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At different times of our lives, the pattern of 
our sleep changes and one of the most 
significant periods of change is during 
adolescence. The years from 11 – 25 are a 
period of intense change in our lives. Our 
bodies go through puberty, our learning 
becomes more focused and challenging, we 
may leave home, get married, have children or 
experiment with drugs and alcohol. We 
establish patterns that will affect the quality of 
our lives. Sleep is one of the most fundamental 
tools that we have to manage our own health 
and wellbeing. 

 
For many years, it has been assumed that the 
grumpy, tired teenager was simply part of the 
growing up process.  Now, we know that sleep 
changes during puberty often leave young 
people struggling to manage those changes 
and to meet the expectations that society has 
of them. 

 
This chapter will focus on why sleep is so 
crucial during the adolescent years and some 
of the factors that may affect a young 
person’s ability to get a good night’s sleep. 

 

Circadian rhythm shift 
 
 

As a child grows older and moves into 
adolescence, they may find that they are 
predisposed to go to bed later at night and 
sleep later in the morning than when they 
were younger. This change in their settling and 
waking times is due to a phase shift that 
occurs in their circadian rhythm during puberty. 

 
An adolescent’s body clock can be set back by 
as much as 2 hours. During the day, they may 
feel that they have better concentration levels 
later than their younger siblings or parents and 
that they feel more alert during the evening. 

An adolescent may also not feel ready to 
sleep until much later than they used to. One 
of the reasons for this is that melatonin, the 
sleep inducing hormone, is not released into 
their body until later in the evening. 

 
An adolescent may generally not go to sleep 
until later in the evening and so may be more 
likely to want to wake later in the morning. 
This may not be possible when they have to 
get up for school or work. The outcome of this 
can be that they often go to bed later and may 
experience difficulties in falling asleep, but still 
rise at the same time as when they were 
younger, resulting in reduced sleep time and 
sleep deprivation. A good evening routine will 
help an adolescent to manage these changes 
in their sleep pattern to ensure that they settle 
quickly and get an adequate amount of good 
quality sleep. 

 
Many countries are becoming more aware of 
this change and the effects it can have on a 
young person’s quality of life and potential. 
Schools in the United States that traditionally 
started as early as 7.00am are now changing 
their opening times to accommodate the need 
for sleep in their students. Those that have 
made the changes have had marked 
improvements in attendance and results. 

 
An Israeli study highlighted the link between 
an adolescent’s preference to be active during 
the evening and poor sleep patterns and 
therefore poor daytime functioning. According 
to a US study the levels of napping during the 
day in adolescence increased. At risk students 
were found to compensate for lack of night 
time sleep by sleeping during the day, often in 
lessons, on the journey to and from school 
and immediately on returning home in the 
afternoon. 
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In a different study, sleep latency tests (to show 
how long it takes a person to fall asleep) were 
carried out on adolescents at 8.00pm and 
10.00pm. Results showed that students who 
struggled and felt sleepy in the early afternoon 
became energetic and stimulated in the 
evening, often past midnight. Studies have also 
suggested that daytime sleepiness in 
adolescents increases with every night where 
sleep is reduced. 

 
Many young people believe they can make up 
for lack of sleep during the week by sleeping 
later into the morning at the weekends. It is 
not, however, possible for to ‘catch up’ on sleep 
by having more at the weekend if they continue 
to have poor sleep during school nights. 

 
Lie-ins are also often combined with going to 
bed even later at weekends. So, in fact, an 
adolescent may be getting roughly the same 
amount of sleep, while at the same time 
forcing a change in their body clock by 
changing their settling and waking times.  This 
has the same effect as going to a different time 
zone and experiencing jet lag. 

 
In our Sound Sleep workshops, we found pupils 
regularly reported staying up later by several 
hours on Friday and Saturday nights, 
sometimes by as much as 4 - 6 hours. This is 
virtually the equivalent of putting their bodies 
through a long haul flight to New York each 
weekend. 

 
The jet lag effect can be most obvious on 
Monday mornings when students attempt to 
force their bodies back into the school routine 
and wake up hours earlier than the previous 
morning. A recent study has shown that, if 
sleep is kept consistent between weekdays and 
weekends, there is a link with better school 
results. 

The importance of a good night’s 

sleep during adolescence 
 
 

Brain development 
 

A significant change that occurs during 
adolescence is in cognitive development. 
Adolescents start to deal with abstract 
reasoning and their language becomes more 
sophisticated. Their social skills improve, they 
are more aware of others and become less 
egocentric. They start to understand and read 
social cues, to function better in a range of 
groups from family to community, work and 
school. 

