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RECESS & TIME 
 
Elementary school recess has been an American standard for well over 100 years and 
by the 1950's, three recesses a day were the norm (Mulrine, 2000). 
 
Throughout history, school recess has been promoted as a time for children to take in 
fresh air and release their pent up energy. It also provides an unstructured setting where 
children have the opportunity to practice observation and social skills, develop their 
imagination and invention techniques (utilizing both mind and body), and enhance vital 
organ and muscle growth.   
 
Times are rapidly changing.  Our society now faces a new era of international 
competition, safety and liability concerns, and time poverty like never before.  Today, our 
nation’s leaders, from presidents to school superintendents are struggling with these 
issues; even to the degree of how our youngest school-aged children spend each minute 
of their time. 
 
BACKGROUND:  THE ELIMINATION OF SCHOOL RECESS  
  
According to the American Association for the Child’s Right to Play, beginning in 1989, a 
number of school districts in the U.S. have opted to either abolish or reduce school 
recess. 
 
Schools are beginning to implement "no recess" policies under the belief that “recess 
wastes time that would be better spent on academics” (Johnson, 1998).  University 
Professors, Anthony Pellegrini and Peter Blatchford (2000) state that proponents of 
recess reduction in both the US and Britain maintain that recess detracts from an 
already limited instructional time budget and provides opportunities for students to 
exhibit aggression and anti-social behavior.  In addition, school administrators cite a fear 
of lawsuits if children become injured, a concern over children’s safety from strangers 
around school grounds, and a shortage of teachers and volunteers to supervise the 
children during recess (Johnson, 1998, A1).   
 
Surprised?  You are not alone.  Many of the individuals we recently interviewed had no 
idea that by 1998, forty percent of schools in the United States had either cut recess or 
were considering doing so.  "School districts in Atlanta, New York, Chicago, New Jersey, 
and Connecticut are opting to eliminate recess, even to the point of building new schools 
in their districts without playgrounds" (Johnson, 1998, A1). 
 
The situation sounds grim, but all is not lost as more individuals become informed and 
educated on the subject matter.  Parents and advocates for children have been taking a 
stand in places like Atlanta, Connecticut, Michigan, Virginia and Washington.  These 
advocates are making a difference, but “the work is on-going” states Maryanne Howell, 



Tacoma, WA PTA Council Health & Safety Chair.  In 2004, the Tacoma school district 
changed their policy on recess; the new policy now says “they support recess, yet they 
refuse to use the PTA’s wording ensure”. 

 
THE LINK TO ACADEMICS 
  
Within the public school system, elementary classroom time has been reconfigured to 
meet standard academic benchmarks that are narrowly applied to all students to obtain 
continued federal and state funding.  It is debated that there is not enough instructional 
time for students to learn the needed curriculum to pass and to achieve in today’s 
society.     
 
Karyn Clarke, Tacoma, Washington’s Assistant Superintendent for Elementary Schools 
states “If we want students learning to high standards, we need them in the classroom, 
not the playground”.1  Clarke is not necessarily in the minority as school superintendents 
feel the increasing pressures of the No Child Left Behind Act.  Her justification for recess 
policy change to school administrators is likely echoed often “The interest that we have 
is in maximizing our instruction time; our mission is in preparing young people to 
compete in a global society.”  
 
Educational research, in contrast to current educational policy, consistently indicates that 
break time does have positive "educational value." For example, four field experiments 
conducted in American elementary schools, Pellegrini & Davis (1993) & Pellegrini, 
Huberty, & Jones (1995) found that the longer children worked without a break on 
standardized tasks, the less attentive to the task they became. In addition, children were 
more attentive to class work after recess than before. 
 
One theory maintains that breaks inserted between periods of intense work serve to 
distribute effort and increase cognitive performance. For over a century, experiments 
have been conducted in this area with consistent results.  Participants, regardless of 
age, learn better and more quickly when their efforts are distributed compared to when 
they are massed. Children and adults alike benefit from breaks during periods of intense 
work. 
 
