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Our modern lifestyle creates a culture of somnorexia.

As a society, we get 20% less sleep than our 

ancestors only 100 years ago, and have 90 min less 

time in bed on weeknights than 50 years ago.





What does sleep deprivation do to the adolescent 
brain? Just ask Google



However, sleep isn’t on parents’ radar as a health concern.

1.Overuse of devices/screen time (67%)
2.Social media (66%)
3.Internet safety (62%)
4.Depression/suicide (57%)
5.Bullying (53%)
6.Stress/anxiety (52%)
7.Unhealthy diet (52%)
8.Costs of healthcare/health insurance (50%)
9.School violence (49%)
10.Smoking/vaping (48%)
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MEDICATION

Our Lab’s Research Overview



Improvements in sleep at St. Thomas



• Sleep Patterns and Predictors of Disturbed Sleep in a Large Population of College Students. 
Journal of Adolescent Health (2010)

• Depression, Anxiety, and Tobacco Use: Overlapping Impediments to Sleep in a National 
Sample of College Students. Journal of American College Health (2017)

• Demographics, Health, and Risk Behaviors of Young Adults Who Drink Energy Drinks and 
Coffee Beverages. Journal of Caffeine Research (2017)

• Calculating the Contribution of Sleep Problems to Undergraduates’ Academic Success. 
Sleep Health (2018) 

• A wake-up call for collegiate athlete sleep: Narrative review and consensus recommendations 
from the NCAA Inter-association Task Force on Sleep and Wellness. Br J Sports Med (2019)

• Creating a Sleep Friendly Sleep Culture. Strength & Conditioning (2019)
• Sleep quality mediates the relationship between traumatic events, psychological distress, and 

suicidality in college undergraduates. J Am Coll Health (2020) 
• Sleep predicts collegiate academic performance: Implications for equity in student retention 

and success. Sleep Med Clin. (2020)
• University housing reinforces the negative relationship between interpersonal violence, 

psychological distress, and suicidality in undergraduates, particularly among gender diverse 
students. J Am Coll Health (2021)

• Reducing the Negative Effects of Travel on Health and Performance of Student-Athletes 
Through Sleep and Circadian Strategies. J Biological Rhythms  (2023)

• Psychological well-being in Asian and Asian American University Students: Impacts of 
Discrimination During the COVID-19 pandemic. J Adolesc Health. (2023)

• Sexual assault predicts gender-specific sleep problems in varsity student athletes (in revision, 
2024).
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Good news: A majority of students report wanting 
to learn about ways to get better sleep.



OUTLINE
• Science of Sleep Overview

• Sleeping, dreaming, mental health

• Demographic data: who sleeps well in college?

• Sleep health promotion

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Describe the sleep disturbances most common 
in college students

2. Understand the bidirectional relationship 
between sleep and mental health

3. Improve screening and support for students 
with sleep disturbances 



Slow-Wave Non-REM Sleep REM Sleep 

Sleep Stages:  Light NREM, Deep Slow Wave NREM, and REM 





What controls when we sleep?

1. How Tired 
You Are

2. Circadian 
Rhythm

3. Zeitgebers
4. Psychoactive 

substances



Carskadon et al.,1997

Brain in 
sleep 
mode 

Circadian Rhythm



Circadian Activity Rhythm: 

Structured Schedule

10 PM6 AM 10 PM6 AM

Circadian Activity Rhythm:  

Erratic Schedule



BN temperature rhythm over 6 days
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LE temperature rhythm over 10 days
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Neurotransmitter 
concentration varies wildly 
depending on sleep and 
circadian state.



R(U)SATED?  Six Dimensions of Sleep Health



What do we mean by ‘good’ sleep?

Timing:  Your sleep 
schedule matches your 
circadian tendency

Efficiency:  The majority 
(85% or more) of your time 
in bed is spent sleeping

Duration: 7-9 hours. Ideally, 
you don’t need an alarm 
clock to wake up 

Regularity:  Rise time and 
bedtimes don’t vary much

Satisfaction: You feel 
rested upon awakening 

Alertness: You spend 
almost all of your waking day 
feeling alert. You’re not 
excessively sleepy.



RUSATED 
(Buysse)



Consider the student 
who seems sleepy 
and distracted in 
class. 

You ask about his 
sleep. He pulls out 
his apple watch app 
and shows you that 
his average is 7:13 
for the semester. 

2:00 AM 6:00 AM 10:00 AM10:00 PM



12:00 AM 4:00 AM 8:00 AM9:00 PM
Consider the student who 
starts the semester fully 
engaged, prepared, and 
upbeat.  

Then as midterm 
approaches, the 
attendance alerts, 
missing assignments, 
concerned about student 
mental health alerts start 
flying in.



