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For the last twenty years, serious efforts have gone into the study of circadian rhythms, or the
sleep/wakepattern, of adolescents. Mary Carskadon,Director of the Chronobiology/Sleep
ResearchLaboratory at Bradley Hospital in East Providence,R.I. and Professorof Psychiatry and
Human Behavior at the Brown University School of Medicine, has discoveredthat adolescent
sleep patterns are signifrcantly impacted from the onset of puberty to the late teen years by the
brain chemical melatonin (Carskadonet al., 1998). In adolescents,the brain secretesmelatonin,
the chemical responsiblefor feeling sleepy, from approximately 1lpm until approximately 8am.
This nine hour time span representsthe amount of sleep necessary for healthy living and optimal
performance(http://www.stanford.edu/-dement/adolescent.html).ln other words, due to their
biological make-up,tlpical teens are not able to fall asleepmuch before 1lpm and their brains
remain in "sleep mode" until about 8am regardless of the time that they go to bed
(www.education.umn.edu,2000). In prepubescentand adult brains, melatonin is releasedby the
brain approximately two hours earlier (from 9pm to 6am) allowing younger children and adults to
wake and function earlier in the morning.
The impact of this medical research on educational practice is clear. Early start times at high
schools acrossthe world require students to rise long before their bodies are ready. With start
times ranging from 7:15-8am, studentsare required to wake up as early at 5:30amto preparefor
the day and begin their commute to school. The National Institute of Mental Health agrees,
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