Another theory states that when children are exposed to a series of demanding cognitive 
tasks, cognitive interference occurs, with a resulting decline in performance. Learners of 
different ages are released from this interference in different ways; young children 
respond well to non-structured breaks, whereas older learners benefit from simply 
changing tasks. 
 
REMEMBERING RECESS 
 
Research cited in Rivkin (1998) indicates that today’s children have much less 
experience with outdoor activity than previous generations. 
 
School recess brings to mind many images for individuals both young and old, yet most 
will agree that recess offers the golden opportunity to take a much needed break from 
sitting still and concentrating on school work.   
                                    

 



 
Tashina Jirikovic-Reynolds, a 20-year old Evergreen State College student sums up her 
recess experiences as “Freedom!  Freedom from concentrating and being forced to sit 
still.  Recess also gave me a chance to exercise and run around outdoors, and to 
socialize with friends…especially the loners.  I loved recess!” 
 
Hilde Mott, Web Page Designer and Mind/Body Fitness Instructor shares her memories 
of recess.  “Recess allowed me to spend time with my best friend (still a close friend 30+ 
years later), who wasn't in my class most years. Recess offered me much needed 
opportunities to be as physical as I could in a short amount of time. Still a very 
movement oriented person, I simply loved being and playing outside. It relieved what 
was often the boredom of the classroom. I learned to interact socially with kids I'd not 
otherwise have an opportunity to interact with.  

        
PERCEIVED BENEFITS OF RECESS 
 
Below are excerpts from Rachael Sindelar’s publication: “Recess:  Is It Needed in the 
21st Century?” (2004) CEEP. 

 
Cognitive Benefits 
  
During recess time, children's activities are often exploratory. This type of experience 
stimulates a child's cognitive development in several ways. Research studying the 
effects of social play on learning reveals that play behavior encourages creativity, 
promotes problem-solving skills, and improves a child's vocabulary. A child can apply the 
skills he or she has learned on the playground to classroom lessons and assignments. 
Research suggests that there may be a correlation (but not necessarily a cause and 
effect relationship) between engaging in unstructured play activities with peers and 
higher scores on intelligence tests (Saltz, Dixon, & Johnson, 1977). 
 
Emotional Benefits 
 
Recess may act as a stress reliever by allowing children to work off the tensions they 
have built up during the day and by reducing the anxiety that can be caused by 
academic pressures. Newman and colleagues (1996) suggest that through play 
activities, children can learn valuable methods for managing school and family related 
stress. For this reason, they have considered playtime as potentially therapeutic.  
 
Unstructured peer interaction may also improve a child's self-esteem by providing 
opportunities for "children [to] learn about their own abilities, perseverance, self-
direction, responsibility, and self-acceptance. They begin to understand which behaviors 
result in approval or disapproval from their peers" (NAECS/SDE, 2001, pg. 3). This 
understanding is vital to the early development of friendships. The school playground 
provides a venue for children to cultivate friendships and reap the benefits of new 
relationships. Newman, Brody and Beauchamp (1996), note that this type of peer 
interaction encourages character development by improving children's ability to make 
better moral decisions and increasing their awareness of individual social responsibility. 

 
Physical Benefits 
 



"The prevalence of childhood obesity in the United States has risen dramatically in the 
past several decades" (Moran, 1999). Studies suggest that children can significantly 
reduce their health risks by simply increasing the amount of time that they exercise. 
Many elementary schools offer physical education (PE) classes as part of their standard 
curriculum, but 2001 studies from the Council on Physical Education for Children show 
that PE classes are not enough. The opportunity to engage in additional activities, such 
as recess play, may help to alleviate or avoid possible health problems and is very 
important to a child's muscle development and coordination. Studies have shown that 
unstructured play, specifically outdoor play, encourages physical activity in a unique 
way. Therefore, children benefit from both recess and PE, but neither can be substituted 
for the other.  
 
