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Who gets recess? Article 31 of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child states that children have
the right to play. Many other countries, some of
them top-ranking in standardized tests, give their
children more frequent or extensive play breaks
than does the United States. English primary
children have breaks in the morning and in the
afternoon as well as a long lunch break. Japanese
children get 10-20-minute breaks between 45
minute lessons or five minute breaks and a long
lunch. Finnish and Turkish children have 15
minutes of play after each 45 minutes of work.
Ugandan students have an eight-hour school day,
but they have a half hour of play in the morning,
one hour for lunch and play, and 1.5 hours of
afternoon activity time (sports, music, art, freechoice playtime).
In the U.S., policy and practice vary
considerably from state to state and from school
to school. Over the past 20-30 years, recess has
been cut back in some schools and completely cut
at others. On a 1989 survey of state
superintendents conducted by the National
Association of Elementary School Principals
(NAESP), 96% of school districts reported they had
recess.3 However, in the next 10 years, the
number of schools with recess had decreased. By
the late 1990’s, the lack of recess in many schools
received considerable notoriety. A front-page
article in The New York Times pictured a school
built without a playground and quoted Atlanta
Public School Superintendent Benjamin O. Canada
as saying: “We are intent on improving academic
performance. You don’t do that by having kids
hanging on the monkey bars.”4 No Child Left
Behind’s (NCLB) focus on test scores resulted in
cutbacks in both the arts and in physical activity.

The recess issue. Breaktime --- playtime --- recess
--- this is how various countries describe what is
often the favorite part of the child’s school day.
Recess provides a break from academics and a
time when children can organize their own games,
play on playground equipment, run and chase
each other, carry on cultural traditions of clapping
games or jump rope rhymes, dig in the dirt/sand,
investigate nature, or talk with their friends.
Compared to the rest of the school day, recess is a
time when children have more freedom to choose
what they want to do and with whom, as long as it
is safe and appropriate. For many children, recess
is their favorite time in the day and “it may be the
only time in the school day when they can play
without getting into trouble.”1 In 2003, the
speaker of Georgia’s General Assembly agreed to
co-sponsor legislation mandating recess while
admitting: “I would not have survived elementary
school if it hadn’t been for recess.”
The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) define recess as “a regularly
scheduled period in the school day for
physical activity and play that is monitored by
trained staff or volunteers.” According to the
CDC, “during recess, students are encouraged
to be physically active and engaged with their
peers in activities of their choice, at all grade
levels, kindergarten through 12th grade.” To
the CDC, recess is a health issue.2
The purpose of this position paper is to explore
the current state of recess, identify best recess
practices, and disseminate effective ways to
advocate for recess.
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schools,13 and a school district on Long Island
doubled its recess to 40 minutes a day.14
Atlanta area school systems with policies
forbidding recess twenty years ago have since
changed their policies to allow or require recess.
In 2017, the Atlanta Board of Education, moved by
the testimony of an elementary school student,
approved a policy mandating 20-minute,
unstructured recess breaks for students through
grade eight while prohibiting the withholding of
recess as punishment. However, this policy did not
completely eliminate the denial of recess as
punishment as noted below.