 
The pre-frontal cortex is the last part of the 
brain to develop fully. This is the area of the 
brain related to thinking and emotional control. 
Links have been made, particularly in 
adolescents, between sleep deprivation and 
impaired learning and emotional wellbeing. 
One of the reasons for this may be that the 
pre-frontal cortex is the part of the brain that 
is most directly affected by lack of sleep. 

 
Learning 

 

There is a connection, especially important for 
adolescents, between sleep and learning. Sleep 
is crucial for them to hard-wire information 
learnt throughout the day. Getting an adequate 
amount of sleep is essential for young people 
who are studying and revising for exams. Sleep 
and revision prior to exams is a great 
combination; cramming late into the night will 
not work. 

 
Sleep deprivation in young people affects their 
behaviour, ability to learn and attention span. 
A Pennsylvanian study found that there was a 
significant change in the learning curve 
associated with sleep loss. With 8 hours of 
sleep, students improved on the assigned task 
but with 6 hours of sleep the learning curve was 
gone and with 4 hours of sleep, there was a 
negative impact. The study showed that 
learning itself was impacted and that the ability 
to acquire information, retain it and then use it, 
is altered by sleep restriction. 
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Studies have also suggested a link between 
grades achieved and sleep. A study carried out 
by the University of Chicago found that there 
was a 15 minute difference between the 
amount of sleep in students getting grade A 
and those getting grade B, 11 minutes 
between grade B and C and 10 minutes 
between grade C and D. 

 
Undiagnosed sleep apnoea will also affect the 
grades achieved by students and increase the 
levels of erratic or impulsive behaviour in 
adolescents. In a recent study, none of the 
students with untreated moderate to severe 
sleep apnoea had A grades and 30% of them 
had a grade C average or lower. 

 
Further studies underline that young 
adolescents with reduced sleep or delayed sleep 
report more behavioural difficulties, increased 
levels of absence or late attendance at school 
and poorer academic performance. A study 
conducted in Italy found that students who 
reported problems with attention in school were 
more likely to have reduced sleep and sleep 
problems. 

 
Dr Matthew Walker at Berkeley, University of 
California said “We have an incendiary situation 
today where the intensity of learning that kids 
are going through is so much greater, yet the 
amount of sleep they get to process that 
learning is so much less. If these linear trends 
continue, the rubber band will soon snap.” 

 
Emotional wellbeing 

 

During adolescence, while the pre-frontal cortex 
is still developing, young people are also given 
more control over their lives, greater personal 
freedom and the responsibility to make more 
complex decisions. Due to this, adolescence 
can often be a time of emotional arousal, 
disturbance and stress – all of which will affect 
sleep patterns. 

 
In research conducted in Pittsburgh, it was 
found that adolescents with depression had 
difficulty in falling asleep and had REM sleep 
earlier in the night. When their cortisol (the 

stress hormone) levels were measured over a 
24 hour period, the results showed cortisol 
spikes before they went to sleep and that even 
in deep sleep they were still secreting the 
hormone – a period when cortisol levels are 
usually at their lowest. Increased levels of 
cortisol have also been found in the bodies of 
adolescents who have only had 5 hours sleep. 

 
Sleep specialists are spending more time 
researching adolescent sleep as it is now 
recognised that during this period of time, 
sleep is important to prevent long-term 
conditions. If an adolescent gets less than 5 
hours sleep per night, they are as much as 
71% more likely to be depressed. Depression is 
an increasing issue for young people and many 
societies in the world are attempting to address 
increased levels of suicide in people under the 
age of 25. 

 
The brain also stores different types of memory 
in different parts of the brain – negative 
memories tend to get stored in the amygdala, 
while positive or neutral memories get stored in 
the hippocampus. The hippocampus is more 
directly affected by lack of sleep. This may 
explain why people affected by sleep 
deprivation fail to recall pleasant memories as 
easily as they do negative memories. 

 
Excessive daytime sleepiness in any adolescent 
will affect their ability to function well in 
school, even if they do not have an underlying 
condition. In research carried out in Pittsburgh 
teenagers were kept awake all night. Their 
simple memory was barely affected by sleep 
deprivation. However, when pictures with an 
emotional content, both negative and positive 
were added, drops in performance were found. 
There was a clear link between the ability of 
young adults to control their feelings and 
behaviour and to plan consistently. 

