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Assessments during the Day 

Research on the circadian rhythms and sleep habits of preadolescents and 
adolescents has focused on their cognitive performance during different 
times of the day. Studies show that the rhythms and sleep–wake cycle change 
as children grow into adolescents. These changes are due to natural biologi-
cal processes and exhibit a preference for adolescents to go to bed later and 
wake up later in the day than they did as preadolescents (Fischer et al., 2008). 
If adolescents are awakened before their sleep cycle is complete, they will be 
sleepy and have difficulty dealing with items requiring their attention as well 
as substantive cognitive thought. Most of what adolescents do in the morning 
to prepare for school is routine and therefore automatic, requiring little cog-
nitive processing.

Figure 5.1 shows how the degree of focus for preadolescents and adoles-
cents varies during the course of the day. Note that preadolescents are alert 
and at a high degree of focus quite soon after they are out of bed. Adolescents, 
on the other hand, need about an hour more than preadolescents after awak-
ening to attain their full degree of focus. This means that preadolescents 
would be better prepared for assessments of cognitive performance earlier in 
the morning rather than later, while adolescents would likely perform better 
on cognitive assessments later in the morning rather than earlier.

FIGURE 5.1 The graph shows the differences between the degree of focus and time of day for 
preadolescents (dotted line) and adolescents (solid line) . Note that adolescents focus better later in the 
morning than preadolescents . Focus is an important component of cognitive function and recall during 
testing . Both age groups experience a drop in their degree of focus past the middle of the day, again later 
for adolescents .
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