According to official figures provided by school
systems following the enactment of NCLB, 20% of
U.S. school systems decreased recess time,
averaging recess cuts of 50 minutes per week.5 In
2008, National Center for Educational Statistics
(NCES) data from 173 randomly selected school
districts found that 5.3% reported increases in
recess while 32.3% reported decreases.6 A study
conducted in 2006 indicated 57% of school
systems claimed to require regularly scheduled
recess in elementary school.7 However, according
to a study published in 2011, only 40% of school
systems had an explicit recess policy.6
School systems may claim on surveys they have
recess when they sometimes have it. But who
actually gets recess is another matter, and it may
have social justice implications. For example, in a
randomly selected sample of children on a
randomly selected school day in 2002, researchers
found that 79% of the children had recess. But
only 61% of the African American students and
75% of other minority students had recess
compared to 85% of white students. Also, only
56% of those living below the poverty line had
recess compared to 83% of those above the
poverty line.8 In another example, in 2003, Atlanta
area school systems with high percentages of
white suburban children had recess, whereas
school systems with high percentages of African
American children had no recess.9 In a survey of
1,055 schools, the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation (2007) also found disparities between
the recess haves and have-nots.10 Length of recess
was affected by school size, location, region,
minority enrollment, and eligibility for free and
reduced-price lunch. Large, urban, Southeastern
schools with high poverty and high minority
populations had the least recess, sometimes none
at all. Children attending private schools have 30
minutes more recess a week than children
attending public school.11
Although many children in the U.S. still do not
get daily recess, in the past ten years, there have
been some encouraging signs. Some school
systems have since re-instated recess. Chicago
public schools lengthened the school day to allow
for 20 minutes of mandated recess.12 Some
schools in Oklahoma and Texas have begun to
have recess four times a day, inspired by Finnish

Prohibition of withholding of recess or the use
of physical activity as punishment. The
American Academy of Pediatrics, as well as
leading national associations for school
administrators, educators and parents, do not
recommend withholding recess as punishment
(to be discussed further in the “Supporters of
Research” section). Unfortunately, the practice of
denying recess as punishment still runs deep. The
student who got recess reinstated in Atlanta
schools is unhappy because his principal found a
way around the spirit of the mandate, allowing
20 minutes that can’t be taken away but
scheduling 25 minutes so that teachers can take
away five minutes as punishment. Surveys
conducted by the author with student teachers
and new teachers in high poverty schools (20112014) found that taking away recess was widely
used for punishment.15
Some states both with and without recess
mandates have requirements against either
withholding physical activity (e.g., “standing on
the wall” during recess) or requiring activity (e.g.,
running laps) as punishment. As of 2016,
Connecticut and Colorado prohibit denying
physical activity (e.g., recess) as punishment; and
Oregon, Delaware, West Virginia, and Arkansas
prohibit using physical activity (such as running
laps) as punishment. Seven states plus the District
of Columbia have laws prohibiting both kinds of
punishment. They are North Carolina, New York,
Massachusetts, Louisiana, Hawaii, California, and
Alabama.16 Often decisions on using recess
deprivation as punishment are made at the school
level. One study found that children were
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deprived of recess for poor behavior or academic
reasons in approximately 73% of the over 1900
schools surveyed but that requiring physical
activity as punishment was rare.17

•

Recess
legislation.
The
most
recent
comprehensive report of state requirements
through 2015 was compiled by Shape of the
Nation.16 Since then, there have been several
more states that mandated recess or explicitly
allowed inclusion of recess in the instructional
day. Many of those states consulted with the
American Association for the Child’s Right to Play
(IPA/USA) as part of their recess campaign.
Unfortunately, recess bills in Georgia and Texas
were vetoed by their governors in 2019.
• Delaware16 (2005) requires daily recess for
elementary students but does not specify
duration.
• Virginia16 (2006) state board rule required 20
minutes of recess daily and 2018 legislation18
allows schools to spend about 50 minutes of
their instructional day in recess/downtime.
• Hawaii16 (2006) Wellness Guidelines mandate
at least 20 minutes of daily recess not
withheld as punishment.
• Indiana16 (2006) requires daily physical activity
for elementary school students that may
include recess.
• Missouri16 (2009) requires a minimum of a 20minute recess period per day and at least 150
minutes per week of physical activity (recess
and physical education).
• Michigan16 (2012) State Board of Education
recommends at least 30 minutes of physical
activity including at least 20 minutes of recess
and/or activity breaks for all grades.
• Connecticut16 (2013) – state law requires at
least 20-minute daily periods of physical
exercise for K-5 students.
• Vermont16 (2015) requires a minimum of 30
minutes per day of physical activity time for
elementary school --- high school. May include
recess but cannot replace physical education.
• Colorado16 (2015) has no weekly requirements
for recess but requires 600 minutes a month
for physical activity opportunities for
elementary school that can include recess.
• North Carolina19 (nd) state survey reported

