Give Kids a Break: The Importance of Recess in Childhood Education

Megan Donohue

The best way to improve children’s performance in the classroom may be to take them
out of it."

|. INTRODUCTION
Recess is defined as “a break period, typically outdoors, for children.”?
Compared to the rest of day, recessis atime when children have the freedom to choose

>3 While recess has long been considered an

“what they want to do and with whom.
integral part of the school day, it has come under attack in the past thirty years, especialy
with the passage of No Child Left Behind (“NCLB”) in 2001.* Although opponents of
recess argue that it poses safety issues and that more instructional timeis needed, these
arguments pale in comparison to the multitude of benefits that recess providesto
children. Research has demonstrated that in addition to important health benefits, recess
increases a child’s ability to learn and develop socially.> The many advantages of recess
highlight the necessity of keeping it alive, despite the pressure to cut back or even
eliminate it at schools across the country.

In the late 1980s, some schools began cutting back on recess to provide more time
for academics.® The trend accelerated with the passage of No Child Left Behind in

2001.” With so much pressure and focus on preparing children for testing into the next

grade, there was less time to incorporate physical education or recess into the
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curriculum.® One in five principals report that the annual yearly progress requirements of
NCLB have led to adecreasein recess.” In 2008, the Center on Education Policy
reported that since the enactment of NCLB, twenty percent of school systems decreased
time for recess, averaging cuts of fifty minutes per week.’® The movement is particularly
widespread among high-poverty, high-minority, and urban schools.** Children who
attend these schools are far more likely than other children to get no recess at all, a
phenomenon known as the “recess gap.”*? Despite the assumption that more timein the
classroom will lead to better test scores, there is no research to support this notion.*®
However, thereis plenty of evidence that recess benefits children in cognitive, socia, and
physical ways.** These benefits are most needed and least likely to be obtained in urban

school districts, including Chicago, and prove that it is an institution worth saving.

Il. BENEFITSOF RECESS
Recess continues to have many supporters. The Center for Disease Control and
Prevention recommends that children receive about an hour of exercise each day.™® The
National Association for Sport and Physical Education suggests elementary school

children get at least twenty minutes of recess daily.'® The American Academy of
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Pediatrics reports that play is essential to children’s development.'” Eight out of ten
principals polled in 2009 said recess has a positive impact on learning.*® Finally,
according to asurvey conducted by the National Parent Teacher Association, three out of
four parents believe recess should be mandatory.™® These supporters recognize the
invaluable role that recess plays in a child’s development. Children who have recess are
benefited academically, socially, and physically.?® These advantages highlight the
importance of maintaining recess at schools.

A. Academic Benefits

When children are given time to play and be physically active, they perform better in
the classroom.?! Breaks in routine are essential for both satisfaction and alertness.??
Several studies have demonstrated that time spent playing at recess improves academic
achievement.” Cognitive benefits include improved memory, more focused attention,
development of more brain connections, better attitudes, and slightly improved test
scores.** Despite the opposition’s contention that more time in the classroom leads to
better test scores, the research shows that recess improves children’s ability to focus and
leads to higher test scores.”® Medical evidence supports the fact that exercise stimulates

serotonin in the brain, which creates a sense of genera well-being and allows studentsto
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focus more easily.?® Recess also provides children a chance to develop and improve
motor skillsin away that most classroom activities cannot do.?” Children are full of
energy and need an opportunity to unwind in order to focusin the classroom.?®

Moreover, recessis associated with better classroom behavior.® In astudy
conducted by the Departments of Pediatrics at Albert Einstein College of Medicine,
Children’s Hospital at Montefiore, and Rose F. Kennedy Center in the Bronx, teachers’
ratings of classroom behavior were better for children with recess than for those without
or with aminimal break.® Students were less attentive and worked |ess efficiently when
confined to their classrooms, thus indicating that recess is an important e ement of
classroom management and behavior guidance.®* While many educational experts argue
that the key to success is academic learning and that school should be fully devoted to
academics, physica activity has proven to help children enjoy school more and perform
better.*® Providing children with an outlet such as recessis therefore key to their success
in the classroom.®

B. Socia Benefits

Recess gives children the chance to develop social skills that are necessary to

become competent adults.3* First, it provides avaluable opportunity for children to
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engage in social interactions with other children.®® For some students, it may be their
only opportunity, as many classrooms allow very little interaction with other children.*
Recess is one of the few times during the day when children are free to exhibit awide
range of social skills such as sharing, cooperation, communication, and problem-
solving.3’ In the open setting that recess provides, children are free to make choices,
exercise leadership, develop games, and resolve conflicts.® When children play together,
they figure out away to resolve their differences, a skill that will serve them well
throughout their lives.* Opponents often argue that physical education can be
substituted for recess and provides the same benefits.”® However, these benefits are
unique to recess because although physical education offers its own advantages, it does
not afford children the same opportunity to develop socia skills, make decisions, and
figure out what isfair.*" Children’s activity levels are higher during recess then during
physical education.* While physical education is also important, it cannot operate as a
substitute because students need unstructured time where they can be creative and make
up their own rules.®®

Second, because recess is one of the only times in the school day when children
can interact freely with each other, it is a time during which adults can observe children’s

social behaviors.** Seeing how studentsinteract can help teachers better understand
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behavior and intervene when necessary.* Teachers get to know their students better
while supervising recess, which “can be useful in developing curriculum and in
preventing bullying.”*® Free time also provides a nice change of pace for the teachers as
well asthe children.*” Recess therefore provides valuable social benefits to both students
and teachers.

