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An Examination of Student Sleeping Patterns at George Washington University: 

 

 Finals week is notorious for breeding a certain species of students. This fellow 

comrade in learning carries a venti-mocha-espresso-thingamajig in one hand and 30 

pounds of Russian literature he never wanted to read in the other. Garbed in sweatpants 

and an aura of academic stress, the student claims his seat in the prison-isolation-cell 

cubicles on the third floor of Gelman Library. Hours tick by and the trooper’s eyes are 

glued to his books. 4 a.m. rolls around and he hasn’t budged. By 7 a.m. you can see the 

despair in his eyes behind droopy eyelids as he dreadfully crams that last bit of Tolstoy 

into his memory for his 8 a.m. exam. All around, a hoard of sleepless zombies forms as 

the sun awakens from its nightly rest and the students do not. 

 Sleep deficit is a growing problem within George Washington University’s 

student body. The National Institute of Health indicates that teenagers should sleep at 

least nine hours a night while adults need at least seven hours, so deductively a typical 

undergraduate student should sleep within this range. However, an online survey created 

and distributed to the Facebook page of each undergrad class at GW that received more 

than 300 responses found that 39% of students sleep about six hours a night and 26% of 

students sleep less than six hours a night. This means that 65% of GW students are below 

the nationally recommended level of sleep. 
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 Shawn Kimbro, Administrative Director at The Center for Sleep Disorders at The 

GW Medical Faculty Associates, Secretary and Treasurer of Washington DC 

Metropolitan Sleep Society, and a registered polysomnographic technologist, says that 

college students are part of a wider problem. 

“It’s important to know that most college students are sleep-deprived. For that 

matter, most people are,” said Kimbro. “Students need to make sleep a priority… It’s as 

necessary as eating, we just tend to put it off.”  

GW students are no exception to this trend of sleep deprivation on college 

campuses. The “all-nighter,” a practice in which students forgo sleep to do homework or 

study, is highly common at GW, especially during examination weeks. In fact, the online 

survey found that 57% of students are more likely to stay up late and cram rather than 

attempt to get a full night’s sleep the night before an exam.  

  “I’d rather stay up and study because in my mind it makes more sense to try and 

get that last bit of information into my brain before a test,” said Peyton Taets, a GW 

freshman and Chicago native. “The logic is that I can sleep after the exam. I guess I have 

a ‘sleep when you’re dead’ mentality.”  

  The anti-sleep bug is one that’s bitten many GW students. However, sleep plays a 

critical role in the formation of a healthy, academic mind. 

  “Studies show on nights where you don’t get enough sleep, you don’t perform as 

well on memory-oriented tasks. So this applies to exams,” said Kimbro. “We found the 
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practice of pulling an all-nighter before finals was counter-productive, it actually makes 

students forget more.” 

Yet despite the advice of medical professionals, students tend to prioritize 

academics, jobs and internships, extra-curricular activities, social life, and other factors 

over their need for sleep. 

  “GW is a place where everyone is involved in a lot. The pressure to be involved 

in everything takes up time and just makes sleep the first thing to go,” said Lauren 

Blankenau (cq), a sophomore from Lincoln, Nebraska in the ROTC program. 

  Students tend to agree that GW fosters a do-more, sleep-less environment. Having 

a 24-hour library like Gelman with a 24-hour Starbucks attached enables students to work 

longer and replace sleep with caffeine.  

  “You go to Starbucks during finals and they’re out of coffee cups,” said Taets. 

“People literally camp out in the library. I once saw a guy bring a suitcase full of snacks 

and energy drinks, he clearly wasn’t leaving that night.” 

  During exams, the already high-strung student body is put even more on edge and 

falls further into their sleep deprivation as a result. Midterms and finals represent the 

culmination of an entire semester worth of studying, work, and stress. According to the 

survey, 80% of students agree that their normal sleeping patterns are disrupted by high 

levels of stress. 
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  David Lombardi, Co-Director at the Harvard Occupational Injury Prevention 

Program and Principal Research Scientist specializing in sleep studies at the Center for 

Injury Epidemology in Massachusetts, explained that “with lack of sleep comes slower 

reaction time, lapses of attention, errors of emission, and compromised problem solving 

ability.” 

  He then went on to say that the relationship between universities and the 

sleeplessness of their students is not mutually exclusive. 

  “There needs to be some sort of understanding between the university and 

students that sleep is a necessity,” said Lomabrdi. “Whether that’s through teaching time 

management skills or fixing class scheduling to give students more time, it just needs to 

happen or the sleep epidemic will get worse.” 

  Sleep deprivation also comes with serious long-term consequences. It is a likely 

possibility that students who regularly get less than the recommended amount of sleep 

could develop a sleep disorder, according to Kimbro. In fact more than 80 known sleep 

disorders exist. These include insomnia, narcolepsy, hypersomnia, and many others. 

   “If you’ve develop night-owl habits while in school, then post-college, the first 

job you get where you have to wake up at 7 a.m. everyday isn’t going to be easy. You 

can’t just switch over your sleeping pattern immediately,” said Kimbro.  

  In addition to this, Helene Emsellem(cq), Medical Director at The Center for 

Sleep and Wake Disorders in Maryland said that a continuous and regular sleep deficit 

may lead to other medical problems including hypertension, diabetes, obeisity, high 

blood pressure, mood disorders, increased risk for physical injury, and an overall shorter 

lifespan. 

 Until GW students are no longer overburdened, excessively caffeinated, and 

highly stressed, the epidemic that is sleep deprivation will continue to grow and affect the 

mental and physical health of students.  

   “Once you create a sleep deficit, you can’t just make it up,” said Kimbro. 