•

•

•
•

•

that 30 minutes of daily recess are required in
elementary school and at least 30 minutes per
day of physical activity are required in
elementary and middle school/junior high.
Rhode Island20 (2016) requires at least 20
minutes of recess a day.
Tennessee21 (2017) after requiring at least
three 15 minute periods a day for grades K-1,
two 20 minute periods at least 4 days a week
for grades 2-6 and 90 minutes per week for
grades 7-12 of unstructured physical activity
(2016), the law was weakened to require up to
130 minutes a week of physical activity for
elementary school, not necessarily free play.
Florida22 (2017) requires at least 20
consecutive minutes of free-play recess a day.
Does not apply to charter schools and does
not specify outdoors.
Arizona23 (2018) required two recess periods a
day for K-3 initially, with fourth and fifth
grades to be added in 2019.
New Jersey24 (2018) requires at least 20
minutes of recess daily for all children grades
K-5, outdoors, if feasible. Students cannot be
denied recess for any reason other than a
violation of the code of student conduct
including harassment, intimidation, or
bullying. The recess requirement begins
during the 2019-2020 school year.
Arkansas25 (2019), passed a bill requiring 40
minutes of recess a day.

Benefits of recess. Recess is “a break from
instruction, a chance to freely move, run, and play;
unstructured time where kids control their own
activities.”16

According to the American
Academy of Pediatrics, recess is
“a necessary break in the day for
optimizing
a
child’s
social,
emotional, physical, and cognitive
development.”26 There is no other
time in the school day that has this
range of benefits.
4

Academic and classroom management benefits
of recess. Employees, from factory workers to
long distance truck drivers to legislators, have
breaks built into their schedules to promote
mental alertness. Students require breaks for the
same reason.

increases in their sustained attention after
recess;33 and 12 fifth graders in another study
significantly increased on-task behavior after
recess.34 The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention issued a report in 2010 that explored
the associations between school-based physical
activity and academic performance. Of the eight
recess studies they reviewed, six tested the effect
of interventions on various aspects of academic
performance (attention/ concentration), and two
explored relationships between recess and ontask behavior. Each of the studies found at least
one positive relationship between having recess
and some aspect of classroom behavior. None
found negative effects of recess.35
Improvements in on-task behavior and
attention after breaks strongly suggest recess
might improve achievement. At the very least, it
suggests that abolishing recess to include more
instructional time in the school day might be
counter-productive. A Canadian study compared
attitudes, achievement, and fitness before and
after the school system decided to devote a third
of the school day to physical activity, art, and
music.36 Though there was less time for
academics, student test scores increased slightly,
and attitudes and fitness increased significantly.
A few studies have examined relationships
between recess and behavior or achievement, but
their conclusions are confounded by socioeconomic status. Researchers found teachers rate
children’s behavior as better when the children
have at least 15 minutes of recess per day,37 but
the schools with fewer than 15 minutes of recess
a day tend to be high-poverty schools where
teacher turnover and economic deprivation are
correlated with behavior issues. Another study
found two schools that abolished recess
subsequently had lower test scores than a school
that kept recess,38 suggesting that abolishing
recess does not raise scores. However, the two
schools that abolished recess served more
children in poverty, making comparisons difficult.
Clearly, more controlled research is needed.
Recess plays an important role as a change of pace
from academics. But that is not its only purpose.

