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From the Guest Editor. . . 
Our society has become increasingly complex, but 
there remains a need for every child to feel the sun 
and wind on his or her cheek and engage in self-
paced play. Children’s attempts to make their way 
across monkey bars, negotiate the hopscotch 
course, play jacks, or toss a football require 
intricate behaviors of planning, balance, and 
strength--traits we want to encourage in children. 
Ignoring the developmental functions of 
unstructured outdoor play denies children the 
opportunity to expand their imaginations beyond 
the constraints of the classroom. (The value of 
school recess and outdoor play, NAEYC, 1997) 

 
This is not the first time Play, Policy, & Practice 
(PPP) Connections has had a special issue on 
recess. The last one was 10 years ago. In an 
article I wrote in that issue (Jarrett, 2003), I 
mentioned that three of six metro-Atlanta school 
systems, those with the highest percentage of 
African American and Hispanic youth and the 
highest percentage of children on free and 
reduced-price lunch, had policies against recess. 
The good news is that those school systems now 
allow recess, and some schools encourage it. 
However, many children still do not get recess 
since time for test preparation often interferes, 
and many teachers deprive children of recess as 
punishment for a range of infractions including 
disrespect, noise in the lunchroom, failure to turn 
in homework, and failure of their parent to return 
a signed note as required by the school. The 
children most often deprived of recess are 
African American males, a demographic group 
that needs to play and be active as much as other 
children. 
 
This issue features an advocacy success story by 
Sandra Waite-Stupiansky (Edinboro University 
of Pennsylvania) on how she and other parents 
managed to get recess reinstated in their 
children’s schools. Her story of what a small 
group of committed citizens accomplished,  

reprinted with permission from the upcoming 
edition of Play at the Center of the Curriculum, 
is inspirational. This issue also includes two 
research articles by young play scholars Leslie 
McAlpin and Denise Lederhouse. Leslie 
McAlpin, a doctoral student at Georgia State 
University, has conducted research to determine 
bloggers’ views on taking away recess as 
punishment. Her article, Pros and Cons of Using 
Recess Deprivation as Punishment:  What the 
Bloggers Say presents bloggers’ arguments for 
and against using recess deprivation as 
punishment and may be helpful to teachers as 
well as recess advocates. Denise Lederhouse, a 
master’s student at Edinboro University of 
Pennsylvania, used her stay in Italy as an 
opportunity to do a comparison on recess in Italy 
and the US. Her article, Recess Variations: 
American vs. Italian, compares one American 
school and one Italian school on length of recess, 
recess challenges, and the use of recess 
deprivation as punishment. Though a small 
study, the comparisons are interesting and her 
survey may be helpful to other researchers.  
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We are fortunate that Jeannette Brelsford (2011) 
was willing to share some of her dissertation 
findings with PPP readers. Her article, Dual 
Discourse of Recess during the School Day 
includes part of her dissertation findings. In this 
study, she interviewed teachers and school 
administrators on their childhood recess 
experiences as well as their views of recess in 
their schools and changes in recess over the 
years. It is encouraging that all of those 
interviewed favored inclusion of recess at their 
schools.  
 
In addition, we include a book review by Ayana 
Oden, doctoral student at Georgia State 
University, of Recess: Its Role in Education and 
Development by Anthony D. Pellegrini. Though 
this book was published in 2005, it includes a lot 
of important research information that is still 
current. Reading this book is recommended for 
both recess advocates and recess researchers. 
 
The US Play Coalition has a new white paper, A 
Research-Based Case for Recess. This paper is  
also supported by the Alliance for Childhood and 
the American Association for the Child’s Right 
to Play (IPAUSA). Look for it on the US Play 
Coalition website. 
 
Enjoy! 
Olga Jarrett, Guest Editor, ojarrett@gsu.edu 
Georgia State University, Atlanta 
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Advocating for Recess 
Sandra Waite-Stupiansky 

Edinboro University of Pennsylvania 
 
Our family moved to a new district when my 
children were in elementary school.   I was 
shocked to discover that the elementary school 
they started to attend did not offer regular 
outdoor recess!   As I asked around, I found 
several other mothers who also were concerned 
over the lack of outdoor time, so we started 
meeting over coffee to discuss what we might do 
about the situation.  Several of us were members 
of the League of Women Voters, so we proposed 
that the League take on the lack of recess as a 
study issue at the annual meeting, which passed 
unanimously.  A group of a dozen women started 
meeting on Saturday mornings over coffee to 
share their thoughts and, later, their research.  
Several folks interviewed school personnel to 
find out when and why recess was eliminated.  
Others scoured the professional literature to find 
studies on the effects of recess (either positive or 
negative) on children’s academic, social, 
physical, and emotional skills.  One group 
enlisted other mothers to complete a quick 
survey every day when their children got home 
from school asking if they went outside that day.  
They recorded their data for two weeks on 
special calendars that were aggregated across the 
district by grade level and school.  No 
information was recorded that could identify 
individual teachers or children. 
 
Armed with the research collected by the team of 
concerned citizens, we proposed to the League of 
Women Voters to make reinstatement of recess 
an Action Issue the following year.  The motion 
passed and the action phase of the project began.  
Members of the committee fanned out and spoke 
to acquaintances who had an interest in 
children’s health such as doctors, psychologists, 
educators, parents, clergy, and others.  They 
asked anyone who was willing to write a letter to 
the editor of the local newspaper about their 
perspectives on the value of recess for 
elementary-age children.  The letters started 
arriving in droves; the newspaper printed several 
per week until the newspaper editor felt 
compelled to write an editorial pleading with the 
school board to “give the children back their 
recess.” 
 
When the team felt that it was well-informed on 
the issue, it asked to be put on the school board 

Play, Policy, and Practice Connections is 
published by the Play, Policy, and Practice 
Interest Forum of NAEYC and is responsible 
for its content.  Please contact Sandra Waite-
Stupiansky, Play, Policy, and Practice 
Connections Managing Editor, 
swaite@edinboro.edu with questions and 
comments. 
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agenda for its monthly meeting.  The school 
board agreed to allow a 10-minute presentation 
by one member of the group.  I was nominated to 
perform this task.  I felt the weight of all of the 
children in the district on my shoulders! 
 
Using a power point with a summary of the 
findings from the literature review, position 
statements, and our own data on the number of 
minutes spent outdoors during the two-week 
study, we made our case.  The response of the 
school board was overwhelmingly positive, 
voting that evening to move toward reinstating 
recess for the next school year.   
 
This happened over 10 years ago. I’m glad to 
report that the children still have recess every 
day in the elementary schools of the district.  
This experience of advocating to reinstate recess 
taught me that successful advocacy depends on 
informing ourselves on the issues, connecting 
with others who have a stake in the cause, and 
persisting with patience over time.  Ask any 
child in the district. . . it was worth it! 
 
(Adapted for Van Hoorn, J.,  Nourot, P. M., Scales, B. & 
Alward, K.R. (in press)  Play at the Center of the 
Curriculum, 6th ed.,  Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Pearson. 
Reprinted with permission.) 
 
 

Recess Variations: American vs. Italian 
Denise Lederhouse 

Graduate Student, Edinboro University of 
Pennsylvania 

 
I conducted an action research study to examine 
the similarities and differences between recess in 
an American elementary school and recess 
(ricreazione) in an Italian elementary school 
(scuola elementare).  Living in Italy has brought 
many cultural similarities and differences to my 
attention.  The proposed study compared recess 
practices and perceptions within the two 
countries as reported by teachers.     
 
Why was I interested in studying recess?  Recess 
provides children the opportunity to engage in 
spontaneous play where they refine both fine and 
gross motor skills, engage in social interactions 
with their peers, and take an unstructured break 
from classroom instruction.  "Recess has the 
potential to affect the whole child--offering 
academic, cognitive, emotional, physical, and 
social benefits" (Ramstetter, Murray, Garner, 
2010, p. 518).    

The Italian Guida alla attività fisica per la salute 
per i docenti della scuola primaria (Guide for 
health and physical activity for primary school 
teachers) states, "Recenti studi tendono a 
dimostrare anche una relazione tra attività fisica 
e capacità cognitive [Recent studies tend to show 
a relationship between physical activity and 
cognitive skills]" (Valerio, Cunti, Sabatano, 
Pasolini, & Iannone, 2012, p.8).  The guide goes 
on to say that not only does physical activity 
benefit student performance, but "Numerosi 
lavori scientifici tendono a dimostrare che 
l’attività fisica è in grado di apportare importanti 
benefici all’armonico sviluppo psico-fisico ed è 
un utile strumento nella prevenzione del 
sovrappeso nei bambini [Numerous scientific 
studies tend to show that physical activity can 
make important benefits to harmonious mental 
and physical development, and is a useful tool in 
preventing obesity in children]" (Valerio et al., 
2012, p.8).   
 
Furthermore, obesity in children is not only a 
concern in Italy; it is of great concern in the 
United States.  More than one-third of U.S. 
school-aged children and adolescents are 
considered overweight or obese (Flegal, Carroll, 
Ogden, & Curtain, 2010).  Berk (2012) maintains 
that one way schools can help reduce obesity in 
children is by ensuring physical activity in the 
form of recess.  The Italian guide recommends 
that teachers, specifically, play a role in assisting 
children in physical activity by providing them 
with opportunities for physical activity (Valerio, 
2012).   
 