C. Health Benefits

Physical activity is crucial to the development of achild.”® Childhood health
problems caused by inactivity or underactivity characterize a growing dilemmain the
United States.*® Inactivity is associated with the epidemic of childhood obesity, which
leads to health problems including high blood pressure and high cholesterol.™ Inactivity
is also associated with the increase in childhood heart disease and type 2 diabetes.™
Recent surveys conducted by the American Association for the Child’s Right to Play
show that “forty percent of five to eight year-olds have significant cardiovascular disease
risk factors such as obesity, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and an inactive
lifestyle.”
Recess gives children the opportunity to engage in a healthy amount of physical

activity.>® Studies have shown that elementary school children engage in physical

activity the majority of the time during recess, with vigorous physical activity occurring
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for asignificant portion of that time.> Although those in favor of eliminating recess
argue that children can simply exercise after school, research suggests that this rarely
happens.>™ For many children, recessis one of the few times during the day when they
are outside playing.>® If children do not get the chance to be active during the school day,
they do not tend to compensate after school.>” In fact, children tend to be less active after
school when they have no recess or physical education, whereas children who are active
during the day are more active after school.”® Both recess and physical education are
recommended to ensure a healthy and active child.*®

Recess also provides an opportunity for children to relieve stress through play.®
Being cooped up in a classroom all day is not healthy for a child’s physical and emotional
development.®* Some go so far as to suggest that no recess during the day is almost
inhumane because children are confined to a classroom for hours each day.®® The many
health benefits that recess providesiillustrate that no recess policies are contrary to the
physical and learning needs of elementary school students.®® Eliminating recess worsens
the already serious problems threatening childhood health.

[1l. A LOOK AT RECESS IN CHICAGO PUBLIC SCHOOLS
The city of Chicago provides the perfect backdrop in which to examine the recess

debate. In the Chicago Public Schools, “nutrition and fitness have taken a back seat to
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test scores and academic achievement.”® Elementary school students work full days
with few breaks and little time for lunch.®® According to data published by the Healthy
Schools Campaign in February 2011, only thirty-seven percent of Chicago public schools
provide time in the day for recess and physical education.®

In 1973, the vast mgority of Chicago Public Schools moved to a closed campus
model that eliminated a morning recess, an afternoon recess, and alengthy lunch.®” The
new model left kids with no recess and a twenty-minute lunch.®® While the changes were
made to address concerns about children who went home during the lunch break and
either never returned or encountered problems, they have remained in place due to the
pressure to prepare children to test well.®® While schools focus on academics and getting
certain test scores, parents are |l eft with the responsibility of ensuring that their children
receive the proper amount of exercise.”® Unfortunately, this does not always happen,
especially for children whose parents work full time.”

As aresult, recess advocates are pushing to bring recess back to Chicago public
schools.”” Helping to lead the charge is Chicago Teachers Union President Karen Lewis,
who favors having teachers move their lunch from the end of the day to the middle,

allowing children to have recess: “Recess is good for kids and it’s good for
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teachers...That’s a win-win.”"® Although the switch would not add any instructional
time, Lewis notes that “research indicates it would help kids learn better during the class
time they do have.””

Unfortunately, these advocates face an uphill battle. The recessgap in Chicagois
particularly wide and many schools do not even have outdoor space for children to play.”
While schools with the lowest percentage of poor and minority children are more likely
to get recess, those with a high percentage remain without.”® As Margaret Harrigan,
professor of education at DePaul University, noted, “Schools have decided that the way
to deal with predominately poor, minority populations is to lock them up.”’’

Although the Illinois School Code requiresthat al schools provide some sort of
daily physical activity, schools are given wide | atitude in terms of compliance.”® Daily
recess and physical education classes are not required under the Code.” Due to a budget
deficit and limited resources, it is difficult to monitor the schools and ensure their
compliance.®

Despite these challenges, advocates hope a “perfect storm is brewing” to bring
recess back to elementary schoolsin Chicago.®* Both parents and educators recognize
the importance of recess and are willing to fight to get it back.®? Although opponents

argue that recess will take valuable time away from academics and test preparation, the

break afforded by recess will give children the energy and focus they need to perform
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better in the classroom. Thisis especially important for children in Chicago public
schools, who face both academic and health problems.®
IV. CONCLUSION

Play and down time are as important to a child’s academic experience as reading,
science, and math.®* Recessis important not only for learning, but for social
development and health.®> Although opponents of recess argue that more instruction is
necessary and that recess does nothing to improve academic performance, there is no
research to support the notion that keeping children in the classroom longer helps them
academically.® On the other hand, there is “plenty of evidence that recess benefits

children in cognitive, social-emotional, and physical ways.”®’

While opponents also
point to safety and liability concerns, these are not sufficient to outweigh the many
advantages that recess providesto children. Free play is healthy and essential for helping
children reach important developmental milestones.® Despite the pressure to cut back on
recess to allow more instructional time, schools need to remember that recessis a basic
need and that policies against recess discriminate against children.?® The battlein

Chicago highlights the importance of keeping recess alive. Preserving recessis necessary

for the well-being of children, both inside and outside of the classroom.
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