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BACKGROUND: Recess is at the heart of a vigorous debate over the role of schools in
promoting optimal child development and well-being. Reallocating time to accentuate
academic concerns is a growing trend and has put recess at risk. Conversely, pressure to
increase activity in school has come from efforts to combat childhood obesity. The
purpose of this review was to examine the value of recess as an integral component of
the school day.

METHODS: A comprehensive review of recess-specific literature was conducted,
beginning with a Google Scholar search, to cull definitions, position statements, and
policy recommendations from national/international associations and organizations.
A multi-database search followed. Additional articles were selected from reference lists.

RESULTS: The search yielded a range of articles, from those focused on specific
aspects of recess to those that examined multiple factors, including how to structure
and conduct recess. Several themes emerged supporting recess as beneficial for
children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical functioning. Optimal recess was
well-supervised and safe. Crucial components were well-maintained playground
equipment and well-trained supervisors.

CONCLUSION: Recess serves a critical role in school as a necessary break from the
rigors of academic challenges. Recess is a complement to, not a replacement for,
physical education. Both promote activity and a healthy lifestyle; however,
recess—particularly unstructured recess and free play—provides a unique contribution
to a child’s creative, social, and emotional development. From the perspective of
children’s health and well-being, recess time should be considered a child’s personal
time and should not be withheld for academic or punitive reasons.

Keywords: growth and development; child and adolescent health; physical fitness and
sport; policy.
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Recess is at the heart of a vigorous debate over the
role of schools in promoting optimal child develop-
ment and well-being. Reallocating time to accentuate
academic concerns is a growing trend and has put
recess at risk. A nationally representative survey of
districts, conducted by the Center on Education Pol-
icy in 2006 to 2007, found that 20% of districts had
reduced recess by an average of 50 minutes per week to
allocate more instructional time for English and Math.!
Recess serves as a necessary break from the rigors of
concentrated, academic challenges in the classroom,
yet in the United States, it is inconsistently offered,
and as children age, the opportunity to participate in
recess declines.>? Equally important, recess has the
potential to affect the whole child—offering academic,
cognitive, emotional, physical, and social benefits—
that may not be fully appreciated when a decision
is made to diminish it. The multifaceted potential
of recess to impact a child’s growth and devel-
opment underscores recommendations for regularly
scheduled, unstructured recess periods for all chil-
dren from the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (CDC), National Association for Sports and
Physical Education, and National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Edu-
cation (Table 1).#® Children should be encouraged,
but not required, to be physically active during
recess, and as such, recess should complement, not
replace or substitute for physical education classes.’
In addition to curricular decisions to decrease allot-
ted time for recess, it is withheld from students as

Table 1. National Recommendations for Recess

punishment;? a practice which ““deprives students of
health benefits important to their well-being.””” (p 12)
Conversely, efforts to combat childhood obesity have
emphasized recess as a potential means of increas-
ing physical activity in schools.®? The purpose of this
review was to examine the value of recess as an inte-
gral component in the education of the whole child
during the school day in the United States.

METHODS

This was a comprehensive review of recess-specific
literature. Studies, commentaries, and position state-
ments dealing with children’s play, fitness, and/or
physical activity were all assessed initially, as recess
provides an opportunity for children to engage in these
endeavors. However, articles were excluded from the
review and discussion of the benefits of recess unless
they mentioned recess specifically. Also excluded were
articles which assumed the occurrence of recess for
all children, for example, describing activities and
games for recess; measuring students’ Moderate to
Vigorous Physical Activity (MVPA); or discussing ways
to increase or influence MVPA. Inclusionary criteria
limited the review to articles discussing the benefits,
barriers, policies and implementation or delivery of
elementary-school recess in the United States. Peer-
reviewed articles as well as commentaries, reports, and
position statements written in English were included.

