The Impact of School Starting Time
On Family Life
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Mr. Wrobel discusses the impact that changing a school’s starting Lw::lcnd tI;e:r cha‘ljd’s, F;m;-
: ol ; e ; rupted sleep and subse-
time has on families. He also provides guidelines to help policy quent deficits in mood, behavior, and per-

makers implement such changes in ways that involve families and  formance. Even young children can read-
ily report a clear connection between their
sleep and how they feel, relate to others,
and meet the challenges of the day.

Despite a common awareness of the
importance of sleep, little formal study
has been done to document factors affect-
ing the reciprocal relationship between
sleep and the family milieu. The Center
for Applied Research and Educational Im-
provement (CAREI at the University of
Minnesota has been engaged in two stud-
ies (referred to here collectively as “the
CAREI study™) that are attempting to ex-
amine the impact of changes in school
starting times across the school, commu-
nity, and family contexts. While not ini-
tially a primary focus of the CAREI study,
the impact that changing school starting
times has on families has emerged as an
important factor deserving of more care-
ful examination.

Why Sleep Is Important
To Education Policy

While there is a growing medical lit-
erature investigating the effects of sleep
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on the health and performance of children
and youths, there has been little crossover
between the fields of sleep medicine and
primary and secondary education.' Con-
sequently, education policy makers have
not typically considered sleep as an im-
portant factor affecting the educational
process. This fact is remarkable, given the
substantiated connection between sleep
and educational performance.’

According to Ronald Dahl, “There are
very few data on sleep deprivation in nor-
mal children.™ Despite the lack of data,
there is a growing concern that children,
and especially adolescents, are not get-
ting the sleep they require to be at their
best in school, at work, or in the commu-
nity.* Some school districts that have been
alerted to this concern have responded by
changing to a later school starting time for
adolescents. Education policy makers have
sometimes forged ahead with sweeping
changes in school starting times without
the benefit of well-thought-out plans for
policy development and implementation.’
The current CAREI sudy suggests that
there are but a handful of formal studies
that examine the actual impact of changes
in school starting time on student learn-
ing and behavior.

In addition, CAREI has found no study
of sleep that has focused on the family mi-
lieu and how it affects and is affected by
changes in school starting time. Yet com-
mon experience tells us that the family
context plays a critical role in how stu-
denis present themselves at school. Pre-
liminary results of the CAREI swudy sug-
zest that changes in school starting time
can and do have a profound effect on fam-
ilies. The impact has been reported in near-
ly all facets of family life: school, work,
leisure time, and even family traditions.
There appears to be a rather complex in-
teraction between the family milieu and
changes in school starting time. Clearly,
not all families are affected by such sched-
ule changes in the same way or to the same
degree. For some families a change in school
starting time results in dramatic positive
changes, while the same change for an-
other family may be devastating.

The Impact on the Family

It should be remembered that the fam-
ily context was not a primary focus of the
CAREI study. Concerns relative to the fam-
ily emerged from the research process and
the data. Consequently, the impressions

developed here should be seen only as a
guide for further formal study. Neverthe-
less, the dramatic reports that surfaced sug-
gest that education policy makers and com-
munities may benefit from considering the
impact that schedule changes will have on
families.

The study of sleep necessitates an ex-
amination of the family context, if for no
other reason than that the home is where
the event of interest — sleep — most fre-
quently occurs. The family milien presents
a number of challenges for the researcher.
Key variables such as the quantity and qual-
ity of sleep are difficult to control. Parents
are typically reluctant to volunteer their
children for research, regardless of the na-
ture of the study. In addition, children are
particularly resistant to sleeping outside
of their homes, which often eliminates the
opportunity for controlled observation of
a subject’s sleep. Children and youths of-
ten have privacy concerns relative to the
self-reporting of the details of their sleep,
such as what ime they go to bed and the
quality of their sleep. It has also been our
experience that many children and youths
have a difficult time accurately maintain-
ing even simple records of sleep patterns.
In addition, parents have been shown to
be particularly poor reporters of their chil-
dren’s sleep habits. Taken as a whole, these
complications can compromise even the
best-planned research design, especially
when attempting to relate sleep to meas-
ures of daytime performance.

Because of the complications of ob-
taining accurate data regarding sleep and
wake patterns of children and youths,
CAREI developed a research design that
used multiple data sources in an effort to
begin to examine the relationship between
sleep and daytime student performance.
The current study has four primary data
sources: 1) focus group interviews with
students, parents, and school staff mem-
bers; 2) a School Sleep Habits Survey
completed by students; 3) telephone in-
terviews with parents and key stakehold-
ers; and 4) written surveys of teachers.