Research indicates that both Italian and 
American cultures find physical activity 
beneficial for student performance and overall 
health.  My questions were how does each 
country utilize recess to enhance student 
performance and health?  What are the 
perceptions and procedures of recess within each 
country, and how do they compare?  My small 
study examined how each culture views and 
utilizes recess to enhance student development 
and compared the similarities and differences 
between each culture.  
 
Methodology 
Data were collected through use of a cross-
sectional survey design.   A 20-question multiple 
choice survey was developed to obtain 
information about recess within the two 
countries (See Appendix).   This survey was 
designed to collect information about teacher 
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perceptions pertaining to recess as well as recess 
procedures and interactions/play activities of 
students.    
 
Two schools were selected for the study: one 
American elementary school and one Italian 
elementary school.   The American school 
selected for the study contains 54 classrooms and 
1150 students, grades K-5.  Students attend 
school 7 hours per day/5 days per week.  The 
Italian school contains 19 classrooms and 
approximately 300 students in levels 1-5.  Out of 
the 19 Italian classrooms, 14 follow a part-time 
schedule where students attend school 5 hours 
per day/6 days per week.  The remaining 5 
classrooms follow a full-time schedule where 
students attend school 8 hours per day/5 days per 
week.  The principal from each school provided 
authorization for the school’s participation.   
 
Prior to the distribution of surveys, the proposed 
study was reviewed by the Institutional Review 
Board of Edinboro University and permission 
was granted for the study to be completed. Upon 
receiving IRB approval, the principals from each 
school were mailed a package containing teacher 
consent forms and teacher surveys (See 
Appendix A).  The American elementary school 
received consent forms and surveys written in 
English, while the Italian elementary school 
received consent forms and surveys written in 
Italian.    
 
Principals from each school used a stratified 
random sampling method to select two teachers 
from each grade level.  Using a random stratified 
sampling method ensured that each grade level 
was represented in the study, and teachers from 
each level had an equal chance of being selected 
to be a participant.  Due to the anonymity of 
survey distribution, it is not known whether the 
10 Italian teachers selected for participation 
followed a part-time or full-time schedule.  All 
selected participants were given a copy of the 
consent form and the 20 question survey written 
in their native language.  
 
One week was provided for teachers to read over 
the consent form and complete the 20 question 
survey.  During the one week period, surveys 
were completed and returned to a designated area 
in the school’s office in unmarked sealed 
envelopes. Principals from each school returned 
all completed surveys to the researcher at the end 
of the one week period.  The Italian surveys were 
collected by the researcher in person, while the 

American surveys were mailed back in a prepaid, 
pre-addressed collection envelope.   
 
One hundred percent of participants selected for 
the study completed and returned the 20-question 
survey.  This included 12 American teachers 
(two from each grade; K-5) and 10 Italian 
teachers (two from each level; 1-5).   
 
Results 
The completed surveys provided an in-depth 
view of teacher perceptions of recess in their 
school, as well as recess procedures and 
interactions/play activities of students.  While 
the results indicate there are many similarities 
between the American and Italian schools in 
terms of recess, there are also many noteworthy 
differences.  The following paragraphs will 
highlight these similarities and differences.   
 
One similarity between the two countries is that 
students generally attend one recess session per 
day.  During this time the children engage 
primarily in spontaneous play with peers of the 
same age and/or grade level.  This type of play is 
student-directed and initiated through students’ 
own interests and desires.  Survey results 
indicated that spontaneous play was the number 
one type of play students engaged in during 
recess for both countries.  Another similarity 
revealed in survey data is that classroom teachers 
are responsible for monitoring the children 
during recess activities.  When surveyed, 100% 
of Italian teachers reported they were the sole 
professionals responsible for monitoring the 
children during this time, and that their only role 
was to supervise the children. Even though 100% 
of American teachers responded they were 
responsible for monitoring/supervising the 
children, paraprofessionals, volunteers, and 
administrators were also (occasionally) 
mentioned as supervisory parties.  In addition, 
42% of American teachers listed “socializing 
with the students,” and 17% listed “leading 
activities” as additional teacher roles during 
recess.     
 
In both countries teachers indicated that recess 
provides many benefits for their students.  When 
surveyed about these benefits, 83% of American 
and 100% of Italian teachers indicated that recess 
has a positive effect on social skills.  In addition, 
83% of American and 80% of Italian teachers 
surveyed believe recess also has a positive effect 
on student health. In regards to a positive effect 
on student behavior, Italian teachers were less 
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likely to identify this as a benefit, with only 20% 
agreeing with the statement, as opposed to 83% 
of American teachers.   Similarly, only 10% of 
Italian teachers felt recess has a positive effect 
on academic achievement, compared to 58% of 
American teachers.  While percentages vary, it is 
apparent that teachers in both countries believe 
recess has multiple positive effects for students 
and therefore is an important part of the school 
day.   
 
A final similarity identified through the survey is 
that the majority of teachers in both countries 
agreed that 21-30 minutes is the ideal length for 
recess.  Figure 1 displays the ideal length of 
recess identified by number of teachers per 
country.  It is important to note that two of three 
American teachers who indicated 10-20 minutes 
would be ideal, also specified that 10-20 minutes 
would be ideal only if it occurred twice a day 
(both morning and afternoon).    
 
Figure 1  Ideal Length of Recess as Reported  

  by American and Italian Teachers 
 

 
 

 
While students in both countries generally attend 
one recess session per day, the time of day 
differs based on country.  Survey data revealed 
that a majority of American students (92%) have 
their recess after lunch/in the afternoon.  
American teachers reported that the afternoon is 
the ideal time for recess if a double session 
(morning and afternoon) is not possible.  In 
contrast, survey data indicated that the majority 
of Italian students (80%) have recess in the 
morning and 90% of Italian teachers said this 
was the ideal time for recess.    
 
While examining the time of day recess occurs in 
each country, it is important to note the length of 

recess.  This is where another difference 
surfaces. As displayed in Figure 2, American 
teachers reported their students receive 10-20 
minutes of recess per day, while most Italian 
teachers reported their students receive 20-30 
minutes of recess per day.  Three of the 
American teachers selected the 10-20 range, but 
indicated with a side note that their recess time 
was just at the 10 minute length.  In the Italian 
school, level 5 teachers were the only ones to dip 
below the 20 minute length identifying their 
current recess length as 10-20 minutes and 
expressing their satisfaction with the 10-20 
minute length.  
 
 
Figure 2  Minutes of Recess by Grade level in  
                American and Italian Schools 
 

 
 
 
When looking at the data regarding length of 
recess, it is important to note that the majority of 
Italian classrooms (74%) follow a part-time 
schedule.  Due to the anonymity of participant 
selection, it is unknown if the 10 Italian teachers 
selected for this study follow the part-time 
schedule; but it is likely that the majority do so.  
If this is indeed the case, then Italian students are 
receiving more recess time each day than 
American students even though Italian children 
are in class a fewer number of hours per day. 
 
This information leads to another noteworthy 
difference.  Teachers in each country revealed 
different recess challenges.  When asked to 
identify their top two recess challenges, 
American teachers identified “not enough time” 
and “behavior issues” as their top concerns.  
Italian teachers identified “safety concerns” as 
their top challenge, while “behavior issues” and 
“inclement weather” tied as the second biggest 
challenge.  Figure 3 provides a graphic 
comparison of the two countries.   

Number	  of	  Teachers 
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Figure 3  Comparisons of recess challenges  
by country 
 

        American               
 

 
            Italian 

 

 

     ● Lack of Equipment/Space 
     ● Inclement Weather 

 

Another interesting difference is the contrast in 
equipment and play materials available for 
student use during recess.  According to the 
survey, the American school has a wide selection 
of play equipment including swings, slides, 
climbing apparatuses, balls, jump ropes, and 
basketball courts.  In contrast, 50% of the Italian 
teachers responded that no equipment was 
available for student use during recess.  Of the 
remaining 50%, 30% identified balls and 20% 
identified jump ropes as available equipment.   
 
Looking at data regarding the differences in 
length of recess and play materials, it not 
surprising that American and Italian teachers 
have differing opinions on what would improve 
recess in their school.  When provided the 
opportunity to express their opinions on this 
subject, 92% of American teachers agreed that 
increasing the length of recess would improve 
the status of recess in their school, and 100% of 
Italian teachers expressed that gaining additional 
equipment and/or play space would improve 
recess in their school.   

The twenty question survey also addressed 
recess options during inclement weather.  When 
asked about inclement weather, the majority of 
American teachers stated that alternative recess 
options were available.  These options included 
indoor recess activities such as games, centers, 
movies, and teacher directed dance/yoga.  Less 
than half of Italian teachers identified alternative 
options, and those that did listed in-class 
activities, such as Legos and puzzles, as the only 
alternative option.     
 
Another recess topic addressed in the survey was 
discipline.  Figure 4 displays the various 
consequences given when students break a recess 
rule or have inappropriate recess behavior.  Note 
that 100% of American teachers vs. 30% of 
Italian teachers identify “loss of recess time” as 
consequence.  Also important to note is that 50% 
of American teachers and 0% of Italian teachers 
contact parents regarding misconduct.  The data 
revealed that while contacting parents and taking 
away recess time were the most popular 
consequences in the American school, 
conversing with the child about his/her behavior 
was the most popular method in Italy.   
 
