Aware in Medicine -t
Making medical knowledge accessible for all. 1 1‘

Scrolling Past Bedtime

How Late-Night Screen Use Affects Sleep, Learning, and Teen Health

Author: Stefan Szeto
Date Published: 01.09.26
Reading Time: 10 minutes

SHVETS production. (2021). Woman lying on bed while using a cellphone - free stock photo. In

Pexels.
https://www.pexels.com/photo/woman-lying-on-bed-while-using-a-cellohone-8036688/

Abstract

With more than 70% of high school students not getting the recommended 8-10 hours

of sleep on school night, millions of teenagers are at risk for sleep deprivation (Uccella

et al.). This article explores how daily habits, especially late night-screen use, can

disrupt sleep and how insufficient sleep can affect concentration, emotional regulation

and academic performance. By explaining how sleep deprivation is recognized and
managed, this article gives teenagers practical knowledge to make informed choices
about their sleep and protect their health and academic success.
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Introduction

At 6:30 AM, the alarm clock blares, but the exhausted 16 year-old cannot move from
their bed. After a night of scrolling and messaging, they managed to get only five
hours of sleep. While this habit may seem harmless, this lack of sleep and screen use
destroys adolescent health. Today, more than 70% of high school students do not get
the recommended 8-10 hours of sleep on school nights, putting them at risk for sleep
deprivation (Uccella et al.). But what exactly does this mean for their health?

Sleep deprivation occurs when you consistently fail to get the proper amount and
quality of sleep needed for your body. Although common among teenagers, sleep
deprivation can negatively affect not only energy levels, but also classroom
concentration, academic learning, and school performance.

Why are Teens Losing Sleep?

Teenagers (individuals between the age of 13 and 19) are especially susceptible to
sleep deprivation due to homework, extracurriculars, stress, part-time jobs, and early
school start times. Since their daily schedules often clash with their need to sleep,
many teens do not get their necessary 8-10 hours of sleep per night. At the same time,
adolescence is a period when the body’s internal clock, also known as the circadian
rhythm, naturally shifts later, which means that many teenagers feel tired later in the
night, compared to younger children (Ja and Weiss). Together, this delayed “sleep
drive” and their busy schedules can make it difficult for teens to get their proper rest
on school nights.

One of the most prominent factors leading to sleep deprivation in teens is late-night
screen use. Many students tend to use phones, tablets, or computers before bed to
scroll through social media, message friends, play games, watch videos, or complete
homework. In fact, roughly 60% of American children report regular use of devices
during the hour before bedtime (Hale et al.). Although this habit may seem harmless or
counterproductive, the blue light emitted by screens suppresses melatonin, the
hormone responsible for the regulation of your circadian rhythm. When the production
of melatonin is delayed, it is harder to fall asleep at a healthy time.

Furthermore, a recent literature review found that about 90% of included studies

reported an association between screen use and delayed bedtime and/or decreased
sleep time (Hale et al.). Screen use can significantly affect sleep by keeping the brain
more stimulated when it should be winding down. Regularly receiving notifications or
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checking your phone in bed disrupts your body's internal clock, making it much harder
to fall asleep. As a result, late-night screen use often reduces both the duration and
quality of sleep for teenagers (Hale et al.).

Although screen use is not the only cause of sleep deprivation, it is one of the most
prevalent reasons for teenagers because it is built into daily life, often used when the
mind should be shutting down. Understanding this connection is important because
even small changes in your nighttime screen habits can improve sleep quality, helping
teens concentrate better in class, strengthen their memory and support their overall
academic performance.

What Happens When You Don’t Get Enough Sleep?

Sleep deprivation can affect much more than just a person'’s energy levels. Although
tiredness is the most obvious symptom, there are many more changes in teenagers'’
daily performance, thinking, and emotions.

One of the most common signs of sleep deprivation is excessive daytime sleepiness:
meaning that a person feels unusually tired during the day. This leads to a more
difficult time concentrating during class, staying focused while studying, and
participating in extracurricular activities. Research consistently shows that sleep loss
causes the front part of the brain, the prefrontal cortex, to become sluggish and less
active, severely reducing attention and hindering executive functioning, management
skills handling memory, thinking, and impulse control (Killgore). During sleep, this area
also actively replays the day’s events, strengthening important memories while
removing unnecessary information in a process called memory consolidation (Seoane

et al.). It allows students to retain what they learned during the day, but without

enough quality sleep, the brain cannot effectively process or retain new information.
Consequently, students may suffer from a slower reaction time, making more mistakes
for tasks that require concentration and facing impaired decision-making. This
combination of weak focus and poor memory consolidation ultimately forces students
to spend more time studying while retaining less.

Sleep deprivation can also affect emotional well-being by reducing the brain’s ability to
regulate emotions. This means that teenagers may experience heightened irritability,
frustration, and a severely reduced tolerance to stress, causing them to overreact to
everyday challenges. Research also shows that insufficient sleep may contribute to
elevated anxiety levels and an increased vulnerability to stress and depressive
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symptoms (Shah et al.). Without 8-10 hours of sleep, students will react more strongly
to negative events, making them more prone to anxiety or depression while also
reducing motivation at school (McEwen and Karatsoreos). These emotional changes
can affect relationships with family, friends, and teachers. Because several of these
symptoms overlap with everyday stress, sleep deprivation can sometimes go
unnoticed even when having a significant impact on life.

Although many of the effects of sleep deprivation, such as fatigue, difficulty
concentrating, and bad moods, can appear after just a few nights of inadequate sleep,
persistent sleep deprivation may also have long-lasting consequences on health.
Research has linked constant sleep deprivation to an increased risk of obesity,
cardiovascular disease, cognitive decline, and poor mental health in life (Shah et al.).
This suggests that sleep deprivation is more than just a short-term convenience; it has
lasting effects on both physical and mental health.