Some 18 urban and suburban school
districts have been involved in the CAREI
study. Over 10,000 participants have in-
cluded students, parents, school staff mem-
bers, and key stakeholders in the commu-
nity. In addition to the self-report data of-
fered by students and parents, school staff
members were asked to comment on what
they had heard from parents. Staff mem-
bers who were also parents offered their

own parental experiences as well.

Two overarching themes emerged from
this data set. First, the impact of changing
school starting time is profound for many
families. Families experience a wide range
of positive and negative effects when the
school schedule changes. While some fam-
ilies reported little difficulty in adjusting
to the new schedule, others were devastat-
ed by the stress of attempting to meet the
new demands on their time. Even those
families who reported having little diffi-
culty adjusting to the schedule changes
saw both advantages and disadvantages
to the change in school starting time.

Second, how the policy process played
out in each community had a substantial
impact on how the changes were received
by families. Some school districts and in-
dividual schools took great pains to in-
volve the school community and keep mem-
bers informed of the anticipated changes
in school starting time. Other districts and
schools had as little as one week to imple-
ment the change in schedule. Clearly, those
districts and school communities that had
ample warning reported less difficulty in
making the necessary adjustments, As one
elementary school principal recalled, “We
did work up front involving the commu-
nity. Talking about it. Talking to our staff
and having the staff vote on when they
wanted to start. Do they want their meet-
ings on the front end or the back end of
the school day? And it happened. There
was a lot of preparation.”

The CAREI study found that students
and parents were keenly aware of the pol-
icy process. How these stakeholders per-
ceived their involvement in the process af-
fected how they responded to the changes.
Those who described the policy process
as open and sensitive to their needs report-
ed being better able to make informed de-
cisions about which school to attend, which
schedule options to choose, and how best
to meet their needs. Those families that
reported feeling devalued in the process
were often vocal in their distrust of the jus-
tifications offered for making the sched-
ule change. One parent told us, “T was in
agreement with the change because [ had
been able to read the literature. But I also
know that staff and students were very cyn-
ical about how the decision was made. And
there was a lot of feeling that people were
not consulted or talked to and it was just
decided.”

Most of the schools in this study were
engaged in a number of significant change
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initiatives, which made it difficult to sort
out the impact of the change in starting time
from all the other influences. For example,
some schools had implemented a school
attendance program independent of the
change in starting time. Despite this, par-
ticipants in the CAREI study readily of-
fered opinions about the impact of school
schedule on school attendance. Another
factor that made it more difficult to assess
the effects of changes in school starting
time was that most of the schools involved
in the study did not begin collecting rel-
evant data until after the changes had been
made.

Economics as a Factor
In Starting Time Policy

The impact of changing school start-
ing time was not the same for all com-
munities in the CAREI study. The con-
cerns expressed about the changes were
clearly related to the relative affluence of
school communities. For example, trans-
portation to and from school and other ac-
tivities was a substantial, if not primary,
concern in the less affluent school dis-
tricts, where viable alternatives to school
transportation were typically reported to
be limited or nonexistent. As one parent
told us, *My children miss more school.
I don’t have a car. The bus is there so ear-
Iy, and if they’re late, they miss it, and [
can't get them to school™

The more affluent districts consistent-
ly reported that their primary concern in
designing a school schedule was the best
interests of sudents. Students, parents, and
staff members from less affluent schools
consistently reported that they thought that
administrators considered the best inter-
ests of students to be secondary to the re-
alities of the transportation budget. This
artitnde, when combined with a problem-
atic policy process, fostered an atmosphere
of mistrust of — and, in some cases, open
anger with — the school administration. *Tt
is unfortunate that the scheduling of buses
dictates the schedule for school,” one par-
ent remarked. “The central office doesn't
base any of its decisions on what parents
or students want in this district. They are
basing the decision solely on what's cheap-
er to run as far as transportation costs,”
complained another. In such simations it
was difficult to segregate fundamental con-
cemns about disrespect and disenfranchise-
ment from cencerns related to the change
in school starting time:
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A clear relationship emerged between
economics and the ability to adjust to the
time change. Families with ample resourc-
es tended to be actively involved in cre-
ating and taking advantage of alternative
means of meeting new schedule demands.
Families with limited resources saw them-
selves as having few options and often re-
ported being overwhelmed by the same
demands. Affluent parents talked of need-
ing to adjust their work schedules in or-
der to support their children’s school and
activity schedules. Parents with limited re-
sources talked of the stress associated with
having to change jobs because their cur-
rent jobs did not offer the kind of flexi-
bility they needed in order to meet their
children’s schedule. Day care and super-
vision of their children also presented ma-
jor concerns and challenges.