 
Figure 4  Consequences for Misconduct 

                 Percentage of Teachers  

 
A final difference revealed from survey data also 
deals with discipline and consequences.   

● Not Enough Time  
 ● Lack of Supervision 

● Safety Concerns  
 ● Behavior Issues 
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According to the survey, teachers in the 
American school often take away a student’s 
recess for poor classroom behavior and 
missing/incomplete classwork.  This is not 
similar in practice for the Italian school.  When 
asked if recess time is taken away from students 
for poor classroom behavior, 92% of American 
(and 10% of Italian) teachers said yes.  An 
additional 50% of American (0% of Italian) 
teachers reported that recess time was also taken 
away from students for missing/incomplete 
classwork.  Keep in mind that American teachers 
acknowledged the value and importance of 
recess and also indicated that more recess time 
was needed in their school.  It is surprising then, 
that these teachers would take this time away 
from their students. 
 
Implications/Next Steps 
After analyzing the data collected through the 
survey, it is apparent that while there are many 
similarities between American and Italian recess, 
there are also many differences.    Teachers in 
both countries view recess as an important part 
of the school day and recognize its benefits.  In 
each school, recess occurs one time per day, and 
during this time students engage in spontaneous 
play supervised by classroom teachers.  In 
addition, teachers from both countries generally 
agree that 21-30 minutes is the ideal length for 
recess each day.   
 
Despite these similarities, the two countries vary 
in terms of play resources, length of recess time, 
challenges, and discipline techniques.  While the 
American school possesses a large variety of 
play equipment for students to use during recess, 
the students are limited to 10-20 minutes of 
playtime.  In contrast, Italian students receive 
more play time (approximately 21-30 minutes), 
but have little equipment or play materials 
available for their students.  American teachers 
believe their greatest recess challenge is “lack of 
time” and report more time devoted to recess 
would improve the status of recess in their 
school.  Italian teachers feel safety is their 
greatest recess challenge, and indicate that 
additional equipment and/or play space is 
necessary to improve recess in their school.  In 
addition, American teachers frequently take 
recess time away for poor student behavior 
and/or missing/incomplete work.  Italian teachers 
do not follow this practice and instead rely on 
“conversazione” as a means to correct behavior.   
 

Data collected through this study provide a 
comparison on recess in two countries and 
expand the reader’s knowledge of cultural 
similarities and differences among play in the 
elementary years.  With this knowledge, 
professionals in the field of education have the 
potential to impact current recess trends.  It is 
important then, that data obtained in this study 
are shared with others.  A limitation is that in 
this particular research study only one school 
from each country was surveyed.  In order to 
more accurately describe how recess compares 
between the two countries, additional schools 
will need to be surveyed.  This will provide a 
more comprehensive view of recess trends in 
each country. 
 
Despite the small number of schools and 
teachers surveyed in this study, it is apparent that 
regardless of geographic location, teachers of 
young children everywhere view recess as an 
important and necessary part of the elementary 
school day.  It is also apparent that there is 
always room for improvement.  As professionals 
in the field of education, it is important to 
examine current recess trends not only in our 
own state or country, but also countries around 
the world.  These cross-cultural comparisons of 
recess enhance knowledge of practices 
worldwide, deepen cultural awareness, and allow 
teachers to reflect on their own perceptions and 
practices.  Equipped with this knowledge, 
professionals in the field of education have the 
potential to impact current recess trends in a 
positive way for the students they teach.       
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Appendix:  Survey in English 
Please complete the following survey based on recess 
at your current location.  Completion of this survey 
indicates your consent to participate in this 
anonymous research study comparing recess in an 
American elementary school with recess in an Italian 
elementary school.  If you wish to elaborate upon any 
of the answers feel free to do so in the space to the 
right of each question.  Once you have completed the 
20-question survey, please place it in the collection 
envelope, seal it, and return it to the main collection 
envelope in the front office.   
 
Feel free to contact me at 
dl120246@scots.edinboro.edu if you have any 
questions or concerns.  Thank you for your time.   
 

1.  What grade level do you teach? 
a. 1st  
b. 2nd 
c. 3rd 
d. 4th  
e. 5th  

 
2. How many minutes per day do students spend at 

recess? 
a. Less than 10 minutes 
b. 10-20 minutes 
c. 21-30 minutes 
d. 31-40 minutes 
e. More than 40 minutes 

 
3.  How many recess sessions do your students 

attend per day? 
a. 0 
b. 1 
c. 2 
d. 3 or more 

 
4. What would the ideal length of recess be? 

a. Less than 10 minutes 
b. 10-20 minutes 
c. 21-30 minutes 
d. 31-40 minutes 
e. More than 40 minutes 

 
5. Who is responsible for monitoring the children?  

Circle all that apply. 
a. Teachers 
b. Paraprofessionals 
c. Volunteers 
d. Administrators 
e. Other _____________ 

6. What type(s) of equipment are available for the 
children to play on/with?  Circle all that apply. 

a. Swings 
b. Slides 
c. Climbing equipment 
d. Balls 
e. Jump ropes 
f. Other _______________ 

7. What type of play is most common during 
recess?  Please circle one. 

a. Spontaneous/free play 
b. Guided/scaffolded play 
c. Teacher-directed play 

 
8. If a rule is broken during recess, what is the 

consequence?  Circle all that apply. 
a. Loss of recess/time sitting out 
b. Referral to principle 
c. Call/note home 
d. There is no consequence 
e. Other ____________ 

 
9. What is the teacher’s role during recess? Circle   

all that apply.  
a. Supervise 
b. Lead activities 
c. Socialize with the students 
d. Teacher has no role 
e. Other _____________ 

 
10. Is recess time taken away from students for poor 

classroom behavior? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
11.  Is recess time taken away from students for    

  missing/incomplete work? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
12.  What are the greatest challenges to providing    

  recess?  Please circle 1 or 2. 
a. Not enough time 
b. Lack of supervision 
c. Safety concerns 
d. Behavior issues 
e. Lack of appropriate equipment/play 

area 
f. Inclement weather 
g. Other ____________ 

 
13. What time of the day do your students go to 

recess? 
a. Morning (before lunch) 
b. Afternoon (after lunch) 
c. Both morning and afternoon 

 
 14. When is the ideal time for recess? 

a. Morning (before lunch) 
b. Afternoon (after lunch) 
c. Both morning and afternoon  
d. The time recess occurs does not matter 
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 15. Do your students play with children of other grade  
      levels?  

a. Yes  
b. No 
Note: If you answered yes, what grade? 
________ 

16. During inclement weather do students have  
      alternative recess options? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
17. If you answered yes to number 16, what  
      alternative options do students have?  Circle all  
      that apply. 

a. Playtime in an alternative setting (ex. 
gymnasium) 
b. Indoor recess activities (student directed) 
c. Indoor recess games (teacher directed)  
d. Movie time 
e. Other ___________ 

 
18. Do you believe recess is an important part of the  
      school day? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
19. Please circle the statement (or statements) that  
      reflect your thoughts on recess. 

a. Recess has a positive effect on student 
behavior. 
b. Recess has a positive effect on academic 
achievement. 
c. Recess has a positive effect on social 
skills. 
d. Recess has a positive effect on student 
health. 
e. None of the above. 
f. Other ____________________ 

 
20. In what way(s) could recess be improved in your  
      school?  Please circle 1 or 2. 

a. More time allotted for recess 
b. Increased supervision 
c. Additional equipment 
d. Additional play space 
e. No improvements are needed 
f. Other ___________________ 

 
 

Pros and Cons of Using Recess 
Deprivation as Punishment:  What the 

Bloggers Say 
Leslie G. McAlpin, Doctoral Student 

lmcalpin1@student.gsu.edu 
and Olga S. Jarrett 

Georgia State University 
 
On the basis of an abundance of scientific 
studies, withholding recess for punitive or 

academic reasons would seem to be 
counterproductive to the intended outcomes and 
may have unintended consequences in relation to 
a child’s acquisition of important life skills. 
(Pediatrics, 2013, p. 186) 
 
If you ask an adult to recall a favorite memory of 
school, the memory would probably involve 
playing games, socializing with their friends, or 
simply running amok on the playground rather 
than completing worksheets or listening to 
lectures.  Recess was a favorite time of day for 
many of us as children.  This should really come 
as no surprise.  Recess is the only time during 
the school day when children are able to move 
about freely and interact with their friends.  
Recess is a perfect time to develop physical 
health, social skills, and emotional maturity in 
young children.  Unfortunately, recess time is no 
longer a cherished memory for today’s children.  
Many schools have decreased recess time or 
done away with recess all together in the name of 
increased academic time to meet state-wide 
standards.  And many schools that have recess, 
regularly deprive children of recess as 
punishment.  
 