Brain research on attention suggests
why breaks are needed: (a) the brain
cannot maintain attention for long
periods of time, requiring contrast (such
as a new location or novel stimuli) to
regain focus; (b) for information to be
processed, down time is needed to
recycle chemicals crucial for long-term
memory formation; and (c) attention is
cyclical, involving 90-110 minute
rhythmical patterns throughout the
day.27
Teachers, parents, and community leaders
often wonder whether recess influences test
scores. Research on physical activity indicates that
activity before testing is beneficial.28 There is little
research that compares the same children with
and without recess, and there is no longitudinal
research that examines the long-term effects of
recess deprivation. It would be unethical to
deprive children of recess over the years just to
examine the long-term effects. Hopefully, children
who are deprived of recess one year might have
recess the next year. So, conclusions about recess
need to be pieced together from a variety of
studies.
In research with fourth-graders, children were
less fidgety and more on-task when they had
recess. Also, children with hyperactivity were
among those who benefited the most.29 These
results are consistent with the findings of a metaanalysis of nearly 200 studies on the effect of
exercise on cognitive functioning that suggest
physical activity supports learning.30 Other studies
indicate that children perform better on literacy
tasks after they have had recess31 and that
children raise their hands more often after recess
breaks.32 Research with third, fourth and fifth
graders, tested before and after recess, found
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Physical benefits of recess. Obesity of children
ages 2-19 increased three-fold between 1980 and
1999. In a 2008 ethnic comparison of children ages
2-19, 20.8% of Mexican American children, 20% of
black children, and 15.3% of white children were
found to be obese.39 Although cause and effect
cannot be assumed, the ethnic groups with the
highest incidence of childhood obesity are also
those least likely to get recess.
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation concluded
from the body of research on activity in various
settings that opportunity for physical activity is
higher during recess than at other times of the
day, with 42% of the activity occurring at recess,
32% during physical education (PE), and 26%
during after-school programs/activities.10 Of great
concern is the finding that children who do not
have the opportunity to be active during the
school day do not tend to compensate after
school. Experimental research has found that
children were less active after school on days
when they had no recess and PE classes in
school,40 suggesting that inactivity breeds
inactivity.
There is considerable research on ways to
increase physical activity by organizing games,
encouraging teachers to participate in play with
the children, experimenting with the timing of
recess and lunchtime, varying the amount of
structure during recess and using playground
markings to encourage games. These experiments
are assessed by accelerometers,41 42 fitbits,43 GPS42
and observers.44 One study established that
“reinforcement, self-monitoring, goal setting, and
feedback” increased number of steps by 47%.43 A
comparison
between
unstructured
(no
equipment) and semi-structured (equipment and
games) recess found that children did not differ in
level of enjoyment but took more steps (measured
by accelerometer) during semi-structured
recess.45 And the use of moveable/ recycled
materials during lunchtime recess increased
physical activity and enjoyment compared to a
control school.46 A program called Ready for
Recess used accelerometers to determine the
effect of staff training, play equipment, or both
with mixed results.47 48 However, increasing
activity is only one of the purposes of recess.

"The playground during recess is
one of the few places where
today's children can actively
confront, interpret, and learn from
meaningful social experience.”
- Tom Jambor, Ed. D.
Recess and Social Competency. According to
Jambor, "The playground during recess is one of
the few places where today's children can actively
confront, interpret, and learn from meaningful
social experience."49 Much of what children do
during recess, including the sharing of folk
culture,50, 51 deciding what is fair, making choices,
and developing rules for play, involves the
development of social skills, opportunities that
may be missed by children who don’t have recess.
One young girl at a school without recess was
asked on a local TV program whether she would
like to have recess. Her response? “No, because
then I would have to make up my own games and
that would be boring.” Some physical education
teachers assign students the task of designing
their own games52 which can then be played at
recess. Other children adapt games they learned
in PE.53 Educators and counselors have asserted
that in organizing their own games, children learn
respect for rules, self-discipline, and control of
aggression;52 develop problem solving and
planning strategies;53 practice leadership, resolve
conflicts, develop an understanding of playing by
the rules;54 and associate with children of other
ethnicities.55
Research on an urban low-income elementary
school playground employed a checklist to explore
what children did during recess.53 Observations of
first, third, and fifth-graders over several months
found that they played games they learned in PE,
made up their own games (including a rough game
they called “Jerry Springer”) chased one another,
engaged in rough and tumble play, jumped rope,
played clapping games, used the playground
equipment constantly, played softball with their
teacher, talked with their friends, and exhibited
very little negative behavior. The students in one
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when they could make choices and that the ability
to choose made them feel respected.64
Recess provides an excellent opportunity for
learning and practicing social skills. Children who
have had recess each year gain a lot of practice in
organization, cooperation, conflict resolution, and
leadership. Students who have long been deprived
of recess may not know how to behave when
recess is introduced or reinstated. In an urban
public school, researchers noted many children
with challenging recess behaviors at the beginning
of the year made dramatic progress over the year,
becoming happier and easier to get along with due
to the attention and support of the staff.65 Some
schools train peer coaches as conflict managers66
and play partners to help individual students
manage their own behaviors.67 And, bullying can
better be dealt with during recess than at other
places (restrooms and school buses) where
bullying is like to occur. There is evidence that
playground interventions generalize to better
behavior in other settings. Learning social skills is
an important outcome of recess.