The change in school schedule had an
impact on the number of transitions young
students experienced each day. Students
might have to go from home to day care,
come home after school to an empty house,
or wait alone in the school building for
long periods. These transitional periods
of the day often had little orzanized ac-
tivity, and it was difficult for children to
use these times to do homework. Some
parents were now burdened with the need
to provide both moming and evening child
care. For other parents and their children,
however, the new schedule meant fewer
transitions and an increase in quality fam-
ily time. One parent reported, “I've been
forunate. My mother works in my son's
school district. I take him to her house for
breakfast, and they walk to school togeth-
er. If that hadn’t been the case, it would
have been awful to have to put him in day
care both before and after school.”

In order to maintain their jobs, some
parents whose work schedule did not match
their children’s school schedule had to leave
their children unsupervised for parts of
the day. These parents were clearly trou-
bled by the situation and often reported
seeing no other alternative. Many of these
parents mentioned that affordable, reliable
day-care options simply did not exist in
their community. Others stated that older
siblings who had previously provided in-
terim supervision for younger siblings were
now unavailable because of the later end
to the older siblings’ school day. In these
communifies, students, parents, and school
staff members alike reported significant
concem over the amount of time thal young
children were being left unsupervised. This

concern did not surface in the more afflu-
ent districts.

Some students’ families expected them
to work, either to supplement the basic fam-
ily income or to cover unmet personal ex-
penses and leisure activities. Because la-
bor laws limit the time of day that youths
can work, changes to a later ending time
for school often meant that fewer hours
were available for students to work. Stu-
dents reported not only that there were few-
er hours but also that late arrivers were
often relegated to the least desirable job
duries, such as cleanup and closing activi-
ties.

Family and Community Norms

While the CAREI study did not focus
on community, family, and cultural dif-
ferences, it became clear that there were
norms with regard to time that created ex-
pectations about what is appropriate be-
havior. These attitudes were often hased
on individuals’ personal experiences and
did not acknowledge that there is a spec-
trum of needs relative to the amount and
scheduling of sleep. As an example, per-
sons who were raised in an agnicuoltural
sething, where early waking schedules were
the norm, saw early starting times for school
as not only normal but preferred and val-
ued. People who were late risers were
seen as lazy and unmotivated. In focus
group interviews, an “owl's™ disclosure of
a preference for a later schedule often
brought deprecatory comments and laugh-
ter from the others in the group.

Consistent across all schools were the
complaints by parents and students that
there were simply too many demands on
their time. Some communities expected
their children to be involved in numerous
extracurricular and volunteer activities.
Many students mentioned having virtual-
ly no personal time o unwind or relax and
reported experiencing deleterious effects
from excessive commitments and time de-
mands. It was not uncommon for students
to refer to extreme fatigue and associated
health problems. For the most part, stu-
dents were making the choices to be com-
mitted to these activities, but in some in-
stances, pressure came from the student’s
social miliew.

Students commaonly reported the per-
ception that success as an adult was di-
rectly related to overextending themselves
with activities while in high school. One
student told us, “There’s a lot of times I'm



sitting in school and I'm saying, ‘Geez, I
just want to go home,’ and then [ realize
I get to step off my bus, put on my work
shirt, and run to my work because ['ve got
to be down there.” Another student com-
plained, “Since [ like to do a lot of stuff
after school, the later starting time con-
flicts with that_ [ get home late, and [ want
to do stuff after school. The school district
thinks that you have just as much time be-
cause you can stay up later. But after 9 or
10 p.m. for me, it doesn't feel right to do
homework anymore. So that just really
limits my time, and it limits what I can do
because [ get home so late.”

It was apparent when looking at the da-
ta across communities that not all schools
were equally supported in making the sched-
ule changes. Some communities expended
substantial effort to ensure that schedules
for before- and after-school activities were
accommaodating. In other communities, re-
spondents told us that the school schedule
was the only one to change and that they
felt out of synch with the rest of the world.
The conflicting schedules affected oppor-
tunities for recreation and sports, medical
appointments, and jobs for teens.