Introduction 
Many prominent organizations have weighed in 
on the topic of recess in recent years.  In 2010, 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) issued a study entitled “The Association 
Between School-Based Physical Activity, 
Including Physical Education, and Academic 
Performance.”  Here, the CDC suggests that 
“physical activity can have an impact on 
cognitive skills and attitudes and academic 
behavior” and “physical activity can help 
improve academic achievement” (CDC, 2010, p. 
6).  The article also states that those involved in 
recess policy decision-making (school boards, 
superintendents, principals, and teachers), “can 
feel confident that providing recess to students 
on a regular basis may benefit academic 
behaviors, while also facilitating social 
development and contributing to overall physical 
activity and its associated health benefits” (p. 7). 
The CDC (2010) also recommends giving 
students short, 5-20 minute, breaks during 
instructional time, requiring little planning by the 
teacher and no special equipment or training. 
 
Various professional organizations have taken 
positions in support of recess including the 
American Association for the Child’s Right to 
Play (IPAUSA), National Association of State 
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Boards of Education, National Association of 
Early Childhood Specialists in State 
Departments of Education, National Association 
for Sport and Physical Education, and National 
Association of Elementary School Principals. 
The most recent position statement is by The 
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), 
published in Pediatrics, January, 2013.  In this 
statement, AAP recognizes the 
cognitive/academic, social/emotional, and 
physical benefits of recess.  The pediatricians of 
the AAP stress:  (a) “recess is a necessary break 
in the day”; (b) “cognitive processing and 
academic performance depend on regular 
breaks”; (c) “recess is a complement to, but not a 
replacement for, physical education”; (d) “recess 
can serve as a counterbalance to sedentary time”; 
(e) “recess should be safe and well supervised”; 
and (f) “peer interactions during recess are a 
unique complement to the classroom” (AAP, 
2013, p. 186).  As stated above, Pediatrics also 
recommends that recess not be taken away as 
punishment. 
 
Benefits of Recess 
An extensive body of research supports the value 
of recess in the school day (Jarrett, 2002). 
Research with implications for recess includes 
brain studies on the role of downtime to promote 
memory and concentration (Jensen, 2005) and 
research on the role of recess in promoting 
moderate to vigorous activity (Nettleford, 2011; 
Wickel & Esienmann, 2007). Also, classroom 
studies (Cady, 2009; Hall, 2006; Jarrett, 
Maxwell, Dickerson, Hoge, Davies, & Yetley, 
1998) show positive effects of recess on such 
variables as on-task behavior, fidgetiness, class 
participation, and literacy tasks. Other scholars 
see play, especially on the playground, as an 
opportunity for developing social competence 
(Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005), developing ideas of 
fairness and playing by the rules (Piaget, 1997; 
DeVries, 1998), and learning to resolve conflicts 
(Hartup & Laursen, 1993) Observers on 
playgrounds can watch children organize their 
own games, engage in active play, and resolve 
their own conflicts (Jarrett, Farokhi, Young, & 
Davies, 2001). In some schools, recess may be 
the only time of the when children are allowed to 
play and talk freely with their classmates. It may 
also be the only time they spend outdoors. 
Personal experience concludes that some schools 
without recess are afraid to introduce recess 
because their children do not know how to play, 
a reverse commentary on the benefits of play. 
 

 
Prevalence of recess  
Playgrounds are a near-universal feature of 
schools in most developed countries. Time  for 
non-curricular play (called variously play time, 
break time or recess) is a mandatory element in 
the school day in each of the UK’s home 
countries, constituting approximately seven 
hours of children’s time per week, equating to 
about a quarter of their school day. (Pearce & 
Bailey, 2011, p. 1361) 
 
The above quotation suggests that the US is 
atypical in the time afforded children for school 
play.  A 2005 National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES, 2006) survey found the 
following: (a) 7% of first-graders and 8% of 
third-graders never had recess; and (b) 14% of 
first-graders and 15% of third-graders had only 
1-15 minutes of recess a day. In 2006, only 57% 
of all school districts required that elementary 
schools provide students with regularly 
scheduled recess (Lee, Burgeson, Fulton, & 
Spain, 2007). According to official figures 
provided by school systems, since the enactment 
of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) with its 
increased focus on testing in literacy and math, 
20% of the school systems have decreased time 
for recess, averaging cuts of 50 minutes per week 
(Center on Education Policy, 2008). A survey of 
173 randomly selected school districts indicates 
that outdoor time at school is decreasing (Burris 
& Burris, 2011). State policies affect whether 
children get physical education (PE) and recess 
(Slater, Nicholson, Chriqui, Turner, & 
Chaloupka, 2011). The probability of children 
having the 150 minutes a week of PE and at least 
20 minutes a day of recess recommended by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(2008) were more likely in states with laws 
requiring PE and encouraging recess.  
 
Official policies on recess may misrepresent the 
number of children who have recess and mask 
whether certain populations are routinely 
deprived of recess. With a randomly selected 
sample of children on a randomly selected school 
day in 2002, 21% of the children did not have 
recess, and 15% did not have any enrichment 
activities (art, music, PE). Only 61% of the 
African American students had recess compared 
to 85% of white students and 75% of other 
minority students. Socioeconomic differences 
were also found, with 56% of those living below 
the poverty line having recess compared to 83% 
of those living above the poverty line. Test 
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scores were also related to recess, with 85% of 
the children scoring above the mean having 
recess compared to 75% of those scoring below 
the mean (Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Linver, & 
Hofferth, 2002).  
 
The situation is probably worse in Georgia than 
in the national sample. In 2003, Deanna Ryan, 
who spearheaded a campaign for recess in 
Georgia, organized a survey of PE teachers from 
each school in Georgia. The survey concerning 
official policy found that almost 25% of Georgia 
kindergartners and nearly half of fifth graders did 
not have a daily recess break. Nearly 16% of 
fifth and 67% of sixth graders never had a recess 
break (unpublished data from Ryan, Jarrett, & 
colleagues, 2003). An examination of official 
school board policies shows racial patterns in 
which schools do and do not have recess. In the 
Atlanta area, school systems with high 
percentages of white suburban children had 
recess at much higher rates than school systems 
with high percentages of African American 
urban children (Jarrett, 2003). On a positive note, 
three Atlanta area school systems with policies 
against recess at that time have since changed 
their policies to allow recess. 
 
However, that does not mean that children in 
those school systems actually get recess. Our 
survey of 100 teachers and student teachers in 
urban schools in those school systems 
(unpublished data) indicate that on the day of the 
survey (a beautiful day), only half of the teachers 
took their children out for recess. In the half that 
had recess, half of those teachers deprived one or 
more children, usually African American or 
Hispanic males, of recess as punishment.  
 
Attitudes toward Recess by Administrators, 
Teachers, and Students 
In 2010, a nationwide online Gallup Poll of 
principals and deputy, vice or assistant principals 
(Robert Woods Johnson Foundation, 2010) 
found school administrators overwhelmingly in 
favor of recess. Two-thirds report that students 
are more focused after recess, over 80% report 
that students listen better after recess, and 96% 
say recess helps social development. 
Nevertheless, 20% reported decreases in recess 
time due to testing requirements and 77% 
reported depriving children from recess as 
punishment. These numbers are rather similar to 
findings of Lee, Burgeson, Fulton, and Spain 
(2007) that 81.5% of the schools allowed 
teachers to use such punishment while only 

17.4% of the schools discouraged teachers from 
using recess deprivation as punishment.  
 
A survey of teachers in an urban school with 
recess (Jarrett & Young, 2000) found that all of 
the teachers believed that children should have 
recess, at least on the days when they did not 
have structured physical education classes. 
Informal discussions with teachers in schools 
where recess is against board policy suggest that 
many teachers wish they had recess. Newman, 
Brody, and Beauchamp (1996) found that beliefs 
are important. Teachers who believed in the 
importance of play provided the most recess time 
for their children.  
 
Several studies interviewed children about play 
at school, including recess. In Patte’s (2009) 
study, American fifth graders believed recess 
was a right, and they should be free to choose 
what they wanted to do and who to play with 
during recess. They complained that recess was 
too short, only 10-15 minutes a day compared to 
310 minutes a day for schoolwork. Interviews 
with fourth-graders who did not routinely have 
recess indicated that they also believed recess 
was a right (Maxwell, Jarrett, & Roetger, 1999).  
 
A community study on reasons for decreases in 
physical activity in rural Oregon included the 
voices of fifth-graders as well as high school 
students and adults (Findholt, Michael, Jerofke, 
& Brogoitti, 2011). The report listed denial of 
recess as one of the reasons children were not 
more physically active. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
Previous studies have highlighted the physical, 
social, and emotional benefits of including recess 
in a school day and have examined the extent of 
school-system and school-wide recess 
deprivation. Despite the fact that administrators 
and teachers seem to recognize the value of 
recess, studies have also shown that many 
students, particularly males and those living in 
poverty, are being denied recess as a form of 
punishment. Much research has been done to 
uncover systematic recess policies, but little 
research has been done on the use of recess 
deprivation as punishment. Blogs are a vessel for 
expressing honest opinions about recess and 
recess deprivation without consequences due to 
identification, and therefore can be useful for 
research purposes. 
The purpose of this study was to uncover 
opinions on recess by investigating internet blogs 
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on the topic.  The following research questions 
will be addressed:  Who is blogging about recess 
deprivation?  What percentage of bloggers 
support using recess deprivation as punishment?  
What percentage does not support using recess 
deprivation as punishment?  What are the 
arguments being made for and against using 
recess deprivation as punishment?   
 
