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A Quick Note 
on the 

“Problem” of 
Adolescence

 The adolescent brain*
1. Teen brains are “like driving a car with a sensitive 

gas pedal and bad brakes” (p.15).

2. US spends more per student on secondary 
education than any other country in the world, 

 school achievement? 

 violence, unwanted PG, STIs, binge drinking, 
marijuana use, obesity, insomnia & unhappiness?

3. We are spending money and it isn’t working –
policies & practices need to be altered

4. We should spend less effort trying to change 
teens and more changing the settings in which 
they spend their time

5. “The brain’s malleability makes adolescence a 
period of tremendous opportunity – and great 
risk. If we exposure our young people to positive, 
supportive environments, they will flourish. But 
it the environments are toxic, they will suffer in 
powerful and enduring ways” (p. 9).

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.
* All from Steinberg, L. (2014). Age of Opportunity: Lessons from the 

New Science of Adolescence.

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. Source: National Sleep Foundation

What is Sleep?

1. Something we will “get to” when we are 
dead.

2. The “off” switch

3. Protection from prey / a way to keep from 
starving to death (Evolutionary Theory 
#1)

4. A time for the brain to take care of itself 
(Evolutionary Theory #2)

But, just how much sleep do we 
need?

o American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 2005: “Excessive 

Sleepiness in Adolescents & Young Adults”

o American Medical Association, American Academy of Sleep 

Medicine 2010: “Resolution 503: Insufficient Sleep in 

Adolescents”

o Healthy People 2020 Topics & Objectives (2010): “Sleep 

Health”

o American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 2014: “Insufficient 

Sleep in Adolescents & Young Adults: An Update on Causes 

and Consequences”

o American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 2014: “School Start 

Times for Adolescents” – a policy statement!

o American Academy of Sleep Medicine (AASM) 2017: “Delaying 

Middle School and High School Start Times Promotes Student 

Health and Performance” – another position statement!

o California legislature passed bill in 2018 requiring middle & 

high schools to start no earlier than 8:30 by 2020

Just what is 
going on 
with teens & 
sleep?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.
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o Insufficient sleep in youth linked to…

o Irritability / behavior problems (Baum et al., 2014; 

Sadeh et al., 2002; Stein et al., 2001)

o Depression / Suicide Ideation (Liu, 2004; Roberts 

& Duong, 2014)

o Compromised school achievement (Wahlstrom, 

1999, 2002)

o Missed school (Owens et al., 2010)

o Poor health / illness (Eisenmann, 2006)

o Obesity (Magee & Halle, 2012; Nielsen, Danielsen, Sorensen, 2011)

o Drowsy Driving (and accidents)
o 20% of car accidents are sleep-related
o Over 50% of those happen to 25 & younger
o 24 hours without sleep = drunk (Williamson & Feyer, 

2000)

o Poor concentration / memory retention (Lufi

et al., 2011; Wolfson & Carskadon, 1998)

o “It takes a sleepy student 5 hours to do 3 
hours of homework.” Judith Owens, M.D.

Why should 
we care?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. 

o During adolescence (13-22) many changes in sleep 
patterns occur

o “numerous alterations in sleep physiology”

o Children 9-10 years will sleep 10 hours on school 
nights & not much more on weekends

o With increasing age, preferred bedtimes are 
delayed:
o 2 hours for adolescent girls
o 3 hours for adolescents boys

o Teens’ brains seem to want to go to bed around 11 
pm and wake up around 8 am
o Melatonin secretion starts at 11 pm & continues well 

past sunrise

o However…

Just what 
ELSE is 
going on 
with teens & 
sleep?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. Source: American Academy of Pediatrics

A poll conducted in 2006 by the National Sleep 
Foundation revealed:

o Majority of parents think their adolescents 
are getting enough sleep, but…

o 59% of middle school students weren’t
o 87% of high school students weren’t
o Average high school student = 7 hours
o Half of all adolescents reported being “too 

tired” during the day
o 25% fell asleep in school at least once a 

week
o 14% arrived late/missed school at least 

once a week

o 20% of 11-17 year olds report less than 6 
hours per night (Roberts, Roberts, & Xing, 2011)

The 
numbers

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.
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o 15 year old girl, who was
o Lovely in every way, and
o Super high-achieving, and
o Completely miserable
o Visited me for 3 sessions for depression & 

social anxiety…
o Fired.
o She came back!
o Now 16, still depressed, still socially anxious
o Treatment plan: Treat social anxiety FIRST 

with cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
o But first…

Let me 
introduce 
you to 
Brianna…

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.

© Katherine Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.

“What time did you go to bed last night?”

o “like, maybe… 1:30?”
o Her school day starts at 7:50 am
o She tries to wake up at 6:30 am
o Clocking 5–7 hours on school nights
o Did I mention completely miserable?
o New treatment goal!
o Regulate sleep
o 1. Psychoeducation / finger-wagging

o “you need 8.0 – 10.0 hours a night!”
o …and a good bedtime routine!

o 2. Sleep diary & earlier bedtime prescribed…
o Only to find that she is laying in bed awake for 

HOURS

Brianna…

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.
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o CBT-I Cognitive-Behavior Therapy for Insomnia
o Extremely empirically supported (Babson et al., 2010; Smith 

et al., 2002)

o Controlled clinical trials indicate 70-80% with 
persistent insomnia respond to CBT-I

o approximately 50% achieve remission with CBT-I

1. Cognitive = ID & Modification
o “I’m never going to fall asleep!”
o “Things will be terrible tomorrow.”

o “That’s okay – I’ll sleep tomorrow night.”