The authors began with a Google Scholar search
to cull definitions, position statements, and policy

Organization Definition

Timing and Duration

Other Considerations

Centers for Disease Control and e
Prevention®

Regularly scheduled periods during
school day for unstructured physical
activity and play

Target population: elementary
school

National Association for Sport e
and Physical Education®

Discretionary time and unstructured
play opportunities to engage in

Timing: recess before lunch .
Duration: not addressed

Timing: daily, not scheduled .
immediately before or after physical e

Trained adults enforce safety rules, prevent

aggressive, bullying behavior

e Provide space, facilities, equipment, and
supplies that are appealing to children

o Staff encourage students to be active during

recess

Does not replace physical education classes
Should not be denied as punishment or to

physical activity education class finish class work

e Develops healthy bodies, enjoyment  Duration: at least 20 minutes e Provide adequate, safe spaces, facilities,
of movement equipment

e A necessary educational support e Use outdoor spaces when weather allows
component e Teach safety rules, conflict resolution
Target population: elementary e Supernvision by qualified adults
school e Bullying, aggressive behavior not tolerated

National Association of Early e Essential component of education  Timing: daily; require recesstimetobe e Typically outdoors in designated play area
Childhood Specialists in State e Opportunity to participate in regular part of preschool, elementary-school e During inclement weather, may have recess
Departments of Education® periods of active, free play with peers  curriculum in game room, gymnasium, inside classroom

Target population: preschool and Duration: not addressed e Support research on effects of recess on

elementary school

development (social, emotional, physical,
and cognitive) and academic achieverment

e Support research on benefits and possible
restorative role of recess for children with
attention disorders
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recommendations from national and international
associations and organizations. This search yielded
several important documents, including a statement
from the 1989 United Nations (UN) Convention on the
Rights of the Child which said, ““The child shall have
full opportunity to play and recreation, which should
be directed to the same purposes as education; society
and the public authorities shall endeavor to promote
the enjoyment of this right”” (Art. 31).1° Recess during
the school day offers children this opportunity, and for
this review, the date of the UN Declaration marked the
threshold for inclusion. For this reason, publications
prior to 1989 were excluded. The end date of the search
was May 2009, when the authors wrote this article.

Following the Google Scholar search, a multi-
database search was conducted through the lead
author’s library OneSearch mechanism of the fol-
lowing categories: “Education,” ““Health & Biological
Sciences (Incl. Medicine and Pharmacy),” ““Nursing
& Allied Health,” and ““Psychology.”” The OneSearch
tool included CINAHL, ERIC, ProQuest, PsycINFO,
PubMed, and Web of Science databases, among others.
Key words searched were ““school recess”” which was
then refined with additional keywords ‘“academic,”
“before lunch,”” ““cognitive,” ““emotional,”” “‘physical,”
and ““social.”” Additional articles were selected from the
references of included articles. The broad scope of the
search yielded over 200 articles, from those focused on
one specificaspect of recess to those that examined mul-
tiple factors, including how to structure and conduct
recess. Because there were so many articles captured, in
addition to the exclusionary criteria previously listed,
the authors agreed to additional parameters: position
statements were only included if they were from a
national organization or association and were recess-
specific; commentary were excluded unless the com-
mentary was nationally disseminated and/or cited by
others (eg, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Recess
Rules®). Fifteen articles (reviews, experiments, or com-
mentary) were identified, which specifically addressed
the influence or benefit of recess for the whole child
in a school setting in the United States (Table 2).%11-24
Other studies and articles are referenced which offer
support for one or many aspects of recess.

RESULTS

Recess in the United States

The 2006 School Health Policies and Programs Study
found that 96.8% of elementary schools provided
recess for at least 1 grade in the school, yet only 74%
provided regular recess for all grades in the school.?
An analysis of food and exercise in elementary schools
conducted by the National Center for Education Statis-
tics similarly found that 93% of public elementary
schools had scheduled recess for first and second
graders, which declined to 87% for sixth graders.?

Although recess is scheduled regularly in a majority
of elementary schools in the United States, there are
noticeable disparities by income and location, and as
children age, the opportunity to participate in recess
declines:

1. Total average minutes per day spent at recess
declined from 28 minutes in first grade to
24 minutes in sixth grade.’

2. City schools reported the lowest average minutes
per day in recess (24 minutes in first grade to
21 minutes in sixth grade).’

3. Rural schools reported the highest average minutes
per day (31 minutes in first grade to 24 minutes in
sixth grade).?

4. The lowest minutes per day of recess (21 minutes in
first grade to 17 minutes in sixth grade) occurred in
schools with 75% or more of the students eligible
for free or reduced-price lunch.?