Method 
The study consisted of searching the Internet for 
blogs on the topic of using recess deprivation as 
punishment.  The study began Fall 2012 and the 
first phase was completed about the same time as 
the AAP issued its statement supporting recess. I 
(first author) searched the Internet, using the 
Google search engine, between August and 
December of 2012 and again in June and July of 
2013, to determine whether the blogs changed 
following the release of the AAP statement.  The 
following were used as search terms:  recess 
deprivation, recess deprivation blog, recess 
alternatives, recess alternatives blog, punishment 
recess deprivation, punishment recess 
deprivation blog, recess right, recess right blog, 
recess privilege, and recess privilege blog.  The 
blogs were dated between May 2006 and July 
2012 (initial search) and January through July 
2013 (second search).  It is interesting to note 
that there were no new blogs between July 2012 
and the beginning of January 2013.   
 
Working under a modified version of grounded 
theory (Glaser, 1978), the blogs were initially 
coded as to the author of the blog.  Four blogger 
categories emerged:  parent, teacher, student, and 
unknown.  The blogs were then coded according 
to the argument being made in the blog.  In this 
regard, the blogs fell into one of three categories:  
recommending use of recess deprivation as 
punishment, not recommending use of recess 
deprivation as punishment, or suggesting taking 
away free choice during recess as punishment.  
The blogs were coded a final time.  This code 
related to the reason given for or against using 
recess deprivation as punishment.  The 
arguments primarily fit into four basic themes:  
school performance, social/emotional health, 
physical health, and alternatives to recess 
deprivation.   
 
Initial Search Results 
The initial search resulted in 169 original blogs 
and responses.  Sixty three (37%) of the bloggers 
were identified as teachers, 36 (21%) as parents, 
68 (40%) as unknown, and two (1%) as students.  

It is interesting to note that no blogs written by 
administrators were found.  One hundred and 
four of the total blogs (62%) argued against 
using recess deprivation as punishment, while 52 
blogs (31%) argued in favor of using this form of 
punishment.  Thirteen blogs (8%) argued in 
favor of taking away free choice during recess as 
punishment.   
 
Of the 63 blogs written by teachers, 31 (slightly 
under half) argued against depriving children of 
recess.   The most common themes, in order of 
popularity:  (a) students naturally needed a break 
during the day; (b) taking away recess doesn’t 
make a difference in student 
behavior/performance; and (c) punishment 
should fit infraction (logical consequences).  
Twenty four blogs written by teachers supported 
using recess deprivation as punishment.  The 
most common themes were as follows: (a) 
students should “waste” their free time as a 
punishment for “wasting” the teacher’s time; (b) 
teachers were unsure as to what to do instead; 
and (c) students should spend that time doing 
missed homework and/or classwork.  Of the 
eight teacher blogs arguing for taking away free 
choice during recess as punishment, the most 
common themes were that students should get 
exercise without playing and that misbehaving 
students do not deserve freedom. The following 
are quotations from teacher blogs that represent 
these three arguments:  (a) “Children should 
never miss recess to make up work or to learn 
new concepts,” (b) “It’s a choice a child makes 
when he/she chooses not to do homework or 
chooses to misbehave in class,” and (c) “They 
must have at least 15 minutes of unstructured 
time.  However, lunch falls under that category.”   
The final quote suggests that this teacher 
believes that students need limited unstructured 
time, but lunch, not recess, is a more effective 
means to provide this time. 
 
Twenty eight of the 36 blogs that were written 
by parents argued against using recess 
deprivation as punishment.  The most common 
themes: (a) depriving a student of recess only 
makes the situation worse; (b) students need a 
physical outlet; and (c) children need time to 
“goof off” and “let off steam.”  Six blogs written 
by parents supported the use of recess 
deprivation.  The most common themes for this 
argument:  (a) it is an effective means of 
punishment that has been in place for decades; 
(b) students should be home if not involved in 
classroom learning; and (c) bullying is common 
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during recess.  Parents who supported using 
recess deprivation as punishment often 
mentioned that denying a student recess as a 
form of punishment should only be used as a last 
resort.  Parents also felt that missing recess was a 
logical consequence to misbehaving in school.  
Two parents argued that free choice during 
recess should be taken away from students who 
misbehave.  The justifications made by these 
particular parents were that students should walk 
laps around the playground and students should 
still be allowed to release energy.  The following 
are representative quotations from parent 
bloggers:  (a) “Recess isn’t a privilege.  It’s 
essential and shouldn’t be used to instill fear,” 
(b) “It seems to me that if they were being 
disruptive in class, they took their “brain break” 
then instead of outside,” and (c) “Children need 
to talk and interact with each other!  They need 
to move!”   
 
Forty three of the 68 blogs written by unknown 
authors argued against using recess deprivation 
as punishment.  The most common themes were 
as follows:  (a) students need to socialize; (b) 
students need time to relax and recoup; (c) 
students need exercise; (d) recess can be used to 
combat obesity; and (e) recess is essential to the 
development of young children.  Twenty-two 
unknown bloggers argued in support of using 
recess deprivation as punishment.  These 
bloggers most commonly use the following 
justifications:  (a) schools should eliminate time 
not spent in instruction; (b) disruptive behavior 
should be punished; and (c) recess is a privilege.  
Several parents had concerns about recess that 
were not necessarily arguments for using recess 
deprivation as punishment, but rather issues their 
particular school district experienced in 
mandating a daily recess time.  Such issues were 
unfavorable weather conditions and inadequate 
space for indoor recess.  Three unknown 
bloggers argued that free choice during recess 
should be taken away from misbehaving 
students. These bloggers mentioned that (a) 
misbehaving students should walk laps during 
recess; (b) students must have a physical outlet, 
but not necessarily recess; and (c) students 
should still be allowed to burn off extra energy.  
Quotations from unknown bloggers were typical 
of the following: (a) “Children who become 
restless after a long period of enforced stillness 
do not need more enforced stillness.  They are in 
school, not prison,” (b) “Small, periodic breaks 
from work generally increase productivity and 
mental efficiency, not to mention just being fun 

and restful,” and (c) “As a teacher or a parent, 
you had better control your child, or they will 
control you.”  
 
There were two student blogs, both of which 
argued against using recess deprivation as 
punishment.  These bloggers reasoned that recess 
helps attention, students need a break, recess 
helps behavior, and recess helps learning. 
 
There was one thread of blogs that needs 
mentioning, although it did not fit into the 
categories listed above.  As part of a class 
assignment, an elementary school teacher in 
Hawaii posted the following question to his/her 
technology class:  Recess--Is It a Right or a 
Privilege?  Recently, Mr. Chung has been 
keeping students in during recess for 
misbehavior during class.  Do you think this is 
fair?  The students were to blog their answers 
and beliefs about the question.  Fifty of the 
responding students said they believed that 
recess is a privilege.   Typical quotations from 
these bloggers: “I think recess is a waste of time 
and those students do not deserve recess,” and 
“Everybody knows you only get what you 
deserve.”  Four students said they believed 
recess to be a right. These students generally 
argued the following:  “If you keep them in a lot 
then they will keep their energy bottled up and it 
will erupt in class,” and “Kids work so hard each 
day.  They deserve to go out and play.  We 
NEED FREEDOM.”  These findings contradict 
Patte’s 2009 study, in which students expressed 
the belief that recess is a right.  However, the 
Hawaiian students needed to sign their blogs to 
show they completed the assignment. Perhaps 
the students completing the assignment were 
influenced by knowing their teacher would be 
reading their responses and were therefore 
hesitant to convey a belief that conflicted with a 
teacher’s practice.  
 
Updated Search Results 
The purpose of the second search was to see 
whether arguments changed after publication of 
the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 
position statement. Also, since there had been a 
lull in the blogs from August to December 2012, 
a secondary purpose of this search was to see 
whether bloggers’ interest in this topic was 
revived following the position statement 
publication. The June and July 2013 search 
resulted in 58 original blogs and responses.  
Eight (14%) of the bloggers were identified as 
teachers, 18 (31%) were parents, and 32 (55%) 
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were unknown.   No bloggers were identified as 
students.  Again, no blogs by administrators 
were found.  Forty three of the total blogs (74%) 
argued against using recess deprivation as 
punishment, 11 (19%) argued in favor, and four 
blogs (7%) argued in favor of taking away free 
choice during recess as punishment.   
 
Of the eight blogs written by teachers, six argued 
against depriving children of recess.   The most 
common themes were:  (a) recess enhances 
students’ ability to learn; (b) taking away recess 
is counterproductive; and (c) recess improves 
behavior.  In the one blog that supported using 
recess deprivation as punishment, the teacher 
argued that it was an effective means of 
punishment.  In the blog that supported taking 
away free choice as punishment, the teacher 
argued that organizing games during recess was 
the only opportunity many students had to learn 
certain athletic skills and that it was especially 
important for high risk populations. The 
following are quotations from teacher-written 
blogs that represent the three positions on recess 
deprivation:  (a) “The very students that usually 
lose their recess time are the ones that probably 
need it the most,” (b) “Students learn pretty 
quickly not to violate rules that will cause them 
to miss recess,” and (c) “I only wish every 
school with high risk populations had (structured 
recess).”    
 