 
Obesity 

 

Adolescence is not only an important time for 
cognitive development but also for physiological 
change. Adolescents go through puberty and 
their bodies alter due to the secretion of new 
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hormones. They require slightly over 9 hours of 
sleep each day and there are measurable affects 
if they have less than that. 
 

Along with growth hormone that is released in the 
early stages of sleep, other hormones are released 
that are specifically designed to help deal with fat. 
Studies in the US, Canada and Australia have all 
shown that getting less than 8 hours sleep will 
increase the chances of being obese in 
adolescents – by as much as three times. 
 

Factors affecting adolescent sleep 
 
 

Technology in the bedroom 
 

Young people have never had so many distractions 
in their bedrooms as they do in the 21st century. 
There are now higher numbers of adolescents 
reported to be using electronic media to help them 
to fall asleep. However, using the TV, computer 
games or the internet as sleep aids will not result in 
better, or more, sleep. 

If young people use screened technology in their 
bedrooms before bed, it can give their bodies the 
wrong signals and make it more difficult for them 
to fall asleep. 
 
Melatonin, the hormone that induces sleep, is 
released when light receptors in the eye detect a 
change from light to dark. Research indicates that 
levels of melatonin can be affected by the light 
emitted from screened technology such as mobile 
phones, TVs, computers, laptops and tablets, which 
may be a factor in adolescent evening arousal. 
 
Chatting to friends on social media, watching TV, 
streaming online movies and playing computer games 
can be very stimulating. Starting to watch a late 
night film and getting ‘hooked’ can easily prevent 
sleepiness and result in a later sleep time. In a 
German study, TV viewing was shown to be a 
significant indicator in teenagers with insomnia. 
 
Activities such as playing computer games, 
browsing the internet and using social media 
can often have no natural end point and it 
can be easy to lose track of time whilst 
chatting and checking out the breaking news 
concerning favourite celebrities.  
 
 

This need to be constantly up to date with what is 
happening has been christened ‘FOMO’ – fear of missing 
out. 
 

Increasingly, it is becoming very difficult for 
young people to switch the electronic equipment 
off. They do not want to be the one who misses 
that vital text or email at 3.00am. It is not 
uncommon for a young person to be woken 
throughout the night by the sound and light of 
text and Email message alerts. There are, 
however, consequences. Sleep disruption can 
lead to difficulties falling asleep, resettling and 
waking, which can, in turn, cause sleep 
deprivation. 

 
In our Sound Sleep workshops, we found most 
pupils admitted that they regularly received and 
answered text messages or phone calls after they 
went to bed. A Belgian study showed that young 
people who used mobile phones more than three 
times a week after they went to bed were more 
than 5 times more likely to report being 
excessively tired during the day.  
 
 

 

DID YOU KNOW? 
 

 

Studies have also linked 
the use of technology 
to increased levels of 
caffeine consumption. 

 
 
 
 

Extracurricular activities 
 

There are other external factors that affect the 
amount of sleep that adolescents get. For 
someone committed to sport, it may be 
getting in additional practice in the early 
morning before going to school. Some young 
people work part-time or have weekend jobs. 
A US study found that teenagers who worked 
for 20 hours or more per week had more 
sleep problems in comparison to teenagers 
who worked less than 20 hours or not at all.
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Not many British teenagers may be working as 
many hours as that but many young people 
may have newspaper rounds that require them 
to be working for perhaps 2 hours every 
morning for 6 – 7 days a week. 

 
Parental control 

 

Studies consistently show that where parental 
control is stricter, young people get more sleep. 
Worldwide, adolescents are averaging 7.3 
hours of sleep on school nights and 9.2 hours 
on weekends. Results show that sleep time 
has steadily decreased over the past 10 – 20 
years. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

Summary 
 

Body clocks change during adolescence and young people are generally 

more active later in the evening becoming predisposed to go to bed later. 

This change can disrupt an adolescent’s sleep pattern and they may 

experience sleep problems as a result. 
 

Research has been carried out that suggests there are links, particularly in 

adolescents, between sleep deprivation and impaired learning, 

depression and obesity. 
 

Many factors can affect an adolescent’s sleep.  Some common issues are 

the use of electronic media in the bedroom, extracurricular activities and 

parental control. 
 

It is important that we provide young people with the knowledge to 

manage and understand their sleep and why it is so crucial for them at this 

complex period of their lives. 