Both of these studies utilize self-reported data
from administrators, not teachers, even though it
was typical for schools to leave the decisions about
timing, duration, location, and activities for recess
to the teacher’s discretion.> Neither study included
supervisory aspects of recess, of how recess is
monitored and by whom, nor did they address what
activities occurred during the recess sessions. It was
noted elsewhere that teachers are often not on duty for
lunch recess, and recess at any time may be supervised
by volunteers, aides, and even principals.’

The Benefits of Recess for the Whole Child

Just as physical education and physical fitness
have demonstrated benefits for personal and academic
performance, recess offers its own, unique benefits.
Table 2 identifies key studies supporting the benefits
of recess upon the development of the whole child.
Essentially, recess is a break in the school day, a
time away from cognitive tasks.>> The CDC specifies
that recess is “‘regularly scheduled periods within
the elementary-school day for unstructured physical
activity and play”” (App. 7).% It affords the child a time
to rest, play, imagine, move, and socialize.®!!:17:25
Following recess, children are more attentive and
better able to perform cognitively.”1>20-21.24  n
addition, recess helps children to develop social skills
that are not acquired in the more structured classroom
environment.®!82> Children should be encouraged,
but not required, to be physically active during recess;
it should be considered to complement, not to replace
or substitute for, physical education classes.>810-26:27

Cognitive and Academic Benefits of Recess. Chil-
dren develop intellectual constructs and cogni-
tive understanding through hands-on, manipulative
experiences. This type of exploratory experience
occurs regularly during play in an unstructured
social environment.®?¢ According to the Cognitive
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Immaturity Hypothesis, optimal cognitive processing
in a child necessitates a period of interruption follow-
ing a period of concentrated instruction.!?!# It appears
that these interruptions are best served by unstruc-
tured breaks, rather than merely shifting from one
cognitive task to another. The intent of these unstruc-
tured breaks is to diminish the stresses and distractions
that interfere with cognitive processing.!!-14.21:25

Additionally, teachers benefit from recess. In terms
of classroom behavior and cognitive focus, whether
performed indoors or outdoors, recess made chil-
dren more attentive and more productive in the
classroom.?12:15:22:24.25 Thjs was found to be true even
though, in many cases, the students spent much of
their recess time socializing. In fact, a student’s abil-
ity to refocus cognitively was stimulated more by the
break from the classroom than by the mode of activity
that occurred during that break: Any type of activity
at recess benefited cognition afterward.?°

Social and Emotional Benefits of Recess. Recess
promotes social-emotional learning and growth for
children, offering them a time to engage in social inter-
actions and to practice and role-play essential social
skills.618:26:28.29 Through play at recess, children learn
valuable communication skills, including negotiation,
cooperation, sharing, and problem solving.®!7-2>28
Through these play encounters at recess, children learn
to adapt and adjust to the complex school environ-
ment, which in turn augments and extends the child’s
cognitive development.!®2! Recess acts as a break from
challenging mental tasks performed within a confined
space. As such, recess offers a child a means for reliev-
ing and managing stress. It is a time for learning and
practicing other coping skills, such as perseverance and
self-control.®!1:18.21.25 These unstructured, yet super-
vised, peer interactions facilitate the development of
social skills necessary to interact with others positively
and productively.®17-25.28

Physical Benefits of Recess. There is a wealth of
literature published on the need for and benefit of
physical activity and fitness, not only for a child’s
physical well-being but also for academic and social
maturation.”>” %2838 Although not all children play
vigorously at recess, it does provide the opportunity
for children to be active in the mode of their choosing,
to practice movement and motor skills, and to engage
in interactions with their peers. Importantly, recess
affords young children free activity for the sheer joy
of it.?” Even minor movement during recess coun-

terbalances the sedentary life at school and often, at
home,7-9:32.35-39

Considerations for Recess

Safety and Supervision. A child’s safety during
recess may be a concern for many parents, teachers,
and administrators. Some schools have chosen to
ban games or activities deemed unsafe and, in some
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cases, to discontinue recess altogether in light of the
many issues connected with child safety.!”° There
are measures that schools can take to address these
concerns and protect children while still preserving
recess activities. These measures include:

