Research Essay
Postsecondary Education and Sleep: The effect of sleep deficit on UBC students’ wellbeing and academic performance

The effects of sleep deficit on the average college students’ wellbeing is the focus of this study. In “Sleep; Enhancing Bedtime Performance”, Michael McNeil outlines how college students have been glorifying the ideas of “all-nighters” and being “busy” which hinders the quality and quantity of sleep they get thus, hindering their wellbeing. (167). McNeil stresses that postsecondary students should get 7-9 hours of restful, disruption-free sleep to enhance academic performance and to improve health (physical and mental), productivity, and wellbeing, however, three-quarter of college students face some kind of sleep problem. (168). According to McNeil, Sleep deficit can impact various factors of a college student’s life; sleep deprivation can hinder relationships, academic performance, and work performance, however, sleep maybe a variable in this case as tension in relationships, bad work and academic performance can hinder sleep (171). McNeil suggests some recommendations such as college faculty using sleep related information in their courses or limiting online access at night time or family members can encourage schedules that include proper sleep and these measures can help postsecondary students to get better quantity and quality of sleep as it positively affects physical and psychological health and improves their overall wellbeing (177, 181). According to McNeil, “Working across the socioecological model, campuses can promote sleep and the associated benefits through intra- and interpersonal efforts, create sleep-promoting campuses (including policies), develop sleep-supportive environments, and build a community that values and practices good sleep behaviors (quantity and quality) (182).

Even though McNeil made a good argument about sleep in postsecondary students, he only outlines the effects of sleep deficit on the average college students’ wellbeing and academic performance and does not focus on the effects on a particular university’s students and how the university officials are tackling them. This paper will examine the effects of sleep deficit on college students’ wellbeing and academic performance in the University of British Columbia. Pilcher and Walters (2010), Eliasson et al. (2009), and Jenkins et al. (2009) discovered a strong correlation between sleep in college students and their academic performance and also acknowledged various factors that affect the quality and quantity of sleep a college student gets, which is much less than what is recommended and as a result almost three quarter of students indicated sleep problems as well as 50% reported feeling tired in the morning (Jenkins et al. 2009: 113). Furthermore, sleep deprivation of over 24 hours not only results in increased sleepiness and decreased ability to pay attentions, but also affects the problems solving ability which results in negatively affecting their ability to do well in academics (Pilcher and Walters 2010: 121). This paper will look at how UBC supports different sleep practices and encourage students to adapt better sleeping patterns by including information about sleep in course content or sleep statements in syllabus booklet or using other policies that promote better sleep habits and discourage sleep deprivation. Student Housing and Hospitality Services’ (SHHS) policies at UBC have provided improved sleeping conditions. However, UBC is still not doing enough as students’ wellbeing and academic performance is still being negatively affected by the availability of caffeinated drinks and late-night operation of libraries, which contribute to sleep deprivation and deficit culture. 

This paper is an attempt to address the sleep deficit culture in postsecondary education and its adverse effects on college students and how the universities are tackling this as a problem, especially what is being done at UBC to create more sleep supportive environment. After a brief discussion of David S. Anderson’s ‘Sleep: Enhancing Bedtime Performance’, we turn to consider the recent published studies on how sleep depriviation affects college students’ wellbeing and academic performance. We then turn specifically focusing on what UBC has done to encourage students to follow healthy sleep habits and what UBC is currently doing wrong in the same subject matter. Our conclusion is an attempt to identify what more could have been added to this study and how UBC can do a better job at providing healthy sleep environment.  

Well-being is the experience of health, happiness, and prosperity. It includes having good mental health, high life satisfaction, and a sense of meaning or purpose. Sleep deprivation exists when sleep is insufficient to support adequate alertness, performance, and health, either because decreased quantity or decreased quality. Although sleep is a very neglected topic amongst college students, it has very high importance in their everyday life and it can be very easily affected by various factors and results in sleep deprived college students. According to Jenkins et al. sleep deprivation is very common and voluntary in postsecondary students because of the pressure to participate in social events, noisy living conditions, and early morning classes which causes fatigue and inattentiveness and students often choose to deprive themselves of sleep during the week and coupe up on the weekend, however, this causes sleep deficit and a disturbed sleep pattern (114). Although Jenkins et al. also claims that most studies suggest the healthy amount of sleep to be 7 to 9 hours, 73% of college students have reported some kind of sleep problems and 50% of the students have indicated feeling tired in the morning which is associated with sleepiness as college students suffer a lower level of sleep quality as compared to the general adult population (113). According to Dean et al. 15% of college students report being unsatisfied from the quality of sleep they get and the major factors that lead to this situation are “late-night studying, all-nighters, parties, social obligations, work, and alcohol and/or drug abuse” (16). In addition to this, Singleton and Wolfson argues that the most important factor that places a part in sleep disruption in college students is alcohol as it majorly disrupts the second half of the sleep-cycle and is also associated with sleep-wake habits as well as alcohol consumption also lead to shorter period of sleep time (356). Furthermore, Singleton and Wolfson also adds that college students who consume alcohol tend to go to bed later and sleep longer on weekends which causes daytime sleepiness and reduced alertness in academics (357). 