class had created a book on how to play games
they learned from their grandparents and other
older community members and played some of
those games during recess. Generally, three
teachers were assigned to supervise, two of whom
often chatted while the third chose to play ball
games with the children. The same checklist with
middle-schoolers (playing on a strip mall parking
lot) found creative use of the space and very little
negative behavior.58 Using similar methodology on
an urban parochial school “playground” without
playground structures, another study found
comparable results, including children chasing one
another, playing games, and engaging in little
negative behavior.59 In a separate study, one
researcher noted the only negative behavior
occurred, not during play, but during lining up.50
Two ethnographic studies noted rich discourse
and opportunities to negotiate moral dilemmas
during recess.60 61
Game playing can occur in the classroom as
well as on the playground. However, according to
some researchers, game playing in the classroom
is typically in a "closed setting" where the children
cannot withdraw from the game.62 Recess
provides a more "open setting" where children are
free to leave the play situation. In open settings,
children must learn to resolve conflicts to keep the
game going, resulting in low levels of aggression
on the playground.59 62 Interviews with fourthgraders suggest recess may be the only
opportunity for some children to practice their
social skills with other children.63 Many classrooms
allow very little interaction. Furthermore, latchkey
children, who lock themselves at home after
school with TV and computer games as
companions, often have no peer interactions once
they leave school.
An important aspect of play is the ability to
choose and make decisions. One study found that
8-9 year-olds were able to set goals for their recess
experience that included achievement, social
relationships, and the need for fun and
challenge.62 In interviews on the difference
between PE and recess, the children’s dominant
response was that recess involved choice of
activities and play partners, whereas in PE they
were told what to do and with whom. Some of the
children noted recess was the only time of the day

Recess Programs. The following are examples of
programs have been designed to help elementary
schools facilitate recess:68
Peaceful Playgrounds69 is a nonprofit in its 21st
year. It offers courses on playground supervision,
resources for grant writing, free rainy-day ideas,
and sale of game stencils. Peaceful Playgrounds
has also been evaluated to determine whether
playground markings increased children’s physical
activity and prosocial behaviors. Yes, but in the
two studies reviewed, the control group also made
changes, contaminating the results.70 71
Playworks72, also a nonprofit over 20 years old,
trains recess coaches to work specifically in low
income schools where they organize games and
teach conflict resolution during recess, hold
physical activity sessions in classrooms, train
teachers and junior coaches (4th and 5th graders),
and organize after-school programs for children
not traditionally involved in sports. Their website
offers free game ideas. There has been
considerable research on Playworks programs that
show benefits such as less conflict and bullying,
more vigorous physical activity, smoother
transitions, and approval of teachers and
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11-14 year olds.79 And one Minnesota high school,
is giving students “big kid recess,” breaks
extending lunchtime to play games, chat with
friends, or go to the gym.80 No states have yet
mandated high school recess-type breaks, but the
need for down-time among high school students is
obvious.