Thirteen of the 18 blogs that were written by 
parents argued against using recess deprivation 
as punishment.  The most common themes: (a) 
students need to release energy; (b) recess 
develops social skills; and (c) recess is especially 
important for students with ADHD.  Four blogs 
written by parents supported the use of recess 
deprivation.  The most common arguments made 
by these parents were:  (a) missing recess is not 
detrimental to students; (b) recess deprivation is 
effective; and (c) Physical Education class time 
should be increased instead of conducting recess.  
One parent argued that free choice during recess 
should be taken away from students who 
misbehave.  This parent expressed the belief that 
organized activities helped their child with 
Asperger’s Syndrome to more appropriately 
interact with his/her peers.  The following are 
some quotations from parent bloggers:  (a) 
”(Recess) is essential and shouldn’t be used to 
instill fear,” (b) “One day of missing recess isn’t 
going to kill them,” and (c) “Rewards go farther 
than punishments.”   
 

Twenty four of the 32 blogs written by unknown 
authors argued against using recess deprivation 
as punishment.  The most common themes were 
as follows:  (a) recess develops social skills; (b) 
recess has benefits in increasing cognitive skills; 
(c) students are better behaved when they have 
had recess; and (d) using recess deprivation is 
counterproductive.  Six unknown bloggers 
argued in support of using recess deprivation as 
punishment.  The following were common 
themes:  (a) recess takes away from learning 
opportunities; (b) losing recess is a natural 
consequence to misbehavior; and (c) recess 
deprivation is effective.  Two unknown bloggers 
argued that free choice during recess should be 
taken away from misbehaving students. These 
bloggers mentioned that (a) recess should be 
relabeled as a “fitness course”; (b) organized 
activities decrease bullying; and (c) organizing 
activities provides an opportunity to teach 
conflict resolution.  Quotations from unknown 
bloggers were typical of the following: (a) “Life 
is short and passing tests isn’t its most important 
component,” (b) “I applaud (schools) for doing 
what was necessary to improve the reading skills 
of their students,” and (c) “Schools have little to 
no regard for the needs of the whole child.”  
 
Conclusions 
This study reveals that many people from many 
perspectives are blogging about recess and the 
use of recess deprivation as punishment.  The 
finding that most bloggers, both before (62%) 
and after (74%) the AAP statement on recess, do 
not support using recess deprivation as 
punishment suggests that many people recognize 
the need for free play in the development of 
children.  As the numbers suggest, it seems that 
the AAP position paper has increased awareness 
of the importance of recess.  However, many 
teachers and parents support using recess 
deprivation.  While the arguments in the two 
searches differed in order of frequency, the same 
ideas were repeated in blogs both before and 
after the statement by AAP.  
 
It is important for school administrators and 
teachers to be aware of current research on the 
importance of recess as well as current teacher, 
parent, and student arguments on using recess 
deprivation as punishment. What the bloggers 
are arguing highlights the fact that many people 
are unaware of what exactly happens during 
recess.  It seems that the physical, emotional, and 
social aspects of learning, which are so 
adequately met during recess, are not understood 
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by many bloggers. Teachers using recess 
deprivation as punishment should be aware of 
the current research on the need for recess as 
well as alternatives to using recess deprivation as 
punishment, such as allowing student time to talk 
to each other about content areas, writing a 
reflection paper/letter, use tokens to reward 
positive behavior, use of color coded or card 
system, loss of ability to sit with classmates, 
having student put head on desk, send students to 
another classroom, sending notes home, and loss 
of free time activity in class instead.  Many 
teachers are using recess deprivation as 
punishment simply because they do not know 
what else to do.  A simple search of blogs 
provides teachers with new strategies to 
implement in their classroom, allowing students 
to have recess while providing consequences for 
classroom misbehavior. More education on the 
benefits of recess is needed for the general 
public, as well as teachers, administrators, and 
parents. 
 
There are several identified strengths and 
limitations to this study.  One strength of this 
study is its relevance.  By looking at the recent 
blogs on the topic of recess deprivation, it is 
obvious that many teachers are looking for 
alternatives to taking away recess as punishment.  
The blogs offer help to these teachers by offering 
alternatives that have worked for them in their 
classrooms.  Another strength is that it identifies 
the wide breadth of people discussing the topic 
and the arguments made both for and against 
using recess deprivation as punishment. With the 
strengths come limitations.  A limitation of this 
study is the way the bloggers were identified.  
Some bloggers may have been parents or 
teachers but were identified as unknown because 
their status was not obvious by their blog.  In this 
way, some bloggers may have been 
misidentified.  Another limitation of my study is 
the fact that I may not have captured all the blogs 
written on the topic.  Although I searched often 
and with differing search terms, it is unlikely that 
I found every blog related to recess deprivation.   
There is much future research that could come 
from this study.  While I only dealt with blogs, 
hundreds of news articles were produced after 
the AAP statement was released.  An interesting 
article could compare news articles from the time 
periods before and after the statement.  One 
could also look at the comments after the 
articles, to see if arguments for or against recess 
deprivation are similar to the arguments I found 
in this study.   

 
As I think about my own childhood, I have vivid 
memories of my own experiences on the 
playground.  I remember swinging so high that I 
thought I could touch the clouds.  I remember 
when I finally was able to hurdle the highest tire 
on the lot.  I remember organizing dance parties 
and talent shows.  I remember talking and 
laughing with my friends at the top of the jungle 
gym.  Certainly, I had wonderful experiences 
within the walls of the school, as well.  However, 
I think some of my most important lessons were 
learned on the playground.  As a teacher, I have 
seen my Kindergarten students go from having 
two recess periods per day to having recess 
completely eliminated.  I feel for my students.  I 
really do.  Many of today’s children are being 
denied the experiences of joy, accomplishment, 
and friendship that so many of us developed 
within the confines of the school playground.  
For those being punished while their classmates 
play, the experience may be particularly bitter 
and unproductive. 
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The opportunity for children to experience recess 
with parallel opportunities to interact and relate 
with their peers has been diminished or 
eliminated in many school systems across the 
United States. The movement to minimize recess 
in schools is popular among some politicians and 
school superintendents who see it as a way to get 
tough on education, provide more academic time 
for students, and improve academic performance 
to meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 
criteria. Although many educators and parents 
recognize the importance of maximizing the 
efficient use of relatively scarce classroom time, 
they also see the necessity for breaks between 
periods of intense work where children can both 
relax and interact with their peers. The hope is 
students will return to their classrooms with 
renewed interest.  
 
"All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy" is 
a well-known proverb. In school, students work 
hard, their heads bent over their books, and most 
look forward to recess. During recess, the 
playground swells with students having 
conversations, racing around, or just laughing 
and playing independently. Despite such happy 
images, however, the perception exists and, for 
some, the reality exists, that recess is an 
endangered practice in many American schools.  
  
During the 1990’s the assumption that all 
children would have recess was beginning to 
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erode. School administrators cited playground 
safety, student aggression (bullying), and wasted 
instructional time as factors influencing 
decisions to revoke recess privileges (Villaire, 
2001). Speeding the decline of recess was the 
pressure put upon schools to meet the demands 
of Public Law 107-110, commonly called the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001. With 
this law’s emphasis on standardized testing, 
recess was often one of the first things within the 
school day to be let go (Meier et al., 2004; 
Ohanian, 2002) as schools sought to “squeeze in 
every minute for lessons that could help raise 
scores on standardized tests” (Gammill, 2007, 
p.4).  
 
Other cited reasons involve the deterioration of 
some school playgrounds or issues of safety and 
liability. But some suggest that cutting back 
recess or eliminating it altogether is comparable 
to the elimination of work breaks or the 
shortening of lunchtime in an adult working 
environment in order to increase productivity 
standards (Starr, 2007). The cutting back of such 
individual free time in schools or corporations 
would seem to prompt concerns for the general 
well-being of individuals denied adequate breaks 
as well as for its impact on overall morale and 
productivity. “Google” was named in U.S. World 
and News Report as being one of if not the best 
environment in the world to work--because the 
employees are afforded time to play while at 
work. 
  
A dual discourse now surrounds the concept of 
school recess. On one hand, recess is understood 
as a traditional part of the elementary school day: 
a time when students can go outside, get away 
from classroom regimentation, and engage in 
self-directed physical or social activity with their 
peers. Under this line of argument, recess serves 
multiple purposes, many of which are subtle and 
difficult to objectively measure. On the other 
hand, recess is viewed by some as anachronistic, 
an unnecessary throwback to an earlier time 
when school academic achievement was less 
critical to students’ future lives or impractical in 
an era when schools must aim more resources 
toward academic matters and fewer toward 
providing a safe outdoor environment.  
 
Recent policy trends toward test-driven, 
standards-based accountability pose an ongoing 
threat to school recess (Pellegrini, 2005). Despite 
the historical link between school and recess, 
increasing attention to the importance of time on 

task has led to suggestions that recess time could 
be spent more effectively if devoted toward 
increasing student achievement.  The director of 
school management for Manatee County, 
Florida, revealed his stance on doing away with 
recess by stating, “We’re in school basically for 
instruction, and recess, in most cases, does not 
provide instruction” (Ohanian, 2002, pp. 2-3). In 
another example, schools in Galveston, Texas, 
eliminated recess in order to provide additional 
instructional time (Meier et al., 2004). Marano 
(2008) reported that 20,000 American schools 
eliminated recess in recent years despite any 
research indicating that abolishing recess 
improves test scores (Jarrett & Maxwell, 2000; 
Norvell, Ratcliff, & Hunt, 2009). 
 