Social Benefits 
 
As early as 1901, educational theorists began to talk about the social benefits of active 
recess play as preparation for adulthood and as beneficial to the child's development.  
The school playground was a practice site that encouraged games of competition, 
allowed experimentation with new social strategies, and provided a setting for dramatic 
play (Jambor, 1999). Jambor suggests that children improve their social skills at recess 
by practicing the following actions: 

• Sharing with peers  
• Cooperating  
• Communicating with teachers and children  
• Solving problems  
• Respecting playground rules  
• Resolving conflict  
• Self-discipline  
 

RECESS FOR TEACHERS AND AIDES  
 
Adults need a break too.  Now that recess time is being cut in many of our elementary 
schools, teachers and aides no longer have the time to re-coop their own energy levels, 
de-brief with one another or prepare for the next lesson.   
 
“As class sizes increase, as the curriculum which teachers are expected to cover 
expands, and as teachers are made more accountable for the progress students in their 
classes make, these breaks become more important because they provide a brief 
opportunity to sit down and take stock of the day's events" (Evans & Pellegrini, 1997).  
 
Although it may take teachers a few minutes to get their class calmed down after recess, 
many observers believe that students pay better attention to lessons, and disruptive 
behavior decreases after the recess break. Therefore, some teachers consider recess to 
be an important element of classroom management (Bogden & Vega-Matos, 2000).  
 
WHAT THE EXPERTS ARE SAYING ABOUT RECESS 
 
Recess is one of the few times in the school day when children can interact freely with 
peers, it is a valuable time in which adults can observe children's social behaviors, their 
tendency to bully and fight, as well as their leadership and pro-social behaviors (Hartle et 



al., 1994). Seeing how their students interact socially can help teachers and other 
playground supervisors intervene in situations involving aggression or social isolation. 
 
According to Stewart Trost, Assistant Professor of Kinesiology at Kansas State 
University, children who aren't physically active during the school day are much less 
likely to get enough activity in their lives.  "When the opportunity for physical activity is 
taken away, kids don't naturally make up for it somewhere else," he said. "There is 
research that supports if they don't get it there, they won't get it at all, so it's important 
that we provide kids the opportunity for physical activity during the school day."  “Recess 
helps prepare children for success.  They can focus better in the classroom when given 
that break."  
 
University of Minnesota Professor, Anthony Pellegrini states that not having a recess 
during the school day is almost inhumane because children are being kept confined in 
their classrooms for hours each day. Prolonged periods of confinement in elementary 
classrooms have been found to lead to increased fidgeting, restlessness, and 
subsequent inability to concentrate (Pellegrini & Davis, 1993). 
 
The National Association for the Education on Young Children has identified several 
benefits of recess and active play for children: 

• Improved Learning:  Children learn better when using the mind and the body. 
• More Relaxation:  Play reduces tension. 
• Healthier Emotions:  Children work out emotional aspects of their lives easier 

through unstructured play. 
• Increased Perceptual and Problem Solving Abilities: Experiencing the whole 

world around them versus a microcosm of computers and books is a powerful 
mode of learning. 

 
RESEARCH & RECESS 
  
Given the current national emphasis on research-based decisions in education, the 
question of what the research says, and infers about recess is important (Jarrett & 
Maxwell, 2000). 
 
The most obvious characteristic of recess is that it constitutes a break from the day's 
routine. For people of all ages and in all fields, breaks are considered essential for 
satisfaction and alertness. In experimental studies, Pellegrini and Davis (1993) and 
Pellegrini, Huberty, and Jones (1995) found that elementary school children became 
progressively inattentive when recess was delayed, resulting in more active play when 
recess occurred.  
 
Another experimental study (Jarrett et al., 1998) found that fourth-graders were more on-
task and less fidgety in the classroom on days when they had had recess, with 
hyperactive children among those who benefited the most. Clearly, breaks are helpful, 
both for attention and for classroom management, whether or not the breaks are in the 
form of recess. 
 
