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	TEENS & SLEEP 



	Sleep – few of us ever seem to get quite enough, and probably the hardest hit are today’s teens, whose developing brains crave down time. Yet they are constantly confronted with the demands of school work, extra curricular activities, friends and family needs, and often jobs, not to mention the social pressure to be on top of the latest cultural trends and digitally connected 24/7. Some teens even report responding to text messages in their sleep. (Yes, Virginia, there really is such a thing as “sleep texting!”) In a recent study published in the Journal of School Health, 90% of teens reported getting less than the recommended nine hours of sleep per night, and according to Psychology Today, 40% of teens fall firmly into the category of “sleep deprived.” 

March 5 ushers in National Sleep Awareness Week, giving us a little prod to examine how critical sleep is to cognitive function and overall health in developing adolescents. What do parents need to know? And how do we help our sleep-deprived kids get the critical rest they need?

	HOW MUCH SLEEP DO TEENS ACTUALLY NEED?

	As adolescents develop, unprecedented brain and body growth require a lot sleep. Experts disagree on hard and fast figures for exactly how much sleep the body actually needs, and it varies from person to person as well. Current U.S. federal guidelines suggest roughly nine hours is optimal for the typical 16-18 year old. A recent NPR story quotes George Washington University sleep researcher Dr. Helene Emsellem as claiming, "Most studies show a fairly consistent 9 1/4 hours sleep requirement." (To read the full story, click here.) 

However, a new study by Brigham Young University suggests that students in this age range perform better academically with slightly less sleep – as little as seven hours for 16 year olds and up, eight to eight and a half hours for twelve-year olds. (To read a full report on this study, click here.) 

Ultimately, the best gauges of optimal sleep time for your teen are behavior and performance. If you have to scrape them out of bed most mornings, and they’re irritable and barely functional, clearly more sleep is warranted. But it’s not always as simple to remedy as just going to bed earlier. Contributing to the issue is teens’ proclivity for staying up late, which is a biological reaction to the later release of melatonin as adolescents get older. Puberty causes a shift in the body’s circadian rhythms, and it’s natural for teens not to be able to fall asleep before 11 or midnight. Yet they still have to get early up the next morning for school, which can make it impossible to get in enough hours for complete rest. Sleeping in on the weekends to erase this “sleep debt” only exacerbates the problem, preventing the body from establishing a natural sleep/wake rhythm and making it harder to fall asleep on school nights. The pattern recurs, setting up an unhealthy, inconsistent sleep/wake cycle, and teens become chronically tired and grouchy. And according to the National Sleep Foundation, sleep deprivation can also lead to other health issues, such as weight gain, skin problems, learning limitations, inappropriate behavior, greater susceptibility to illness, even depression and anxiety – lack of sleep affects mood, which can lead to depression/anxiety, which makes it harder to sleep, creating a vicious cycle. (To read the full article, click here.) 

	TIPS FOR DEVELOPING GOOD SLEEP HABITS

	We don’t have to throw up our hands and accept that teens will never get enough sleep. Experts recommend a number of strategies for promoting good sleep habits – for you as well as your teen!

· Make sleep a priority -- help teens understand the importance of sleep, not just for how they feel, but for how they function. Sleep is critical for allowing the brain to process and store information. Think of sleep as an essential activity.

· Try to set a reasonably consistent sleep schedule, which allows the body to find a natural rhythm.

· Use light to cue sleeping and waking – consider dimming and turning off lights close to bedtime to minimize light exposure (including the blue light of TV’s and computer screens), since light cues the body toward wakefulness. Conversely, use light in the morning for waking up more efficiently. (Light boxes can be helpful for teens with chronic sleep issues.)

· Limit caffeine (including chocolate), especially after mid-afternoon – caffeine stays in the body for six hours. 

· Encourage teens to get up at a reasonable hour on the weekends – maybe 9 a.m. instead of noon – and quickly get engaged in an activity that gets mind and/or body moving.

· Consider the occasional nap or meditation – a 20-30 minute siesta (an hour max on the weekends) can help make up for sleep missed at night and revive the body’s energy and concentration.

· Find relaxation cues that work – a warm shower/bath, soft music, a few pages of a book, some gentle stretching. Don’t do anything stressful or too stimulating in the hour before bed. Watching TV, checking facebook, texting or studying solidly up until lights out can be counterproductive.

· Turn off the cellphone – even if the ringer is turned off, the expectation of a text message coming in during the night is enough to keep body and mind alert and resisting sleep. Experts recommend keeping cellphones in another room at night. (Check out the article below about “Sleep Texting.”

· And if your teen simply can’t fall asleep, try calming a racing mind with a short (30 minutes or less) passive activity – an audio book, soothing music.

	CHECK OUT THE BUZZ…

	Why is Your Teen So Tired? http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/teens-health/CC00019/NSECTIONGROUP=2 

Common Teen Sleep Problems http://kidshealth.org/teen/your_body/take_care/sleep.html 

Sleepless in America: Teens and Sleep http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/sleepless-in-america/200904/sleep-and-teenagers 

From ZZZZ’s to A’s: Adolescents and Sleep http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/from/sleep.html 

Sleep Texting? You’re Not Dreaming http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2012/01/13/sleep-texting-youre-not-dreaming.html  



	JOIN THE CONVERSATION…

	Visit www.B-PEN.org and check out B-PEN’s Facebook page for ongoing resources and information on a wide range of social, emotional and developmental issues facing today’s adolescents.