principals.73 74 Massey, et al.75 identified five
Playworks strategies that could be successfully
employed in other schools as well: training peer
coaches, introducing classroom physical activity
breaks in addition to recess, engaging non-active
children in active after school programs,
encouraging adults to participate in recess, and
recruiting leaders willing to engage with the
youth.
LiiNK76 (Let’s Inspire Innovation ‘N Kids), inspired
by recess in Finland, was initiated in 2013.
Teachers are prepared by three days of training.
Children in LiiNK schools have four unstructured
outdoor recess breaks a day for whatever they
want to do, “role play, physical activity, sitting and
reading, socializing,
imagining,
or just
reflecting.”76 Rhea concludes children are happier
with multiple recesses and that learning games
and how to play fair can be useful especially for
children not experienced with recess, with the
caveat that structured activities should not be
required and that children also be allowed to
organize their own games, play on playground
equipment, and simply socialize. 76
Ready for Recess focuses on increasing moderate
to vigorous activity during recess with an
intervention program involving staff training, or
providing recreational equipment, such as balls,
hula hoops, frisbees, bases, and cones, or a
combination of the two.47 48 Results were mixed,
with children benefitting from a combination of
staff training and equipment but the intervention
was uneven across groups.
Lunchtime Enjoyment Activity and Play (LEAP) is a
lunchtime play intervention that added recyclable
materials such as boxes, tires, hoses, buckets,
exercise mats and hay bales as well as balls, hoops,
and skipping ropes to the play area and found the
children increased their activity level. 46
Zoning is an additional intervention where
sections called “zones” are designated on the
playground for different types of activities during
recess. Creating zones, increased activity for both
boys and girls.77
Middle/Secondary School Recess
The CDC recommends recess-type breaks through
high school.78 The form of such breaks can be
different from elementary school recess. A Danish
school has recently redesigned a “playspot” for

SUPPORTERS OF RECESS
The U.S. Play Coalition, the Alliance for
Childhood, the International Play Association:
Promoting the Child’s Right to Play (IPA),
and the American Association for the Child’s
Right to Play (IPAUSA) are strong supporters
of recess.
The following organizations, representing
classroom teachers, PE teachers, elementary
and middle school principals, early childhood
specialists, parents, and pediatricians, have
also made major pro-recess statements
(each detailed below the box):
• National Association for the Education
of Young Children (NAEYC)
• National Association for Sport and
Physical Education (NASPE)
• National Association of Early Childhood
Specialists in State Departments of
Education
• National Association of Elementary
School Principals
• American Academy of Pediatrics
• Society of Health and Physical
Educators (SHAPE)
• National Parent Teacher Association
• American Heart Association/American
Diabetes Association/ American Stroke
Association
• American Federation of Teachers
• National Education Association
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♦ National Association for the Education of
Young Children (NAEYC) – 199781 Children
need “unstructured outdoor play,” i.e. recess.
♦ National Association for Sport and Physical
Education (NASPE) – 200182 Recommends daily
recess for preK - fifth or sixth grade, not used as
a reward or denied as punishment.
♦ National Association of Early Childhood
Specialists in State Departments of
Education83 (NAECS/SDE) – 2001 Recess is the
right of every child, and preschool and
elementary school children must have regular
periods of active, free play with peers.
♦ National Association of Elementary School
Principals – 201084; 201785 “Recess is a vital
component to student well-being and success.”
Planning includes training staff and volunteers,
teaching conflict resolution, ensuring safety
standards, providing enough equipment, and
adding playground markings.
♦ American Academy of Pediatrics – 201386
Daily recess is a child’s personal time which
should not be withheld for academic or
disciplinary reasons.
♦ Society of Health and Physical Educators
(SHAPE) – 201387 Provide daily elementary

♦

♦

♦
♦

school recess of not less than 20 minutes and
extend lunch in secondary school to allow
physical activity breaks. 200988 Not appropriate
to administer or withdraw physical activity as
punishment.
National Parent Teacher Association – 201389
Supports at least 20 minutes of recess a day,
not to be denied for academic or disciplinary
reasons.
American
Heart
Association/American
Diabetes Association/ American Stroke
Association – 201690 Supports daily elementary
school recess for at least 20 minutes.
American Federation of Teachers – 201791
Supports no less than 30 minutes of recess
daily.
National Education Association – 201992
Will pursue strategies to publicize the
importance of recess and free play, especially
in PreK through eighth grade.