Ginter et al. suggest that wellbeing can be identified by three major factors: life satisfaction, negative affect, and positive affect and studies have shown a relationship between wellbeing and good sleep quality (584). Furthermore, postsecondary students tend to sleep deprive themselves to take out more time for other activities, but lack of sleep can have some adverse effects on a student’s cognitive abilities, general health, and feeling of wellbeing. According to Ginter et al. sleep durations are directly linked to several different diseases and disorders such as cardiovascular disease, gastrointestinal disorders, or clinical disorders and sleep itself has also shown to be a health risk as several psychological changes occur during sleep (584). Eliasson et al. mentions that many studies have also focused on sleepiness as a possible life threat because sleepiness increases the likelihood of an individual getting into accidents as it increases drowsiness and inattentiveness (70). In addition to this, Jenkins et al. argues that various studies have also reported that sleepy and inattentive drivers have a 7 times higher chance of getting into a life-threatening automobile accident than the general population (113). 

According to Jenkins et al. sleep quality and quantity has a direct impact on physical and mental health as during sleep time a human body carry out complex neurological, psychological, and hormonal changes because of which insufficient sleep can cause health concerns, problematic cognitive functioning, and somatic problems and it can also weaken the immune system (114). Furthermore, Ginter et al. argues that sleep quality is a better measure of health, wellbeing, and sleepiness than sleep quantity in a nonclinical population which reported an average sleep time of 7-8 hours and “poor sleep quality was also correlated with increased physical health complaints and to increased feelings of anxiety, depression, anger, fatigue, and confusion”, which resulted in a decrease in positive affect and a decrease in satisfaction with life (592). Ginter at el. Also claims that sleep duration outside the 7 to 8-hour span may have some substantial effects on health, wellbeing, and sleepiness (592). 

Sleep is not only a good indicator of student wellbeing, but also plays an important role in academic performance in college students. According to Eliasson et al. sleep accumulation causes day-to-day irregularities of sleep patterns in postsecondary students which causes fatigue, sleepiness, and inattentiveness and is a major cause of poor academic performance in college aged students (71). Pilcher et al. also argues the general viewpoint that decrease in academic performance is associated with decrease in sleep quantity and quality which results in decreased attention, however, they also argue that “sleep deprivation may affect the willingness of the individual to put forth the effort to perform well on a task more than the actual ability of the individual to perform” (121). In addition to this, Pilcher et al. claims that other studies have shows that “a perceived increase in effort does not appear to overcome the detrimental effects of sleep deprivation” and also supports this by a practical study where sleep deprived participants were offered awards, which resulted in increased efforts but no change in actual performance (121). According to Deal et al. “sleep degravitation affects cognitive and motor processes as well as emotional stability” and sufficient sleep is very important for full enhancement of intellectual functioning in college students (17). Pilcher et al. also claims that sleep deprivation decreases positive mood states and increases negative mood states which affects the colleges students psychologically which results in decreased effort in academic performance (122). All the arguments about the relationship between sleep and the academic performance in college students are well documented and shows that there is a correlation between the two factors, however, there maybe a synchrony effect bad academic performance results in sleep depriviation and not vice-verse. 

UBC is an immensely large institution with over sixty thousand students studying in twenty-six different faculties and keeping a track on the sleep habits of all these students individually is next to impossible. However, UBC has taken various steps to reach out to the students facing difficulties with sleep or other problems that negatively affects their wellbeing and academic performance, but there is still room for a lot of improvement and changes that can benefit the students. 

UBC’s wellbeing community is very approachable and open minded for students with any kind of problems from mental to sexual. According to student services, the wellbeing community has its own wellness centre where the students are allowed to drop-in 5 days a week without any appointments and attend various sessions on different student wellbeing topics (“Wellness Centre”). Furthermore, student services also claims that students are encouraged to talk to counsellors and even wellness peers, which is more comfortable for some students, about the difficulties they are facing, and the students are provided with resources and tips on how to get better sleep or how to deal with stress or any other problems (“Wellness Centre”). 