Several studies have shown that physical activity improves reading, writing, and math 
scores. Research consistently demonstrates an association between physical activity 
and improved cognitive function, mental acuity, and mental status (e.g., increased self-



esteem and decreased stress and anxiety). School-based physical activity has also been 
linked with reductions in discipline problems, improved school attendance and reduced 
likelihood that students will smoke or use alcohol or drugs (Weisner, 2002). 
 

Surplus Energy Theory  
This theory suggests that when children are sedentary for long periods of time 
they build up surplus energy. Fidgeting, restlessness, waning concentration, and 
general off-task behavior are indications that children need a break. Recess 
gives students a chance to exercise, fulfilling their need to "let off steam." 
According to this theory, described by Evans and Pellegrini (1997), only after this 
pent-up energy is released can children return to the classroom refreshed and 
ready for more work. Although this theory is widely accepted, Smith and Hagan 
(1980), among others, contend that there is no independent criterion as to what 
constitutes surplus energy and that the idea of a build-up of energy in need of 
discharge makes little sense physiologically. Evans and Pellegrini (1997), point 
out that children often continue to engage in play, even after they are exhausted. 

 
Novelty Theory 
This theory proposes that as their classroom work becomes less interesting, 
children become less attentive and need playtime to re-introduce novelty (Evans 
& Pellegrini, 1997). According to this theory, recess breaks allow children the 
opportunity to engage in activities different from academic lessons. Once the 
children return to class, students perceive school work as new and novel again. 
  
Cognitive Maturity Hypothesis 
This theory suggests that both children and adults learn more by engaging in 
tasks spaced over time rather than those that are concentrated (Evans & 
Pellegrini, 1997). According to this line of thinking, recess provides students with 
the breaks needed during their lessons to optimize their attention to class 
activities and time-on-task behavior (Evans & Pellegrini, 1997; Pellegrini & 
Bjorklund, 1996). 

 
POSITION STATEMENTS 
 

• The National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of 
Education 

  
Recess is an essential component of education and that preschool and 
elementary school children must have the opportunity to participate in regular 
periods of active, free play with peers. 

 
• The National Association of Elementary School Principals  

 
NAESP recognizes recess as an important component in a child's physical and 
social development. Research supports the inclusion of recess and other free 
play activities in a child's daily schedule. NAESP encourages principals to 
promote the development and maintenance of appropriately supervised free play 
for children during the school day. (1999, 2004) 

 
• South Carolina Coalition for Promoting Physical Activity 

 



All schools should offer convenient opportunities for students and staff to 
participate in enjoyable physical activity, and this imperative should be embodied 
in policy.  Recess in elementary schools is particularly important.  Recess, while 
separate and distinct from physical education, is an essential component of the 
total educational experience for elementary school aged children.  Recess should 
not be viewed as a reward to children or denied in order to punish children.  The 
involvement of children in daily unstructured physical activity during school hours 
is critical for their current and future health.   

 
• National Association for Sport and Physical Education 

 
Recess provides children with discretionary time and opportunities to engage in 
physical activity that helps to develop healthy bodies and enjoyment of 
movement. It also allows elementary children to practice life skills such as conflict 
resolution, cooperation, respect for rules, taking turns, sharing, using language to 
communicate, and problem solving in situations that are real. Furthermore, it may 
facilitate improved attention and focus on learning in the academic program. 
(Council on Physical Education for Children, 2001) 
 

• American Academy of Pediatrics 
 

A primary goal of activity programs for youth is to promote physically active 
lifestyles that will be carried into adulthood and reduce health problems related to 
inactivity.  
 
Cross-sectional studies have shown an association between higher activity levels 
and lower levels of body fat, increased bone mineral mass and lower levels of 
tobacco and alcohol use.  
 
Exercise has been successfully used in conjunction with other interventions to 
treat obesity, hypertension, and other chronic diseases. 
 
Some of these programs using exercise or physical activity have been 
successfully implemented in the school setting.  
 