One teacher noted, “When these start-
ing times were changed, many people, es-
pecially school administrators in our dis-
trict, asked, “What is going to happen with
regard to the community and the theater
and sports?” And the answer we were giv-
en was, “The rest of the world will adjust
o accommodate us.” But no one has adjust-
ed to accommodate us. Our transportation
department hasn't even accommodated us.
We can only schedule field trips during
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“Thar class ought to come with a
warning: ‘May cause drowsiness.'"”

certain hours of the day.” Said another,
“MNothing meshes as well as it should. The
learning doesn’t mesh; the social skills
that go on the rest of the day, they just
don’t mesh; my family life doesn't mesh;
everything is off. So that affects my atti-
tude and affects the kids® attitndes and their
abilities in school.”

One could easily be led to believe that
the best possible school schedule would be
the one that would most closely match the
schedule of the family. Centainly the fami-
ly routine is of great importance. Yet sim-
ply matching a family's schedule may not
be in the best educational interests of the
students. It is clear from our findings that
families differ substantially in their abili-
by to adjust to schedule demands and chang-
es. Participants readily identified themselves
and their children as “morning” or “eve-
ning” people. They were quick to point out
preferred personal schedules and the prob-
lems associated with mismatches between
time demands and natural rhythms.

Impact on Students

The student participants in the CAREI
study were generally very aware of policy
discussions regarding school starting time.
Some schools had gone to great lengths to
inform and involve students in the deci-
sion process. Some students reported hav-
ing discussed the impact of sleep on stu-
dent performance as part of their school’s
curmiculum. In those schools, it was not un-
commen to hear students quote research
they had read or to relate discussions they
had had with their peers and teachers. Stu-
dents were aware that sleep plays an impor-
tant role in their school performance. These
students had been empowered to make in-
formed decisions about their sleep habits,
and they often articulated concern about
the difficult decisions they needed to make
regarding time management,

In schools where student involvement
in the policy process was limited, it was
commonly reported that students simply
stayed up later as a result of the later start-
ing tirne. It was their perception that chang-
ing the starting time had little impact on the
total sleep students were getting. Many
reported that they and their peers were fill-
ing their available time with more late-night
television viewing. School staff members
also reported a concern that even young
children were now staying up late to watch
adult-oriented programs.

One might be inclined to generalize that

all young people would opt for the later
starting time if given the opportunity. We
did not find this to be the case. Many stu-
dents who experienced a change to a later
start reported a desire to have an earlier
starting time. For these students the earli-
er time was seen to be a better match for
their namral schedules or to provide more
opportunity to participate in activities af-
ter school. Many students reported that
they enjoyed getting up early in order to
be done with their school day early. The
early end to the school day left ample time
for after-school activities, work, and so-
cializing.

An unanticipated problem that school
staff members reported was that many of
the elementary students on the late sched-
ule had viewed as much as two or three
hours of television in the moming before
coming to school. This programming, large-
ly cartoons, often contained violent themes
that were replayed in the classroom, much
to the dismay of the teacher.

For some elementary students, a late
school start necessitated an early morning
day-care transition. Staff members felt that
this was hard on many of the students and
left them fatigued at the end of the day. In
addition, elementary school staff members
reported that the prime learning time for
this age group is in the morming and that
later schedules afford less of this optimum
time.

Students with special needs, while not a
focus of this study, were often mentioned
as being affected differently from the gen-
eral school population. Parents with chil-
dren who had substantial needs for per-
sonal care reported significant advantages
to later starts. Students with emotional and
behavioral concerns were seen to be par-
ticularly affected by changes in school
starting time. The behavior of this group
of students tended to deteriorate in the af-
ternoons, which suggested that earlier stant-
ing times were preferable to later starts, .
Further study with this group of students
may provide important insights into the
relationship between sleep and daytime
behavioral functioning.

Other Considerations

Ethnic and cultural variables were not
specifically examined in this study. How-
ever, concerns were raised about how stu-
dents from various cultural and ethnic back-
grounds might have been differentially af-
fected by the change in school starting time.
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For example, it was reported that students
who fasted as a religious custom often had
difficulty maintaining their fasts because
of either an early starting time or a late
dismissal time.