1. Provision of adequate safe and

facilities.5'7'16'25'27'33'41

2. Maintenance of developmentally appropriate equip-
ment with regular inspections.>”16-25:27.33.41

3. Establishment and enforcement of
rules.57.16.25,27,33,41

4. Implement recess curriculum in physical educa-
tion classes to teach games, rules, and conflict
resolution.57:16.25.27,33,41

5. Establishment of a schoolwide, clear policy to pre-
vent bullying or aggressive behavior.>716:2527.33.41

6. Provision of adequate supervision by quali-
fied adults who can intervene in the event
a child’s physical or emotional safety is in
jeopardy.> 71625273341

spaces

safety

The Emerging Issue of Structured Recess. Recess
is at the heart of a vigorous debate over the role
of schools in promoting the optimal development of
the whole child. Recent ‘““calls to action” by policy
makers and funding organizations®°392538 o address
childhood obesity have strengthened the argument
to keep or reinstate recess as an integral component
of the school day. Although this new dimension to
the recess debate has increased attention on its role,
it has added new tension to the discussion. Because
so many elementary children do experience recess,
some are advocating that recess time be dedicated to
increasing children’s physical activity and combating
obesity.”2>4! If recess assumes such a role, then like
physical education it will need to be structured to
ensure that all children are participating in the activ-
ity—preferably MVPA >%236.3841 Byt note that this is
in direct conflict with the notion of recess as a super-
vised but unstructured break for the child, as a time
for the child to select between sedentary, physical,
creative, or social activities,#-¢-10-11.16,17,26-29,35

Structured recess is a recess based on structured
play, where games and physical activities are taught
and led by a trained adult (teachers, school staff, or
volunteers). Proponents for structured recess note that
children often need help in developing games and
require suggestions and encouragement to participate
in physical activities. Having trained adults model and
lead students in games provides a modicum of protec-
tion from unwanted playground aggression and behav-
iors. Structured recess programs generally require that
all students participate.” There are several attributes:

1. Older elementary children may benefit from game
instruction and encouragement to participate.’
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2. Children can be coached in and practice appropriate
conflict resolution.’

3. More children can participate in games and physical
activity.’

4. Teachers anecdotally reported improved behavior
and attention in the classroom after a vigorous
structured recess.’

A problem arises when the structured activities
of recess are required or when recess is promoted
as a replacement for physical education. Requiring
students to participate in games at recess under-
mines many of the social, emotional, cognitive, and
even physical benefits of recess>!72¢272% Students
lose opportunities to create their own games and/or
engage in physical activities of their choosing. The
replacement of physical education by recess threat-
ens students’ instruction in and acquisition of motor
skills and lifelong physical fitness concepts.’®3> To
be effective, structured recess requires that school
personnel (or volunteers) receive adequate training,
so they are able to address and encourage diverse
needs of all students.”*' Other ways to encourage
physically active recess without adding a structured,
planned, adult-led recess are to offer well-kept play-
ground equipment; games/boundaries painted on the
ground; and instruction for children in games such as
four square or hopscotch,16:2341-43

Unstructured recess occurs with supervision, but
without adults directing and leading children in
specific games or activities. As previously noted,
unstructured, free play during recess provides an inte-
gral educational opportunity for children’s cognitive
and social-emotional learning.®7-11-14.16,17.20,21,25.28 15
addition, unstructured recess supplements the physi-
cal skill acquisition of physical education class.””-82°38
Regularly scheduled, unstructured recess periods for all
children are deemed essential for healthy growth and
development,#-7-16:26.35

Two key considerations with unstructured recess
are safety and physical activity. The former must
be addressed at the school level, and must include
both a safe environment and staff training to
notice inappropriate behaviors, and, if necessary, to
intervene.>”7-16354243 It has been reported that the
number of children participating in games at recess
increases with structured activity.” However, in both
structured and unstructured environments, activity
levels vary widely, based on equipment provided, age,
gender, and race.?>?33541-43 Consequently, not only
is it premature to promote structured recess as a sub-
stitute for physical education or as a ““magic bullet”
for the inactivity of children, but also the benefits of
increased group participation must be weighed against
the potential social and emotional risks of eliminating
unstructured recess.