The development of a physically active lifestyle is a goal for all children. 
Traditional team and competitive sports may promote healthy activity for selected 
youth. Individual sports, noncompetitive sports, lifetime sports, and recreational 
activities expand the opportunity for activity to everyone. The opportunity to be 
active on a regular basis, as well as the enjoyment and competence gained from 
activity, may increase the chances that a physically active lifestyle will be 
adopted.  (May 2000 – reaffirmation October 2004)  
 

 
UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION ON CHILDREN’S RIGHTS 
 
“Recess is the right of every child:  Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on 
Children’s Rights states that every child has the right to leisure time.  Taking away 
recess, whether as a disciplinary measure or abolishing it in the name of work, infringes 
on that right.” (Skrupskelis, in Clements (2000), pg.126) 
 



 
WHAT’S NEXT? 
 
All across the nation parents, teachers and students are speaking out.  These activists 
are demanding that schools bring recess back, providing a minimum of 15 minutes of 
unstructured play time each day for children.   
 
Virginia and Michigan now have mandated daily recess thanks to folks courageous 
enough to take a stand and similar legislation is now pending in Georgia and 
Connecticut and Washington. Meanwhile, activists in Florida, Texas, Mississippi, 
California and Pennsylvania are lobbying hard to get their kids one small physical break.   
 
Time is precious.  Let’s be sure all of our children have their day in the sun.   

 
 

REFERENCES 
 
American Academy of Pediatrics 
Policy Statement 
May, 2000 – Reaffirmation October 2004 
www.aappolicy.aapublications.org/cgi/content/full/pediactrics;105/5/1156 
 
The American Association for the Child’s Right to Play 
www.ipausa.org 
 
Clements, R. & Olga Jarrett 
“Elementary School Recess:  Then and Now”   
Streamlined Seminar, Vol. 18, No. 4, June 2000 
 
Council on Physical Education and Children  
“Recess in Elementary Schools:  A Position Paper from the National Association for 
Sport and Physical Education.”  (2001) 
www.aahperd.org/naspe/pdf_files/pos_papers/current_res.pdf 
 
DeMars-Johnson, Renee.  Beacon – Michigan Association for the Education of Young 
Children.  “An Ode to the Importance of Recess” Vol. 26, No. 3 (2003) 
www.pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~chrisv/Beacon-Fall-2003.pdf 
 
Doodale, G.  “All Work, No Play at School”   
Christian Science Monitor.  1998, March edition   
http://pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~chrisv/ppar.pdf 
 
Education Reporter 
“Recess is “In Recess” As Schools Cut Child’s Play” 
No. 189, October 2001 
www.eagleforum.org/educate/2001/octo1/recess.shtml 
 
Everhart, K.  
Recess:  “More Than Just Fun” Kansas State University.  (2004) 
 
Hartle et al  



“Outdoor Play:  A Window on Social-Cognitive Development” 
Vol. 23, N 1, pp 27 – 31, Fall 1994 
 
Harvey, J.  
“Accountability’s Fine, but Give the Kids a Break” 
The Seattle Times – Special to the Times 
www.seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/opinion/2002050724_harvey01.html 
 
Jambor, T. 
“School Recess and Social Development”   
Journal – Dimensions of Early Childhood 
 
Jarrett, Olga 
“Recess in Elementary School:  What Does the Research Say?”  (Pub. 2002-07-00), 
ERIC Publications #ED466331. 
http://www.ericdigests.org/2003-2/recess.html 
 
MSNBB – Newsweek Society 
“Reading, Writing, Recess” 
www.msnbc.msn.com/id/3339666/ 
 
National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education - 
Recess and the Importance of Play: “A Position Statement on Young Children and 
Recess.” 
(2002) www.pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~chrisv/recessplay.pdf 
  
Pellegrini, Anthony & Peter Smith  
“School Recess:  Implications for Education and Development.”   Review of Educational 
Research.  
Vol. 63, No. 1, pp 51-67 Spring 1993 
 
Sindelar, Rachel. 
“Recess:  Is It Needed in the 21st Century?”  Clearinghouse on Early Education and 
Parenting.  (Updated July, 2004).   
http://ceep.crc.uiuc.edu/poptopics/recess.html 
 