UBC has supported and contributed to sleep research in various ways. According to Vancouver Sun, to better monitor and understand the sleep habits of UBC students, the UBC sleep clinic is expanding its capacity from 6 to 9 beds, which started with 1 bed in 1981, so it can improve its research on the sleep habits and it is also claimed that “the new facilities will be homier and less lab-like than the existing clinic” which means that there will be less third variable problems with the research (UBC scheduled to expand sleep clinic). Furthermore, Vancouver Sun also states that the whole expansion is looked over by Dr. John Fleetham, professor of medicine at the University of B.C. and co-founder and director of the Vancouver Acute Sleep Disorder Program, who describes sleep as a secret to a long and healthy life (UBC scheduled to expand sleep clinic). In addition to this, according to VCH research institute, UBC has also collaborated with the Vancouver Coastal Health and introduced a sleep disorder program at the UBC hospital, which will be an overnight study to capture important characteristics of sleep including brainwaves, muscle tension, and eye movement etc.  to research on better treatments for sleep difficulties and sleep disorders such as insomnia, sleep apnea, and narcolepsy (Gaining Ground on Losing Sleep). Moreover, the RREACH lab at UBC claims that they have invented SLEEPSMART, “a mattress sensor topper that leverages arrays of accelerometers and thermistors to acquire dynamic data profiles and temperature distribution”, which is an affordable, at-home sleep monitor for college students having problems with sleep habits or even facing sleep disorders, but this product is still under testing in the lab where students are enrolled in an over-night study (Sleepsmart). 

According to student services, UBC student services also organize “Thrive Week” for UBC students where the students are encouraged to follow healthy habits such as eating healthy and getting sufficient sleep (Reset with Thrive Week). Furthermore, student services at UBC encourages students to follow a timely routine and spreads awareness about the importance of sleep in a college students’ life and the dire consequences of unhealthy sleep habits and it also suggests ways to accustom to better sleep habits such as eating food with nutritional value and monitoring sleep with the help of applications like “sleeyti.me” (A latte ways to stay awake without coffee). Furthermore, the housing faculties at UBC have quiet hours policy which starts at 7, which encourages students to not stay up late. 

On the other hand, there are areas where UBC can improve in providing better sleep conditions for the students on campus and encouraging them to prioritize sleep. Student services at UBC are encouraging students to pull all-nighters, if necessary, by proving them with articles on tips to do so written by wellness peers in the wellness center, which is highly demotivating for students as they are being encouraged to stay up all night by the wellness centre itself (How to pull an all-nighter (if you have to)). Even though the quiet hours policy starts at 7, the walls at the housing are so thin that an individual can easily hear the person in the adjacent room even walking in the room which makes it very difficult to sleep around midnight because other housemates are still socializing or watching Netflix in their room. The late-night studying spaces open for students are also causing sleep problems as well as hindering their academic performance as students generally spend most of their time either socializing with their friends or studying in the learning spaces in the housing facility, which are generally open 24/7 and the libraries are generally open till 1 in the morning and 24/7 in exam times, which causes inattentiveness and sleepiness in the mornings and exam time. In addition to this, caffeinated drink such as mate are available in the housing cafeterias and vending machines and one drink can keep an individual awake for 4 to 5 hours so, these caffeinated drinks encourage student to stay up till late and promotes the sleep depriviation culture.  

UBC has contributed a lot in order to better understand the sleep habits of UBC students and to improve them such as collaborating with the Vancouver Coastal Health and inventing sleep smart, however, UBC still has a long way to go in order to significantly improve the sleeping conditions and encouraging students to avoid sleep depriviation. Although, this research paper covers a major part of what UBC is doing and should do to promote sleep, it lacks the primary research that could have been done on the UBC students to produce more recent and reliable data that would have led to better understanding the UBC students sleep habits. 

UBC and the higher education system as a whole need a lot of improvement because for years the higher education system has been prioritizing academic performance over sleep and overall student wellbeing. UBC should start with restricting the late-night lounges that are open for students by closing them early so that students are forced to go to their respective rooms. Furthermore, the food services should also limit the provision of caffeinated drinks to students and should remove them from the 24/7 available vending machines because students tend to consume these drinks to stay up till late and night. Improving the quality of walls so that the they are somewhat soundproof and changing the blinds to dark curtains would help in improving the quality of sleep the students get at night. Moreover, limiting the availability of alcohol and drugs through various policies can be a great step in order to improving the sleep habits. One of the most effective ways to promote good sleep habits is to include sleep related information in the curriculum. There are various other ways through which UBC can provide better sleeping environment, however, the difficult part is to make the students understand the importance of sleep because college students think of sleep as a luxury and not a necessity.  
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