While the intention of moving to a lat-
er starting time for adolescents was to in-
crease the available time for sleep, some
students actually found that they had less
time to sleep because of time demands
within the family. A host of reports sug-
gested that some family schedules did not
change to accommodate the changes in
the school schedule. Some families have
traditions requiring adolescents to assist
with meal preparation, child care, and oth-
er household duties. Students in these fam-
ilies still needed to get up early to com-
plete their family duties, even though they
were required to remain in school until
later in the day. For these students there
was a net loss of time available for activ-
ities and sleep.

For other families, the change in school
starting time meant that the family sched-
ule was now more in synch. Parents and
children in these families reported having
more quality time together. They now had
time to prepare for the day together, eat
meals together, and enjoy a family activi-
ty after school because of the lack of con-
flicting commitments in their respective
schedules. Yet other parents and students
reported that the same changes in the school
schedule resulted in lost opportunities to
be together as a family.

Students, parents, and school staff mem-
bers all mentioned concems regarding cer-
tain school schedules and nutrition. Sched-
ules that demanded that mealtimes be at
odd hours were seen to put some students
at a disadvantage. Students of all ages com-
plained of hunger that kept themn from con-
cenftrating on their work or doing their best.
Teachers talked about needing to provide
snacks to older elementary students to ac-
commaodate their hunger.

Several parents commented that they
had noticed differences in their children’s
attitude toward school as a result of the
change in starting time. Interactions be-
tween parents and children were strained
when parents had to struggle to get their
children to comply with a newly imple-
mented early start. These struggles set in
place a negative attinde for the student,
which was often carried over into the
school day. Seemingly insignificant con-
cerns, such as access to the bathroom in
the momning, took on greater significance
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in homes where children and parents were
feeling rushed. Several parents reported
having observed a decline in their chil-
dren’s attitude toward school in general as
a result of the need to be up early.
Parenis whose children attended schools
starting later reported fewer behavioral
concerns and an improved attitude toward
school. “The change to a later school start-
ing tume has made for a happier family,”
noted one, “The kids are more rested, and
there is less fighting in the house ™
Other parents suggested that the chang-
es had little impact. They simply adjust-
ed their schedules to provide ample time
for sleep and moming preparation. In fact,
several stated that the process of adapting
to the change in school starting time pro-
vided a valuable learning experience for
their children. One parent reported, “Our
children were pretty disciplined. They went
to bed earlier to get up earlier. It was a bit
awkward with the extra time in the morn-
ing. It taught them how to use their time.”

Guidelines for
Family-Friendly Policies

The following guidelines are meant to
aid policy makers in developing and im-
plementing changes in school starting time.
These suggestions are based on the ex-
perience of schools participating in the
CAREI study and pertain particularly to
the aspects of the process that will involve
families and help them make the needed
changes in their family routines.

1. Inform and involve all stakeholders.
This suggestion may seem all too obvi-
ous. However, policy makers need to un-
derstand that changes in school starting
time affect virtwally every aspect of fam-
ily and community life. The sooner stake-
holders are involved in the decision, the
sooner problems can be anticipated, adap-
tations created, and solutions implement-
ed.

2. Allow ample time. A significant change
in a family's schedule will take time to
arrange. A year of planning before the im-
plementation of changes in school start-
ing time would not be unreasonable. Ad-
equate time will allow stakeholders to be-
come informed and to make reasoned de-
cisions about what is best for their situa-
tion.

3. Provide justifications for decisions
based on research data. Families and stu-
dents will use information if it is made

available. Families want to know that chang-

es are being made in the best interests of
their children. They want to be able to weigh
the decisions and have alternatives defined.

4. Support families in the decision
process. If your goal is to have students
and families make good decisions about
their schedules, understand that some may
need to be supported in the process. This
may require multiple methods of deliver-
ing information and will certainly demand
culturally sensitive approaches to provid-
ing assistance. A change in school start-
ing time may well intrude on the customs
of the family and, as such, could serve to
alienate families from the school,

3. Involve the community, Thought should
be given to who in the community will be
affected by a change in starting time. Com-
munity members and agencies that can as-
sist with the change should be enlisted. Ex-
amples would be churches, park boards,
police, field trip sites, and employers.

6. Don't forget the school staff. Changes
in starting time will affect school staff mem-
bers, many of whom are also parents. Staff
members need to be given options and
ample time to make decisions about their
personal and professional lives.

7. Commit to providing follow-up re-
garding the change. As the process moves
forward, difficulties will continue to sur-
face. Ultimately, changes in school start-
ing time will probably have an effect on
educational outcomes. It would be wise
to monitor the impact of the changes so
that the best interests of students remain
a priority.
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