South Carolina Coalition for Promoting Physical Activity 
School Recess Position Statement 
www.sccppa.org/advocacy/recess.html 
 
Tyler, Vernelle 
“Why Recess?” 
Journal – Dimensions of Early Childhood Vol. 28, No. 4, pp 21-23 Fall, 2000 
 
Washington Education Association 
www.washingtonea.org/index.php?option=com_content&task 
 
 
FOR MORE INFORMATION 
 



The American Association for the Child’s Right to Play 
www.ipausa.org/recess_promotion.htm 
 
Council for Physical Education and Children 
www.aahperd.org/naspe/pdf_files/pos_papers/current_res.pdf 
 
National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education 
www.ericps.crc.uiuc.edu/naecs/position/recessplay.html 
 
Children Need Recess 
Pellegrini, Anthony D. 
www.geocities.com/recessplease/overview.html 
 
No Break Today/ Should Schools Take a Break from Recess? 
Education World 
www.educationworld.com 
 
New Ways to Play - Responsive Classroom Newsletter 
Northeast Foundation for Children.  Vol.12, No.1, Winter 2000. 
www.pegasus.cc.ucf.edu/~chrisv/NewWaystoplay.pdf 
 
No Recess for Recess 
Recess is even more important for students with ADHD 
Larry Silver, M.D.  
www.additudemag.com/experts.asp?DEPT_NO=303&ARTICLE_NO=15&ARCV=1 
 
Proposed Recess Policy for Tacoma School District Elementary Schools  
www.tacomapta.org/Recess.pdf 
 
Recess And Social Development 
Tom Jambor 
http://www.earlychildhood.com/Articles/index.cfm?FuseAction=Article&A=39 
  
Recess backlash: Parents say it pays to play 
Kris Axtman - The Christian Science Monitor 
www.csmonitor.com/2004/1116/p03s01-ussc.html?s=hns 
 
Recess: Going, Going, Gone? 
Rhonda Clements, Ed.D. 
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/feature/-/227281/002-8736976-8018464 
 
RECESS: MORE THAN JUST FUN 
http://www.mediarelations.ksu.edu/WEB/News/NewsReleases/schoolrecess72704.html 
 
Recess Provides Cognitive, Social and Psychomotor Opportunities for Growth 
Yojani Fatima Hernández  
www.idra.org/Newslttr/2001/Apr/Yojani.htm 
 
Recess: A way to relax in school 
www.hindu.com/thehindu/2001/09/08/stories/13081108.htm 
 



Rescuing Recess 
Who are these grinches who want to eliminate school recess? 
Carleton Kendrick Ed.M., LCSW 
www.familyeducation.com/article/0,1120,2-3046,00.html 
 
The Value of School Recess and Outdoor Play 
Kid Source On Line 
http://www.kidsource.com/kidsource/content4/school.recess.html 
 
BOOKS 
 
Clements, Rhonda L. 
Recess, Playgrounds, and Outdoor Play 
Elementary School Recess: Selected Readings, Games, and Activities for Teachers and 
Parents. Boston: American Press: 2000. 
 
Rivkin, Mary S.  
The Great Outdoors: Restoring Children’s Right to Play Outside. Washington, D. C.: 
National Association for the Education of Young Children, 1995. 
 
Pellegrini, Anthony D.  
School Recess and Playground Behavior.  
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1995 
 
Wellhousen, Karyn.  
Outdoor Play Every Day: Innovative Play Concepts for Early Childhood. Canada: 
Delmar/Thomson Learning, 2002. 
 
SPEAKERS/PRESENTERS 
 
Ross, Dr. Peter A. 
Assistant Professor of Education at Mercer's Tift College of Education and nationally 
certified school psychologist, Ross has served as a consultant to school systems on 
recess and regularly consults with schools and school systems about behavior 
management, positive discipline programs and developmentally appropriate curriculum 
development for children. 
Contact information: 1-800-MercerU or www.mercer.edu 
    
 