Duration and Timing of Recess. In the United
States, the duration and timing of recess periods varies
by state, district, grade, and even by building.?>> The
majority of elementary schools which offer lunch-
time recess do so after students eat lunch.?1¢ Schools
should reconsider this practice and reverse the order:
let students have recess first, before lunch.*'® The
“Recess Before Lunch”” movement stems from stud-
ies that examined food waste by students in relation
to their recess.!*>!9444> When students had recess
before lunch, less food was wasted. Instead of rushing
through the lunch to get to their recess, children were
able to eat their lunch in full. In addition, teachers
and researchers noted an improvement in the student
behavior at mealtime, which carried into the classroom
in the afternoon.'> As one pediatrician stated, ““chil-
dren’s hunger for recess is greater than their hunger
for lunch” (D. Worthington, personal communication,
2008). The CDC and the US Department of Agriculture
support the Recess Before Lunch initiative. %>

Other peer-reviewed research has examined the
timing and type of activity during recess and chronicled
the positive effects and benefits of recess for chil-
dren without confirming the optimal duration of the
recess period.!? 15224243 There is consensus about the
need for regularly scheduled daily recess,#%%2¢ even
though the length of the recess period itself has not
been firmly established. The length specified for recess
ranges widely, from 20 minutes per day® to 60 minutes
per day.?® In other countries, such as Japan, primary
school children have a 10-15 minute break every
hour,%® and this is thought to reflect the fact that
attention spans begin to wane after 40-50 minutes
on intense instruction. Based upon this premise, to
maximize cognitive benefits, recess should be sched-
uled at regular intervals, providing children the break
they need to regain their focus before instruction
continues.

Economic Considerations. Because recess is offered
in most elementary schools on a daily basis,?? it pro-
vides most children with a co-curricular educational
experience supporting their learning in the classroom
and their overall growth and development. Schools do
maximize their human resources: It is typical for recess
to be monitored by teachers and even principals.>’
Many schools utilize alternatives to costly teacher-
supervised recess, soliciting community volunteers,
class parents, or more affordable paid monitors.® How-
ever, the fact that recess occurs during the school day
but is not a graded subject excludes recess from many
funding opportunities earmarked for physical educa-
tion or after-school programing.?® Schools often share
the equipment resources from these two complemen-
tary programs, but this option may be prohibited by
the nature of the equipment or the type of funding
provided. Importantly, funds for professional develop-
ment or curricular programs are not transferable to
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recess; training and pay for adults to supervise recess
is not generally available.’

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this review was to examine the
value of recess as an integral component of the school
day in the United States. The literature supports recess
as beneficial for the whole child in which it promotes
cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development
and functioning. In the wake of rising rates of over-
weight and obesity, community leaders, policy makers,
educators, and health care providers are reassessing
public and community resources, and schools, like
other institutions, have come under increased scrutiny.
Each day, 55 million children in the United States
attend school, which comprises nearly half of their
wakeful hours.*® Thus, schools offer a unique oppor-
tunity to address nutrition and physical fitness. Calls
for renewed commitment to physical education and
activity in schools are common. At the same time,
there are competing calls for stricter standards and
greater academic achievement. Even with ample evi-
dence of a whole-child benefit from recess, significant
external pressures, such as standardized cognitive test-
ing mandated by No Child Left Behind, have led some
to view recess as a “waste of time that would be
better spent on academics.””%” (p 1) Time previously
dedicated to daily activity in school, such as physical
education and recess, is being reallocated to make way
for academic instruction. 4948

Ironically, minimizing or eliminating recess may be
counterproductive to academic achievement, as evi-
denced in this review of the literature. Recess can
promote not only physical health, but also social,
emotional, and cognitive development.>7%14.28-38
Although recess and physical education have the
potential to promote activity and a healthy lifestyle, it is
supervised, unstructured recess which offers children
the opportunity to actually play.#¢7-11.14.16,17,20,21,25-28
Free play is a fundamental component of a child’s
normal growth and development.?® Within the school
day, supervised, unstructured recess is the most con-
sistent opportunity to address these essential devel-
opmental needs and it does so without regard to the
child’s socioeconomic status.?**? In sum, “overwhelm-
ing evidence shows that the benefits of recess clearly
outweigh its costs.”?> (p 10).