2. Sleep, 
Dreams & 
Mental Health
IX of Swords, 15th C Tarot



Prichard, ACHA 2012 presentation







Sleep and emotions: Bidirectional links and underlying mechanisms 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167876013001475 



Modifiable Risk Factor Cluster Analysis



How Sleep & Mental Health are Intertwined 

Depression
• Long Sleep Latency 
• Too much REM sleep early in the night 
• Decrease in slow wave sleep  = restless
• Less potent cortisol awakening 
• Fatigue but often without sleepiness 

* Antidepressants decrease REM Sleep 

Anxiety 
• Long Sleep Latency accompanied by pre-sleep cognitive 

arousal
• Light sleep with frequent awakenings 
• Tiredness  
• Nightmares 

* Medications increase drowsiness and decrease REM sleep 

ADHD 
• Problems with time management makes keeping a schedule bedtime challenging 
• One study showed half of patients ADHD’s diagnoses resolved with sleep disorder treatment 
• Sleep deprivation make attention problems worse 

* Stimulant medications make it very difficult to fall and stay asleep 



Y-axis: Have you ever felt…

• 1 = no, never

• 2 = not in the last year

• 3  = yes, in the last year

• 4 = yes, in the last 30 days

• 5 = yes, in the last 2 weeks

• Overwhelming anxiety

• That things were hopeless

• So depressed it was difficult to 
function

N=103,233      NCHA-II Spring 2011 Cohort
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To sleep well, one must 
feel physically and 
psychologically safe.

Blue Monday by Annie Lee, 1985 



Who sleeps well in college?
1. Last 12 months diagnosed/treated: Insomnia
2. Last 12 months diagnosed/treated: Other sleep disorder 
3. Last 12 months difficult to handle: Sleep difficulties  
4. Academic performance negatively affected by sleep difficulties 
5. Last 7 days: Enough sleep to feel rested 
6. Last 7 days: Problem with sleepiness 
7. Last 7 days: Awakened too early
8. Last 7 days: Felt tired/sleepy during the day
9. Last 7 days: Gone to bed because could not stay awake 
10.Last 7 days: Extremely hard time falling asleep
11.Ever - Felt exhausted

N=81,528
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Socioecological model of Higher Ed 

What’s upstream of these sleep problems?

Structural Equation Modeling

Statistical method for representing, 
estimating, and testing a network of 
relationships between variables



2020: Wave of Anti-Asian rhetoric & violence



2023





LGBTQ: Sleep Quality Differences

Heterosexual

Gay/Lesbian

Bisexual/Other

Prioritize 
Sleep in 

Schedule

Suddenly 
Awaken 

with 
Anxiety

Very 
Restless 
Sleeper

67.6% 17.6% 23.5%

51% 44.9% 40.8%

38.1% 55.6% 46%





Across sexualities, 
mental health and 
financial stress are the 
major drivers of poor sleep 
health. Partner violence 
impacts varies by 
sexuality. 

Becker, Berg, Prichard 

What are the predictors of poor sleep in queer 
students?



What happens when the bed is associated with trauma?



Association of Sexual Harassment and Sexual Assault with 
Midlife Women’s Mental and Physical Health

Participants: 304 nonsmoking 
women 40 - 60 free of clinical 
cardiovascular disease.

19% reported a history of 
workplace sexual harassment

22% reported a history of sexual 
assault 

An external file that holds a picture, illustration, etc.
Object name is jamainternmed-179-48-g001.jpg

Thurston, Chang, Koenen, et al. 
JAMA Intern Med. 2019 Jan; 
179(1): 48–53

Hypertension models were adjusted for age, race/ethnicity, education, and BMI among women not using 
antihypertensive medications; Sleep models were adjusted for age, race/ethnicity, education, BMI, snoring, 
use of sleep medication, and nightshift work. Depression and anxiety models were adjusted for age, 
race/ethnicity, education, BMI, use of antidepressants, and use of anxiolytics.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/core/lw/2.0/html/tileshop_pmc/tileshop_pmc_inline.html?title=Click%20on%20image%20to%20zoom&p=PMC3&id=6331047_jamainternmed-179-48-g001.jpg


Varsity Athletes Female Male
Brownout drunk in last year 32.0% 26.0%
Blackout drunk in last year 14.0% 15.0%
IPV Verbal abuse 11.0% 7.6%
Microaggression 10.2% 7.7%
Sexual Harassment 9.1% 3.2%
Sexual Assault 7.8% 4.2%
IPV Controlling Contacts 7.4% 7.7%
Verbally Threatened 6.7% 14.1%
Discrimination 6.0% 6.4%
Stalking in last 12 months 4.6% 2.4%
IPV Sexual Pressure 3.2% 2.7%
IPV Physical Violence 2.4% 3.2%
Sex w/o my consent 2.1% 1.7%
IPV Sexual Violence 1.4% 2.0%
Physical Fight 1.3% 8.0%
Abusive Hazing 1.0% 2.7%

Student Athletes show 
higher rates of high-risk 

alcohol use & 
associated sequalae 

than the general 
student population.



Sexual assault predicts gender-specific sleep problems 

in varsity student athletes.                                              
Hankins, Berg, Prichard (under review)

2024 



4.

Identify ways to 
assess and 
promote sleep 
health across 
multiple 
departments.

The Course of Empire: Destruction 
Cole Thomas 1836.



College Sleep Environmental ScanTM & 



College Sleep Environmental Scan



University-wide Sleep 
Assessment

• Health Promotion Office 

• Residence Life 

• Athletics 

• Campus Programing 

• Student Health

• Student Counseling 

• Academics & Retention 

• Accommodations 

• Campus Facilities 

• Libraries 

• Student Employment 

• On-Campus Sales

What sleep and 
health promotion 
programs are  
implemented on 
your campus?  



Take Home Message
• Sleep is a powerful predictor of well-being and retention. 

(Look for it in your institutional data!)

• Sleep health is a complex factor and includes timing, 
quality, regularity & satisfaction. (RUSATED)

• Sleep health disparities reflect social inequities. 

• Institutional sleep health change can be done, but it 
requires extensive collaboration. 
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