2. Behavior = “Stimulus Control”
o Go to bed at the same time every night (1-hour shift 

on weekends)
o Stay in bed awake for no longer than 10 minutes
o Then go ELSEWHERE  & BE BORING for 15 minutes
o Repeat as needed.
o Wake up same time every morning
o No doing anything else in bed – no homework, no 

reading, no TV

So, what 
happened to 
Brianna?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.

o Eureka!
o Within 3 weeks, sleeping 9 hours a night
o Much, much less miserable
o Except…
o I have doomed her to a 9:30 bedtime
o She is 16!
o Eventually we compromise on 10 pm
o Depression declines somewhat
o CBT for social anxiety
o Depression declines on its own
o She continues to sleep 10:15 – 6:45 – often waking 

up without an alarm clock!

o She is the exception.  She was a 
unicorn.

And then 
what 
happened…?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.

o Set a bedtime
o Children 10-11 years significantly more likely to report 

parent-imposed bedtimes than 12-13 year olds
o Only 5% of high school students had a set-by-parents school-

night bedtime

o Limit caffeine (none 10 hours before bedtime)

o Good sleep hygiene
o Half hour of calm prior to bedtime – no screens
o Calming, consistent bedtime routine

o Bed is for sleep
o Get up & out in AM

o Curfew on screentime (that means everybody)
o No TV in the bedroom (AAP, 2001; Gentile et al., 2014)

o No driving when sleep-deprived
o No driving between 12 – 6 am
o Do everything possible to sleep later on weekdays
o Try to curtail sleeping-in on weekends. 
o Sleep is a “non-negotiable priority”
o Sleep is something to look forward to!

Well, what 
should we 

do about it?

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. 
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o But none of those “good sleep hygiene” 
interventions will do much good for our 
tweens and teens with early school start 
times.

o Insist that Middle & High Schools start no 
earlier than 8:30!!!
o 34% of secondary students get 8 hours of sleep when 

school starts at 7:30 a.m.
o 66% get 8 hrs when school starts around 9 am
o The most recent review of 6 quality studies suggested 

that teens DO get more sleep when school start times 
are delayed (Minges & Redeker, 2016).

o Nationally (NCES, 2015):
o 82% of US middle schools start earlier than 8:30
o 86% of US high schools start earlier than 8:30
o 10% of high schools start earlier than 7:30

The Silver 
Bullet

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. 

Later school start times linked to:
• Better grades, higher test scores, better 

attendance
• Teens that are “more easy to live with,” per 

parents
• Improved financial prospect (effects twice as 

large on disadvantaged students!) (Brookings 

Institute, 2011)

Later school start times also linked to:
• Less tardiness & drop-outs
• Less substance abuse
• Less depression
• Fewer car crashes (65-70%) (See Wahlstrom)

“The eight hours of sleep seems to be a tipping 
point for making healthy or unhealthy 
behavioral decisions,” per lead author, K. 
Wahlstrom

The Silver 
Bullet

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. Refs: Wahlstrom, 2002, 2010; Owens et al., 2010

So. Should we delay secondary school start 
times?

Science favors only 1 side of the argument; emotions 
and tradition often favor the other.

But what about buses, sports, child care, 
MONEY?
• One year after MN school district instituted later start, 

92% of parents said they preferred it.
• Edina and Mpls Schools had 0 increase in transportation 

costs (West Des Moines SD saved 700K!)
• Recent economic analyses by Brookings Institution (2011) 

and RAND Corporation (2017) suggest upfront costs but 
that an enormous amount of money (billions) will be saved 
within a few years to a decade.

BTW? Adolescents are dying because of early 
school start times

•Virginia Studies (Vorona et al., 2011, 2014) & Wahlstrom 
studies in Kentucky, Minnesota, Wyoming

The Silver 
Bullet

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D. 
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Recommended 
resources:

Here’s a really great website 
to visit if you or someone you 
know is interested to learn 
more about why and 
especially how to go about 
the process of delaying 
middle and high school start 
times….

A good non-for-profit 
grassroots organization may 
be found at 
www.startschoollater.net

© Katherine Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.

Recommended 
resource: These 
are two highly 
recommended 
video lectures 
from the 
aforementioned 
University of 
Minnesota 
website. If you 
can only watch 
two, these are the 
most important in 
my opinion…

Healthcare professionals 
are in a UNIQUE position 

to educate and advocate:

o The mental health benefits of sleep
o The recommended dose of sleep
o The interventions families can take to 

increase odds that children get enough 
sleep

o The interventions schools can take to 
increase odds that students get enough 
sleep

Now please make a noisy 
fuss about this wherever 
you can in public!!

Conclusions

© Katherine K. Dahlsgaard, Ph.D.
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