
 
 
 

Teen Sleep – Explained 

 

Your teen is not trying to be difficult 
when they can’t sleep.  
It’s actually their changing biology 
and physiology: 
  
 

 

Changes in Circadian Rhythm (Body Clock) 

Medical experts know that during adolescence, the body's circadian rhythm (sort of like an internal 
biological clock) is temporarily reset, telling the teenage brain to fall asleep later and wake up later.  
This change is due to the brain hormone melatonin being produced later at night for teens, than it is for 
young kids and adults. Melatonin increases in a cyclic fashion at night making you feel sleepy. For 
teens, this delay in the release of melatonin can actually make it harder for teens to fall asleep at the 
right time.  
From age 12 to 18, the amount of sleep biologically required plateaus at around 9 hours per night. The 
teenage years are actually the only time in our human lifespan when sleep does not decrease with 
advancing age. So whether your teen is 12 or 18 years, they’ll still need around 9 hours sleep on 
average. 
  

 

Busy Lifestyle 

Your teenager is busy and this has a critical effect 
on how much sleep is achieved: 
 Early start times in schools - Teens who fall 

asleep late still have to get up early for school, 
meaning they might only squeeze in 6 or 7 
hours of sleep a night. 

 Other time demands in the evening or early 
morning - Everything from sports to 
extracurricular activities to catching up with 
friends.  

Pressure to do well in school – The pressure to do 
well academically is high. Typically the need to 
study and do homework extends into the night. 

 



Electronic Devices 

Whether it’s their mobile phone, iPod Touch, iPad, School Tablet, MP3 player, TV in the bedroom…all 
these electronic devices get used at night when your teenager is meant to be asleep.  
Rather than sleeping, your child can be chatting and interacting online with their sleep deprived mates. 
With their strong drive to be socially connected 24/7 teens are fearful of missing out on any social 
developments, even through the night. 
And it’s not just this frenzy of electronic activity that’s waking up a sleepy brain, but additionally the light 
emitted from these electronic screens, particularly short wavelength blue light, further delays sleep by 
suppressing the sleep hormone melatonin. 
 
Teenagers require about 9 hours sleep per night. However a recent study published in the Journal of 
Adolescent Health found 70% of high school students get insufficient sleep on school nights. Effects of 
this poor sleep include: 

Learning & memory 

 Lack of sleep impairs learning and memory. Medical studies have shown teenagers who regularly score 
C, D or F in school tests average 30 minutes less sleep per night than teens who regularly get A and B 
grades.  

 When a teenager is sleep deprived, their body is only able to focus on being tired, resulting in a reduced 
willingness and motivation to learn.  

Emotional & mental health 

 A 2010 study found that teenagers who go to bed after midnight suffer more negative mood swings, are 
24% more likely to suffer from depression & anxiety, and are 20% more likely to consider harming 
themselves. 

 Sleep deprived teenagers are more prone to developing a negative body image, subsequent low self-
esteem, and a loss of their sense of humour. 

Behaviour & lifestyle 

 Sleep deprivation is the number 1 cause of motor vehicle accidents with 20% of road deaths caused by 
micro-sleeps. Around half of these types of deaths are of 16-25 year olds.  

 Sleep deprivation switches off the prefrontal cortex of the brain, thus increasing risk-taking behavior 
especially in boys.  

 Poor sleep affects sporting ability. A recent study on NBA basket ballers showed significant 
improvements when their sleep was optimised including: reacting quicker, remembering plays better, 
greater shooting accuracy and sprinting faster.  

 Sleep deprived teens have a more difficult relationship with their parents, a higher incidence of being 
late for school, increased school absenteeism & detention. 

Body systems 

 Sleep deprivation in teens has been linked to lower levels of Human Growth Hormone, which is integral 
to a teenager’s physical growth, brain development and maturation of their immune system. 

 Not getting enough sleep causes the number of T cells in a teenager’s body to fall by 30 to 40% thereby 
reducing the ability of their immune system to fight everyday infections.  

 Sleep deprived teens get more headaches than those that don’t. 
 A 2011 study published in the International Journal of Obesity showed teenagers who slept less than 8 

hours had higher values of BMI, body fat, waist/hip circumferences and fat mass index. 
 



 

Teen Sleep Myths - Exposed – 

 For some tips on some of those questions 

that may come up read click here   

 

 

What can parents do – 
Talk to your child about the benefits of a good night’s sleep – sleep physicians recommend this be will be 

more helpful in early teens as poor sleep habits begin to establish then and younger adolescents may be more 

receptive to strategies  

Help your child establish a pre sleep routine – warm baths, reading from non-backlit sources, music, light 

snacks can all help, routine and order helps establish readiness for sleep 

Retrain the brain – bedtime and lights out occur at the same time, avoid activities on or in the bed not related to 

sleep, this helps to condition the brain that bed is for sleep  

Avoid having digital devices in the bedroom – this can take some negotiation, and again may be more readily 

done with younger adolescents. Find some ideas on how to manage this click here  

 
FULL CONTENT OF REFERENCE ARTICLES at -  

http://www.sleepshack.com.au/  
http://thesleepconnection.com.au/index/parents/  
https://www.esafety.gov.au/education-resources/iparent/staying-safe/online-basics  
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