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THE IMPACT OF SLEEP DEPRIVATION ON ADOLESCENTS: 
THE CASE FOR LATER SCHOOL START TIMES 
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Abstract: 
This paper examines the problem of sleep deprivation among teenagers and its serious 
consequences for mental, physical, and academic well-being. The study explores how early 
school start times contribute to chronic sleep loss. It also analyzes research findings that link 
insufficient sleep to depression, poor academic performance, and health risks. The paper 
argues that schools should begin no earlier than 8:30 a.m. in order to improve student health 
and public safety. 
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The global problem of teenage sleep deprivation and early school start times 
Existing research highlights that sleep deprivation among teenagers has become a 

widespread global issue. Adolescents are biologically programmed to require between 8 and 
10 hours of sleep per night (Carscadon,2011), yet the majority fail to meet this 
recommendation. One of the main factors preventing teenagers from getting enough sleep is 
public policy. In many countries, middle and high schools start at around 7:30 a.m. or even 
earlier, despite clear recommendations from major medical organizations that schools should 
not begin before 8:30 a.m. (Wheaton et al.,2016). 

Methodology 
This study is based on an analytical review of existing research findings and statistical 

data related to adolescent sleep deprivation. The paper examines previously conducted large-
scale studies involving thousands of high school students, as well as statistical evidence 
concerning sleep duration, mental health indicators, academic performance, and accident 
rates. By synthesizing quantitative findings (such as percentage increases in depressive 
symptoms and suicide attempts), the research evaluates the broader consequences of early 
school start times. 

Results 
These early start times have a direct and harmful impact on the amount of sleep 

teenagers receive. research indicates that adolescents who are required to wake significantly 
earlier than their natural circadian rhythm allows experience cognitive impairment, 
irritability, and reduced alertness.  To cope with constant exhaustion and boost their energy, 
many teenagers consume large quantities of caffeine, energy drinks, and energy shots. As a 
result, society has created an entire generation of young people who are physically exhausted 
but chemically overstimulated. When teenagers do not get enough sleep, their brains, bodies, 
and behavior suffer significantly. Their ability to concentrate declines, their attention span 
decreases, and their academic performance worsens. However, the consequences of sleep 
deprivation extend far beyond the classroom. Research shows that insufficient sleep 
contributes to the sharp rise in mental health problems during adolescence (Tarokh et al., 
2016). Scientists have found that teenagers with sleep problems are 55% more likely to have 
used alcohol in the past month. In another large-scale study involving more than 30,000 high 
school students, researchers discovered that for every hour of sleep lost, there was a 38% 
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increase in feelings of sadness or hopelessness and a 58% increase in suicide attempts among 
teenagers (Wheaton et al., 2016). 

Discussion 
Sleep deprivation also poses serious risks to physical health. Teenagers who 

consistently get too little sleep face a higher risk of developing obesity, heart disease, and 
diabetes (Owens, 2014)—health problems that already affect many countries worldwide. 
Furthermore, studies have shown that getting five hours of sleep or less per night is 
equivalent to driving with a blood alcohol concentration above the legal limit 
(Carskadon,2011) , highlighting the danger of chronic sleep loss. 

Extensive research in this field has demonstrated the powerful benefits of later school 
start times. The evidence is clear and consistent. Teenagers in districts that have adopted later 
start times sleep longer, attend school more regularly, and are less likely to drop out (Owens 
et al.,2010). In one district, school absenteeism decreased by 25%. Academic performance 
also improves, with standardized test scores in math and reading increasing by 2 to 3 
percentage points—an effect comparable to reducing class sizes by one third (Wahlstrom 
2014). In addition, students’ mental and physical health improves, family stress decreases, 
and communities become safer. Car crashes involving teenagers dropped by as much as 70% 
in one district after start times were delayed (Wheaton et al., 2016). 

Conclusion and call for government action 
For all these reasons, governments should require middle and high schools to start no 

earlier than 8:30 a.m. (Wheaton et al.,2016). Cities and communities of all sizes that have 
implemented this change have found that common fears and concerns are largely unfounded 
and are far outweighed by the significant benefits to student health, academic performance, 
and overall public safety. 
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