Limitations

The limitations of this study initiate with the
authors’ inclusionary and exclusionary criteria. In
deciding to include only articles which specifically
addressed the influence or benefit of recess for the
whole child, important information about the benefits,
barriers, or policies for elementary-school recess in the
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United States may have been overlooked. Similarly,
lessons about implementation of recess in the United
States may have been neglected by excluding articles
that assumed the occurrence of recess for all chil-
dren, such as those describing activities and games for
recess; measuring students” MVPA; or discussing ways
to increase or influence MVPA discussing. Another
limitation is the exclusion of non-peer-reviewed arti-
cles; for schools, there are district-level and organiza-
tion/association reports about policy and practice that
may have informed this review.

Conclusion

Recess should be considered a complement to,
but not a replacement for, physical education. Both
have the potential to promote activity and a healthy
lifestyle. However, recess—particularly unstructured
recess and free play—provides a unique contribution
to the creative, social, and emotional aspects of a child’s
development. These benefits need to be fully consid-
ered when making decisions to abridge or eliminate
time for regular recess. From the perspective of health
and well-being of the whole child, recess time should
be considered a child’s personal time. It should not
be withheld for academic or punitive reasons. Opti-
mal recess is safe and well-supervised; environmental
conditions, well-maintained playground equipment,
and well-trained supervisors are critical components.
To support schools in delivering recess, funds must be
made available for appropriate equipment and facilities
as well as for training and compensation of supervisors.
Funding entities should expand their list of eligible
school-based programs and services to include recess
in their requests for proposals and applications.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH

Implications for Research

Although the literature on recess seems substan-
tial, there are notable gaps in the body of knowledge
on recess in the United States that warrant further
investigation:

1. The nature of supervision and monitoring of recess
have received almost no attention. In order to
provide appropriate training of personnel and to
make recommendations for best practices in terms
of supervisor-children ratios, there must be reliable
data. Future surveys of school programs and policies
should include assessments of who is supervising
school recess and what kind of training schools are
providing or receiving.

2. The implementation of structured and supervised,
unstructured recess requires further examination.
The calls for recess to be a part of obesity-prevention
programs emphasize the need to identify best prac-
tices for recess which provide children with safe and
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fun opportunities for play and moderate to vigorous
activity, yet must be balanced with providing recess
which allows children to participate in activities of
their choosing.

3. The duration and timing of recess warrants research
of greater detail and depth, to provide teachers and
administrators with data about scheduling alterna-
tives. Ideally, age and/or grade-level recommenda-
tions about when to offer recess during the school
day could be made.

4. Research on the benefits and options for recess for
older children should be initiated. Although it is
widely accepted in the United States that recess
is for elementary-school children, the cognitive,
emotional, social, and physical benefits of recess
warrant evaluation in adolescents. Practical consid-
erations of what type of recess would be appro-
priate and beneficial in older children should be
included.

Implications for Schools

As recess benefits the health and well-being of the
whole child, recess time should be considered a child’s
personal time. Schools should make this explicit, per-
haps including recess as a component of the school’s
wellness policy. However, recess time should not be
usurped to fulfill a physical activity requirement; that
is, if the school is required to offer opportunities for
children to engage in MVPA, recess should only be
included as an optional or supplemental opportunity.
It should be equally acceptable for children to choose
to engage in MVPA as to engage in other types of
play. Other ways schools could promote optimal recess
include the following:

1. Create schoolwide alternatives for teachers to
discipline children other than withholding recess.

2. Offer supervised activities that help students
engage in safe play. Include recess-type games
and practice conflict resolution in the Physical
Education curriculum.

3. Integrate the psychological-social-emotional bene-
fits of recess into the health education curriculum.

4. Collaborate with the school’s wellness council,
healthy-school team or parent-teacher organization
to reinforce policies for recess. Tap these organiza-
tions for human resources to monitor recess and
for funding to purchase and maintain playground
or recess equipment and to train monitors and
teachers.
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