Note: Symptoms vary widely between individuals; readers should not self-diagnose
based on this list. If someone suspects they have this condition, they should consult a
healthcare provider.

How is Sleep Deprivation Identified?

Although many medical conditions are diagnosed using a blood test or medical scan,
there is no single test used to diagnose sleep deprivation. Instead, healthcare
providers may use a combination of methods, including questions about a person's
sleep habits, symptoms, medical history, and daily routines. They may also use sleep
diaries, questionnaires, or monitoring tools to assess sleep over time. If another sleep
disorder or medical condition is suspected, additional testing, such as a sleep study,
may be recommended.

The first steps in diagnosing sleep deprivation are discussing a person'’s sleep
schedule. Healthcare professionals begin by asking about a patient’s sleep schedule
as everyday habits often reveal the underlying cause of sleep deprivation. Questions
about bedtime, wake-up time, nighttime awakenings, and daytime fatigue help identify
patterns that may not be obvious to the patients themselves. They may also
recommend using a sleep diary, which is a daily record of sleep patterns, bedtime
routines and daytime symptoms. By tracking sleep over several weeks instead of
relying on memory, healthcare providers can identify recurring habits such as late
night screen use or inconsistent bedtimes that contribute to poor sleep.
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In certain cases, healthcare providers may recommend additional testing if they
suspect another sleep disorder is the underlying cause. This may include one common
test which is a polysomnography, also known as a sleep study, which monitors your
brain waves, blood oxygen levels, breathing patterns, and eye movement while a
person sleeps. Another tool is actigraphy, which involves wearing a small device
similar to a wristwatch that tracks movement and sleep patterns over the course of
several days or weeks. Unlike a single night in a sleep laboratory, actigraphy allows
healthcare providers to accurately observe how a person’s sleep changes in their
normal daily routine. Together, these tools give a precise diagnosis and help determine
whether symptoms are caused by sleep deprivation or another underlying condition.

Receiving a proper diagnosis is important because it gives healthcare providers
the opportunity to provide the most appropriate treatments. Early diagnosis for sleep
deprivation can also improve concentration, mood and daily functioning.

How Can You Get Your Sleep Back on Track?

Even if you are told by a doctor that you are not getting enough rest, the good news is
that the condition can often be improved through healthy lifestyle changes. Because
screen use is one of the most common contributors for teens, reducing screen use
before bed is an effective first step since it allows melatonin levels to rise naturally and
reduces the brain stimulation caused by social media. According to the American
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), healthcare experts recommend that devices should not
be allowed in children's bedrooms and turned off 30 to 60 minutes before bedtime
(Hale et al.). This gives a chance for the body to produce the sleep hormone, making it
easier to fall asleep naturally.

Having a consistent nightly routine can also significantly improve both the
quality and duration of sleep. Going to bed and waking up at the same time everyday,
including weekends, trains your body's circadian rhythm to expect sleep at consistent
hours. As this routine becomes established, many teenagers experience a faster time
falling asleep, deeper rest and better mood regulation. Other healthy habits include
limiting caffeine later in the day, spending time outdoors, and keeping the bedroom
cool (15-20°C ), comfortable, dark, and quiet (Hale et al.). Regular physical activity also
supports better sleep by increasing the body'’s natural drive to sleep after being awake
throughout the day.
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If sleep problems continue despite healthy habits, healthcare providers may
prescribe medication such as sleeping pills. In some cases, persistent sleep
deprivation may be a sign of an underlying sleep disorder such as insomnia or sleep
apnea, which often require medical evaluation and treatment. Receiving appropriate
care early can help prevent long-term effects on learning, mental health and physical
well-being.

Emphasize: Treatment plans are highly individualized; readers should always consult
their personal physician before starting or modifying treatment.

What It’s Like to Live on Too Little Sleep

Living with persistent sleep deprivation can make everyday tasks more difficult than
many teenagers realize. Tasks that once felt simple, such as paying attention in class,
completing homework, and remembering information for a test, may require much
more effort and energy to complete. Research has shown that academic performance
correlated significantly to sleep quality (Seoane et al.). Constant fatigue can also make
group projects, sport practices, music rehearsals, and afterschool jobs feel much more
demanding. Even hobbies that teenagers normally enjoy may become exhausting,
causing many students to lose motivation and confidence.

Sleep can also have important implications for long-term health. For example, findings
suggest a 6 to 15% increased risk of death from any cause among individuals with
insufficient sleep compared to those with adequate sleep (Shah et al.). Sleep
deprivation causes severe physical consequences, including a weakened immune
system, hormonal imbalance that trigger weight gain and increased inflammation. Over
time, it significantly affects your cardiovascular system, drastically elevating risks for
high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes (Shah et al.).

Fortunately, sleep deprivation is often manageable once its causes are recognized.
Small changes such as reducing nighttime screen use, following a regular sleep
schedule, and creating healthier nightly habits, can improve sleep quality over time.
For teenagers balancing school, activities, friendships, and responsibilities, prioritizing
sleep is not a sign of laziness, but an investment in having the energy and focus to
make the most of their day.
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Sleep Isn’t Time Wasted

Sleep deprivation is more than simply feeling tired; it can affect a teenager’s ability to
pick up new information, control your emotions and do well inside and outside the
classroom. In other words, sleep is not just a time of rest, but it is essential to overall
health. Fortunately, many of the most common causes of sleep deprivation, including
late night screen use, are within a teenager’s control. By improving their sleep through
small changes to bedtime habits, teenagers can protect their sleep. Getting enough
sleep is not wasted time; it is one of the most important investments a teenager can
make in their health, learning and future.
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