Recess Policy. The CDC has developed five
resources, as well as a recess brief,93 that are
helpful as schools plan for recess. They are highly
recommended.

RECESS RECOMMENDATIONS

The following are based on the beliefs of the sponsoring organizations of this paper, the positions of the
aforementioned recess supporters, and research findings presented in this document:
1. Every child, Kindergarten through high school,78 should have at least 20-40 minutes of recess
each day. Two or more breaks are preferred. Planning is needed on what recess could look like
at the high school level.
2. If recess is held at lunch time it should be held before rather than after lunch.78
3. Play equipment and materials (game markings, “loose parts” such as balls, jump ropes, hula
hoops, and even recycled materials like boxes, soda bottles, and cardboard tubes) should
be available during recess. Choices promote activity and decrease negative behavior.
4. “Recess is a time that is unstructured and undirected by adults.”94 Children should be able to
engage in activities of their own choosing78 that allow “down time” including vigorously active
(e.g., swinging and playing ball) and more sedentary activities (e.g., socializing, digging in sand).
5. Physical Education teachers or playworkers should teach games that children can then adapt
for recess. Recess supervisors should be trained on playground safety and ways to make recess
fun. It is appropriate for adults to sometimes join in the children’s play. Children should be shown
ways to include others and resolve conflicts.
6. To best ensure that all children have recess, pass laws at the state level to mandate recess and
not allow it to be taken away as punishment.
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Taking action. Decisions about recess are made at
many levels: classroom, school, school system, or
state. However, a study examining state
requirements found that schools were more apt to
have recess if state law at least encouraged it.95
Also, teachers were less apt to deprive children of
recess if there were policies against it.17
The following actions by a variety of advocates
could help insure all children have recess:
Organizations:
The organizations with
positions supporting recess, including the
sponsors of this position paper, are in an excellent
position to publicize their position and give expert
testimony where recess-supporting decisions are
being made.
Researchers: More research is needed,
especially on the effect of recess or different types
of recess on student learning, test-taking success,
problem solving ability, empathy, and classroom
management. Research on the value of recess
specifically for middle and high school aged
children is also needed.
Parents and concerned citizens: Recess
advocates have changed recess policy through
letter-writing campaigns, petitions, visiting school
board meetings, and talking with many people.
The mother who convinced the Virginia Board of
Education to require recess did not have a child in
the public school system. She succeeded by
creating a network of people who gathered
signatures on a recess petition. The common good
requires people be concerned not only about their
own children, but also about other people’s
children. Being a recess advocate benefits society.
Teachers: If you have been using recess
deprivation as punishment, do your own action
research on its effects. Do children behave better
or worse after being deprived of recess? Find
alternatives to depriving recess as punishment on
the Peaceful Playground website.69 Share research
on recess with your principal.
Principals, superintendents, and policy makers:
Inform yourself on what the research says about
the value of recess. This position paper includes
many of the studies showing the benefits of
recess. Make research-based decisions on recess
policy.
Students: Children can make a difference on an
issue that directly affects them like recess. By

taking action through debates, petitions, making
signs, and writing articles/letters in school as well
as community newspapers, children can learn
about political action and empowerment. Some
students have tried to get recess reinstated in
their school as a classroom project.96 Children’s
data collection during recess could become a
science fair or social studies fair project and the
advocacy could lead to political involvement. The
second grader, mentioned earlier, convinced his
mother to become a recess advocate, and they
testified together at a local school board meeting
and at the state legislature.

IN CONCLUSION
Advocates for the wellbeing
of all children need to be
concerned about the number
of children deprived of
recess. Given the strong
evidence suggesting recess
meets so many physical,
social,
emotional,
and
academic needs, recess for
all is a goal worth pursuing.
State mandates that require
daily recess for ALL students
seem to be the best way to
ensure that every child gets
recess.
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