Many of the schools that still allow recess are 
replacing traditional free-play opportunities with 
adult-directed activity, even going so far as 
changing the name from “recess” to “directed 
play” as a way to have the activity count toward 
as “instructional time” (Shouse, 2005). In 
schools where free-play has been eliminated, 
teachers may still give their children 
opportunities to play, but they must conduct an 
organized game or have specific learning goals 
in mind when doing so (Mulrine, 2000).  
 
Definitions 
The passages above raise issues regarding the 
definition of recess and its relationship with the 
related concepts of “physical activity” and 
“play.”  Schools can offer students both of these 
latter activities without having to offer “recess.” 
It is therefore important to sort out and 
distinguish these three concepts. Picture a Venn 
diagram representing the characteristics of 
recess, physical activity, and play that shows the 
distinctions and the commonality among the 
three concepts. But what are the general 
characteristics that distinguish recess from the 
other two? Pellegrini and Bjorklund (2005) 
argued that “recess” is an activity that typically 
occurs outside, tends to be unstructured, semi-
structured, or student-structured, and is only 
loosely or indirectly supervised by adults. 
Moreover, it occurs during formal school hours 
(so as to distinguish it from outdoor play that 
occurs before or after school). Play is 
characterized as pleasurable for participants, 
intrinsically satisfying, voluntary, and active 
(Klugman & Fasoli, 1995). Physical activity can 
occur during physical education (PE), recess, or 
in after school programs. One can be physically 
active without playing, but children are often 
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active when they are playing. In fact, children 
tend to be more active during recess than during 
PE (Nettleford, 2011, Wickel & Eisenmann, 
2007). 
 
Statement of the Problem 
Using a case study approach with 
phenomenological underpinnings as the 
researcher’s mode of inquiry, this study, part of 
the author’s doctoral dissertation (Brelsford, 
2011), focuses on educators’ conceptions and 
attitudes toward recess. In other words, it seeks 
to explore the meanings educators attach to the 
idea of recess (Psathas 1973).  Research 
questions for this study included the following: 
1. How do educators define recess?  
2. Do educators view recess as important?  
3. How do educators perceive the cost and 
benefits of recess?  
4. Do educators “value” recess in the 
institutional sense?  
5. Have educators’ understandings, 
opinions and experiences with respect to recess 
changed over the years?  

 
Method 
This research broadly analyzes the data obtained 
from ten interviews of five teachers and five 
administrators in two school districts (District A 
and District B), grades K-4 with a total 
population of District A (664) and District B 
(608)  by summarizing their opinions about the 
value of recess in their school systems. 
Interviews were conducted individually at the 
educator’s place of work, or in the case of the 
retired administrator and teachers, at their 
homes. Interviews lasted anywhere from an hour 

to two and a half hours. The interview questions 
consisted of the following: 1. What is recess like 
in your school today? Probe: Are you happy with 
that or do you wish it could be different? How? 
2. Some people value recess, others say we can 
no longer afford it. What do you think? Probe: 
How do you feel about that? What do you think 
is in the best interest of the child? 3. Think back 
to when you were in elementary school. What 
was recess like for you? Probe: How did recess 
make you feel? When did you have recess (time 
of day)? IF NO RECESS…How did you feel 
about not having recess? 4. How has recess 
changed since you began you career in 
education? Probe: What do you think about the 
changes? Why do you think it has changed? How 
do you feel about that? 5. What are your 
thoughts on this statement: Recess across the 
country is being decreased or eliminated in order 
to meet accountability demands? Probe: IF 
CHANGED: Why do you think this has 
happened? IF NO CHANGE: Do you think this 
is a good thing? Did your school meet AYP for 
the year 2009-2010?  

 
Positive themes emerged from administrator and 
teacher reflections concerning recess. Examples 
of encouraging responses included words 
reminiscent of “love,” “like,” “interesting topic,” 
and “I have such great memories about recess.” 
Key words used in the analysis of the data were 
“break,” “socialize,” “physical activity,” 
“creativity,” “attention span,” and “the need to 
be on one’s own.” Such responses and key words 
piqued my curiosity as to why, given these 
overwhelming responses toward recess, recess 
was becoming endangered. 

Table 1  Gender, Occupation/Education, Years Experience, Views & Rating Childhood Recess 

  Number Gender Occupation/Education Years experience View of Recess 
Positive         Negative 

Childhood Recess 
Positive        Negative 

1 F Teacher/Masters 17 X  X  

2 F Teacher/Masters 21 X   X 

3 M Teacher/Bachelors 29 X  X  

4 F Retired teacher/Masters 30 X  X  

5 F Retired teacher/Masters 35 X   X 

6 M Administrator/Masters 12 X  X  

7 M Administrator/Masters 25 X  X  

8 M Administrator/Masters 26 X   X 

9 M   Retired admin./Masters 35 X  X  

10 M Retired 
Administrator/PhD 32 X  X  
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Results 
This table describes the occupation, educational 
background, position on recess, and memories of 
recess during their own childhood. 
 
Table 1 shows all the administrators and 
educators in this study had a positive view of 
recess as a professional. When asked to reflect 
on the experiences of recess one administrator 
and two educators had negative perceptions of 
recess in their past.  

  
Table 2 illustrates the difference that has 
occurred in recess over the last 30 years between 
two districts, District A and District B. District A 
is a middle sized school district with two 
elementary schools.  One school is a town school 
where most of the students walk to the school. 
The other school is a rural school where the 
students are bused in, some for up to an hour. 
District A has had no change in the amount of 
recess over the last 30 years. An administrator 
within the school district would like to decrease 
the amount of recess time but did not see a 
decrease in recess happening any time soon.  The 
comment from this administrator when asked if 
recess was dispensable was, “I don't think that's a 
black and white answer for me.  It is important, 
if absolutely necessary, it is dispensable.  We 
could live without recess.” Although this 
administrator believed recess was a thing of the 
past no change has occurred within the two 
elementary schools this administrator governs. 
 
As Table 2  indicates, four of the schools in 
District B changed from the pattern of one 15-
minute morning recess, a 30-minute lunch 
recess, and a 15-minute afternoon recess to 

grades 1 & 2 eliminating a 15-minute morning 
recess and grades 3 & 4 eliminating a 15-minute 
afternoon recess. The superintendent at the time 
“felt there were children who spent more time in 
recess than they did in math class.” He went on 
to discuss how children in the school were 
“missing out on a big chunk of their instructional 
time by having an hour of recess a day.” These 
schools ultimately eliminated one 15-minute 
recess for grades 1st & 2nd and one 15-minute 
recess for grades 3rd & 4th. The reasoning behind 

eliminating the morning recess was 1st & 2nd 
grade students had the early lunch period. Third 
and 4th grade students received 15-minute mid-
morning recess and a 30-minute lunch recess. 
The logic behind eliminating the mid-afternoon 
recess was the 3rd and 4th graders had the late 
lunch and would have a shortened afternoon. 

By decreasing recess by 15 minutes for grades 1-
4, the superintendent “felt he was decreasing the 
number of students on the playground at any 
given time thus reducing the number of injuries.” 
Teachers were assigned “professional freedom in 
1st and 2nd grade to allow their students to get up 
and moving if the teacher felt the students 
needed a break.”  

The superintendent in this matter was looking at 
lessening the possible number of liability issues 
on the playground by decreasing the number of 
students on the playground. One would think this 
speaks to the overall threat of litigation school 
districts deal with on a daily basis. But when this 
superintendent was asked about litigation 
stemming from recess injuries it was dealt with 
in a jocular manner. The superintendent 
responded with, “I inform the individual calling 

Table 2  Recess Time: Before and After Recess Schedule Changes 

 Before Recess Change After Recess Change 

 
Number 

of Schools Grade 

Morning 
Recess 
(mins) 

Lunch 
Recess 
(mins) 

Afternoon 
Recess 
(mins) 

Morning 
Recess 
(mins) 

Lunch 
Recess 
(mins) 

Afternoon 
Recess 
(mins) 

District A 2 K 15     15     

    1- 4 15 30 15 15 30 15 

District B 4 K 15     15     

    1 & 2 15 30 15   30 15 

    3 & 4 15 30 15 15 30   
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that this matter would be caught up in the court 
system for 3-5 years. And then I would proceed 
to tell them how to spell my name correctly 
because if you don’t have all the names, 
addresses, I’s dotted, and T’s crossed it is going 
to take even longer.”  Another administrator 
commented on NCLB, mulch on the playground, 
and litigation stating, “I think mulch on the 
playground is a joke! And the thickness has to be 
mandated by NCLB.  After it rains and the kids 
are on it a few times it doesn’t do any good 
anymore. All it does is make a mess in the 
schools for my janitorial staff to clean up.”   
 
Themes on Recess and Recess Practices 
 This section explores the results of the 
phenomenological investigation of the 
perceptions and values of recess by 
administrators and teachers during the school 
day. Four of the five teachers agreed students 
need a “break” during the school day while only 
two of those teachers felt students needed this 
break to socialize outside the classroom.  
   
