@ ’ACADEMIC

The Positive and Negative Impacts of Later
School Hours on Teenagers

Posted on September 21, 2018

View this essay online:
https://academic-master.com/the-positive-and-negative-impacts-on-the-teenagers-of-schools-in-late-hours/

Introduction

Later school start times are primarily a health and education issue because adolescent sleep timing
changes during puberty while many middle and high schools still require students to wake before they
are biologically prepared for sustained alertness. Homework, employment, sports, family
responsibilities, social media, and inconsistent routines can also reduce sleep, but school schedules
are one institutional factor that students cannot control individually. Current CDC guidance states that
teenagers aged 13-18 need 8 to 10 hours of sleep and notes that early school starts contribute to
insufficient sleep; the agency continues to cite the American Academy of Pediatrics recommendation
that secondary schools begin no earlier than 8:30 a.m. (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
[CDC], 2026). CDC’s 2025 youth data also indicate that about three quarters of students were not
getting adequate sleep. A balanced assessment should therefore examine both likely benefits and
practical costs. Later starts can increase sleep opportunity and morning alertness, but transportation,
childcare, extracurricular activities, employment, and family schedules require careful planning.

Adolescent Biology and Sleep Opportunity

During adolescence, circadian timing commonly shifts later, meaning many teenagers become
naturally sleepy later at night even when they must rise early for school. The buildup of sleep
pressure also changes, allowing adolescents to remain awake longer before feeling sleepy. This
developmental pattern is not simply a bad habit created by phones or entertainment, although
evening light and stimulating media can push bedtime even later. The American Academy of
Pediatrics identified starts before 8:30 a.m. as a modifiable contributor to insufficient adolescent sleep
and circadian disruption (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2014; Carskadon, 2011). A later bell time
does not guarantee adequate sleep, because students may still stay awake too late, but studies
generally find that wake times shift more than bedtimes and total sleep increases (Minges & Redeker,
2016). The practical objective is therefore to improve the opportunity for sleep, not to claim that
schedule reform solves every sleep disorder. Students with insomnia, sleep apnea, depression,
anxiety, chronic pain, or caregiving obligations may need additional support beyond a change in
school start time.
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Learning, Attendance, Mood, and Safety

Sleep supports attention, memory consolidation, executive function, emotional regulation, and
reaction time. A teenager who is physically present but severely sleepy may process instruction
slowly, forget directions, or struggle to manage frustration. Later starts have been associated in
multiple studies with longer sleep duration, reduced daytime sleepiness, and in some settings
improved attendance or tardiness, although academic outcomes vary because grades and test scores
depend on many factors beyond sleep. The safety argument is especially important for older students
who drive. Chronic sleep restriction can impair attention and reaction time, while early departures
may occur in darkness and before alertness is fully established. Observational studies have reported
lower teen crash rates after start-time delays in some communities, though such findings cannot
isolate every traffic or enforcement factor. The most defensible conclusion is that later starts remove
one predictable barrier to alert learning and safe morning travel. They should be evaluated with local
attendance, sleep, transportation, crash, and wellbeing data rather than promoted as a guaranteed
academic-performance intervention.

Transportation, Childcare, and Extracurricular
Costs

Later starts can create real operational costs, particularly in districts that use the same buses for
several school levels. Moving secondary schools later may require additional buses, route redesign, or
changes to elementary schedules. Parents who begin work early may need new supervision
arrangements, and some teenagers provide morning childcare for younger siblings. Later dismissal
can also compress sports, clubs, rehearsals, homework, religious activities, and part-time
employment. These burdens are not reasons to ignore the health evidence, but they are important
implementation constraints. A poorly designed change can shift sleep loss from the morning to the
evening if students return home much later while homework and activities remain unchanged.
Districts should therefore examine the entire student day rather than simply changing one bell time.
Transportation modeling, family surveys, coordination with athletics and local employers, and
protection for students with disabilities or long commutes can reduce disruption. The relevant
comparison is not later starts versus a cost-free status quo; chronic insufficient sleep also carries
educational, health, and safety costs.

Responsibility, Equity, and the Myth of “Preparing
for Work”

The argument that very early schedules teach responsibility confuses endurance with effective
preparation. Adults work many schedules, including standard daytime, evening, remote, flexible, and

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2



@ ’ACADEMIC

shift-based arrangements. Responsible performance depends on planning, adequate rest, punctuality,
and safe decision-making rather than habitual sleep deprivation. Schools can teach time management
and commitment without designing schedules that conflict strongly with adolescent biology. Equity
also matters because students have unequal control over bedtime. Some work late, care for relatives,
share crowded housing, travel long distances, or live in neighborhoods with noise or safety concerns.
Others have private transportation and flexible family schedules. A later start may therefore benefit
students differently and can create new burdens if after-school employment, meals, sports, or
transportation are not redesigned. Districts should ask who gains sleep, who loses services, and who
bears new costs. Health recommendations become more effective when planning includes students,
families, staff, disability advocates, transportation personnel, and community organizations rather
than assuming one household routine fits everyone.

Implementation and Evaluation

A district considering later starts should define what it expects to improve before changing the
schedule. Baseline measures can include student sleep duration, attendance, tardiness, daytime
sleepiness, transportation cost, crash data, mental-health indicators, extracurricular participation, and
family burden. Pilot programs or phased implementation may reveal route or activity problems before
a district-wide change. Sleep education should accompany the new schedule because later starts
work best when students also maintain regular routines and limit avoidable late-night stimulation.
Evaluation should examine whether actual sleep increases rather than assuming that a later bell
automatically creates benefit. Schools should also monitor whether later dismissal disproportionately
harms students with jobs or caregiving duties. If outcomes are weaker than expected, leaders can
investigate homework load, activity scheduling, bus routes, or bedtime pressures instead of
concluding that sleep timing is irrelevant. Evidence-based implementation treats the timetable as one
component of a broader adolescent-health strategy rather than as a symbolic reform.

Conclusion

Later secondary-school start times generally provide a stronger opportunity for adolescents to obtain
needed sleep, but the policy works best when it is designed around local realities. Puberty shifts sleep
timing later, and current CDC guidance continues to support the recommendation that middle and
high schools begin around 8:30 a.m. or later while emphasizing 8-10 hours of sleep for teenagers
(CDC, 2026). The potential benefits include greater sleep opportunity, improved morning alertness,
reduced daytime sleepiness, and possible gains in attendance and driving safety. The
drawbacks—transportation expense, childcare conflicts, later extracurricular activities, and reduced
work hours—are practical rather than trivial and require mitigation. Students still need reasonable
bedtimes and healthy media routines, but individual behavior does not remove the institution’s
responsibility to avoid unnecessarily early schedules. The most balanced approach is therefore not to
treat later start times as a cure or as indulgence. It is to treat them as a structural health intervention
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whose value should be tested through sleep, safety, equity, and educational outcomes.
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