndrome, or another treatable sleep 

condition. See a doctor.

Your Tickets to a Better Night’s Sleep

Sleep, like food and water, is life-giving fuel for the body and the 
brain. Here are five tips for getting more of it, whether you’re a 
sleep-starved teen or a melatonin-depleted Baby Boomer.

to be awakened by texts, calls, or 

emails. Says Carskadon: “I want 

someone to invent a family tech-

nology lockbox, and put all the 

tools away at a certain hour.” 

So what to do about all this? Well, two 

decades ago the good folks in Edina, Min-

nesota, thought they might try something, 

and plunged into a yearlong experiment 

not unlike the current one at UHS. In 1996, 

the administration of Edina High School 

responded to studies showing its kids 

were getting too little sleep, and much of 

it at the wrong time for their biological 

clocks, by moving the school start time 

from 7:20 to 8:30 a.m. The University of 

Minnesota studied the Edina experiment 

and found that the students there reported 

being less depressed and less sleepy and 

more engaged with school.

Today, Carskadon looks back fond-

ly at the Minnesota experiment and its  

results, but her onetime hopefulness that 

the country would heed the alarm about 

teen sleep, rather than hit the snooze but-

ton, has been tempered by the reality of  

entrenched behavior and priorities. “I don’t 

keep score” of the schools that have made 

switches since Edina, Carskadon says, “but 

I will say that it’s a cop-out to some extent to 

say that strides cannot be made.”

UHS had been able to launch its dra-

matic if incremental experiment because 

the school is, if not an island, still relatively 

isolated. Other schools and districts seem 

immutably hamstrung by issues of morn-

ing transportation and afternoon athletics.

“I understand buses, and sports,” Cars- 

kadon says. “But I’ve been incredi-

bly impressed with the educators who 

have chosen to do something. There are  

ways, there are always ways. We need to 

be collaborative.” 

UHS has tried to be so, and has  

approved this one-year trial. On the 

ground, Kate Garrett is the academic dean, 

an English teacher, and the point person 

as the school switches to this somewhat 

later schedule. Garrett notes that the first 

big schedule change at UHS came after 

the school acquired the South Campus 

building and shifted from a seven-period 

schedule to a six-period model. That move  

eliminated most early dismissals for sports 

and meant there were fewer transitions 

during the day. The school also began to ro-

tate the schedule so that first period wasn’t, 

say, Calculus or AP U.S. History every day. 

The current change, Garrett says, grew 

out of a self-study she led for the accred-

itation process last year. “There was 

real synergy and clarity across constit-

uencies that we should look at pace and 

Friday because I have third period free. 

So I wake up around 7 to eat a leisurely 

breakfast and then work for 2½ hours 

before I go to school. I honestly love the 

new schedule so much. It has allowed 

me to get more sleep—I never really feel 

sleep-deprived anymore—and given me 

more time to do work.”

Senior Sergio Martinez, editor in chief 

of The Devil’s Advocate, deposes three oth-

er students with slightly varied but simi-

larly positive takes. His classmate Jonah 

Benjamini says he likes “how classes are 

evened out, which helps me organize and 

avoid cramming on certain nights.”

Another senior, Morgan Clemens, says, 

“I think it’s really helpful to get some extra 

sleep, especially since here at UHS we tend 

to stay up a bit later than we should, wheth-

er it’s studying or doing other things.”

“I like it because it almost mirrors a col-

lege schedule,” says senior Diana Gleyzer. 

“It’s preparing us more for the future.” 

Robert Sullivan is the author, most recently, 

of A Child’s Christmas in New England.  
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