One teacher stated, “Recess is a break for the 
children and for the teachers to regroup.” 
Another comment concerning the definition of 
recess came from a teacher in the study who 
commented about “needing recess as much as the 
students. It’s a time for the children to get some 
energy out and then come back ready to learn, 
giving them downtime to socialize and play 
games and things with their peers.” This teacher 
believed it is “important to allow students to go 
out to get some physical activity they need in 
order to learn better in the classroom.” These 

statements also provide an implication regarding 
the value or need for “free” time by teachers and 
students. 
  
Three of the five administrators felt students 
needed a “break” from the classroom with four 
of those administrators agreeing students needed 
this time to socialize outside the classroom. One 
administrator adamantly stated:  
“Recess to me is one word ‘Socialization.’  To 
me, recess is a time not just to let off energy 
which is what the teachers say, but a time for the 
kids to interact and to work on their other skills 
of dealing with issues and play and those kind of 
things.” 

 Administrators understand students’ needs for 
recess as more than simple physical activity but 
also as a time for the students to interact and to 
develop other skills dealing with socialization 
issues and play. Administrators in the study 
backed the benefits of recess in terms of 
allowing “kids to reset and refocus” throughout 
the day. An administrator in the sample 
addressed the issue of attention span and the fact 
“younger students experience shorter attention 
spans requiring multiple breaks throughout the 
day” to keep focused. Numerous administrators 
in the study implied recess aided in children’s 
cognitive, social, emotional, and physical 
functioning.  Table 3 identified the key words 
the educators mentioned as benefits of recess. 
Some of these terms will be clarified below. 
 
Socialization in a school setting is the practice by 
which students acquire the knowledge, language, 
social skills, and value to conform to the norms 

Table 3  Administrators’ and Educators’ Themes 

   Key Words mentioned 
Educator 
Number Gender 

Occupation 
Status Break Socialize 

Physical 
Activity Creativity 

Attention 
Span 

  On 
Their Own 

1 F Teacher X X X  X  

2 F Teacher X X X    

3 M Teacher   X X X  

4 F RetiredTeacher X   X X  

5 F RetiredTeacher X   X   

6 M Administrator  X X   X 

7 M Administrator X X   X  

8 M Administrator  X X   X 

9 M RetiredAdministrator X X     

10 M RetiredAdministrator X   X   
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and roles required to integrate into a group. It is 
an amalgamation of both self-imposed (because 
the individual wants to conform) and externally-
imposed rules, and expectations of the others. In 
an organizational setting, socialization refers to 
the process through which students learn the 
ropes, by becoming sensitive to the formal and 
informal power structure and the explicit and 
implicit rules of behavior. 
  
Creativity is defined as the tendency to generate 
or recognize ideas, alternatives, or possibilities 
that may be useful in solving problems, 
communicating with others, and entertaining 
ourselves and others. Play, unlike recess, is a 
time when you lose where you are--your sense of 
time and direction. Some play has clearly 
defined goals and when structured with rules is 
called a game, whereas, other play exhibits no 
such goals nor rules and is considered to be 
"unstructured." Imagination is shown through a 
child’s use of creativity. 
  
In this context attention span refers to the length 
of time a student is able to concentrate on a 
subject matter. An administrator in the study 
noted, “the younger the kid, the shorter the 
attention span. These kids need more breaks to 
keep them on task.” The idea of students needing 
to be on their own during the school day was 
referenced by two administrators and none of the 
teachers. Teachers were more concerned with 
giving students a break, physical activity to aid 
in their creativity and help their attention span in 
the classroom. 
 
Beliefs Concerning Children and Children 
Today 
 As noted in Table 1, all administrators and 
teachers viewed recess in a positive manner and 
seven of the ten administrators and teachers in 
the study had positive reflections of their own 
childhood recess. What makes this interesting is 
two of the three administrators thought recess 
was needed as a break and to socialize outside 
the classroom. The other administrator in this 
case felt the classroom teacher could and should 
be providing this break and socialization within 
the classroom. A diversity of opinion was found 
among the sampled educators regarding the 
appropriate “form” or “framework” for recess. 
Two teachers and one administrator in the study 
did not agree with the implementation of recess 
“in its present form.” Although none of the three 
suggested alternative strategies for implementing 
recess, the administrator in the study stated, 

“we’d have to be smart about it.” This 
administrator also stated, “the purposes of recess 
are critical, but not in its present state.” This 
administrator reluctantly admits when asked 
about views on the importance of recess:  
“I don't think that's a black and white answer for 
me.  It is important--I believe that it--if 
absolutely necessary, it is dispensable.  We could 
live without recess, but we would have to be 
smart about that. What I'm saying is it’s 
important, but that traditional let's go run 
outside for 15 minutes, we could find other ways 
of doing it.”  
 
In contrast a teacher stated, “everything is 
becoming more academic, more score orientated. 
The value of child development is being 
lost…they're just being pushed.” An 
administrator in the study believed the concept 
of recess was as follows: 
“I would define recess as play, relaxation, 
physical movement for kids.  It's a chance for 
them to kind of get out there and do things on 
their own.  We/I kind of battle with organized 
recess versus recess because it's two completely 
different things to me.  Recess, you know, I feel 
like you kind of turn the kids loose.  You let them 
create their own games.  You let them play. 

With organized recess, you kind of narrow it 
down to two things, maybe three, and you set up 
three different activities for kids to do, kind of 
almost like a PE class, only without necessarily 
the instructional portion of it.  So, you know, it's 
three different games.  The idea is to keep every 
kid involved and to limit the chaos. 

I've had kids that can handle recess and kids that 
couldn't.  So I've had classes that only could 
have organized recess and classes that, you 
know, could pick their own games and do their 
own kind of thing.  So I guess that's the way I 
look at it.”  

When speaking of the framework of recess, 
another administrator commented, “to me recess 
is as important as any other class the kids take.” 
A teacher in the study commented on recess as 
“a compliment to the school day and needs to be 
part of the children’s daily curriculum.”  One 
administrator believed schools could and should 
revamp recess and place it on the shoulders of 
the classroom teacher. A teacher in the study 
sees this as an “increased work load and believes 
for the good of the child and in the child’s best 
interest they should be allowed free undirected 
play.”  



 22 

 
 As shown in Table 4, all of the administrators 
and teachers in the study believe children 
showed imagination during recess. Seven of the 
ten administrators and teachers in the sample 
suggested that students do not know how to play 
in today’s society. Of the seven educators in the 
study all five teachers and two of the 
administrators believed children do not know 
how to play during recess. Four of the teachers 
contended they “must teach students how to play 
simplistic games such as hop scotch, tag, and 
four square.” There was no correlation between 
years of experience and belief children knew 
how to play. 
  
One teacher commented how sad she was “at the 
deterioration of childhood.” She expressed 
concerns that students did not know how to 
socialize with other students outside the 
classroom. This concern alone suggests a larger 

problem within the school day: lack of 
socialization skills in the classroom. 
Administrators also expressed concern with 
students not being able to make up their own 
games “to enhance creativity without adults 
interfering.”  
 
There seems to be disparity between paper and 
pencil education and technologies used in 
education. This being said, the older generation 
seems to have more difficulty with technological 
issues in the classroom. This particular educator 
seemed to see video gaming and technology as a 
possible threat to play.  More of an analysis 
would suggest our younger generations are 
becoming technological gurus before they enter 

the classroom with the early inception of video 
games and educational technology available to 
the public.  
Do Educators View Recess as Important?  
Themes from the data emerged concerning the 
perceptions of administrators and educators 
within the six elementary schools in central 
Pennsylvania. Seven out of ten of the 
administrators and teachers in the study had a 
common theme of the definition of recess stating 
it is a “break” in the routine of the day. Of these 
seven, four were teachers and three were 
administrators with four of the seven being 
retired (Table 4). Interestingly enough, one of the 
administrators that believes recess provides a 
“break” in the day is also one that had concerns 
about recess “in its present state” (Category I in 
Table 5). This administrator commented, “Can 
we do away with recess? Sure we can, in its 
presence form!  We just have to be smart about 
it.” This administrator was in one of the school 

settings that had no change in recess even though 
this administrator would like change. This 
administrator also stated, “The classroom teacher 
could do it.” An educator in this same district did 
not appreciate that an administrator would make 
a comment of this sort stating, “educators are 
being dumped on for everything anymore. 
NCLB has made it impossible for a 
kindergartner to be a kindergartner; they have to 
hit the ground running in kindergarten.”  
 
Category II indicates concern about recess by 
two of the retired teachers having neither a 
positive nor a negative response toward recess. 
Their perceptions on recess being a “break” in 
the day are similar but they were also two of the 

Table 4   Belief About Children, Creativity, and Play 

 
Educator 

Occupation Status 

Believe Children 
Show Imagination 

During Recess 

Believe Children Know How 
to 

Play 
1 Teacher X No 

2 Teacher X No 

3 Teacher X No 

4 Retired Teacher X No 

5 Retired Teacher X No 

6 Administrator X No 

7 Administrator X Yes 

8 Administrator X Yes 

9 Retired Administrator X No 
10 Retired Administrator X Yes 
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four who believe “creativity is being lost.”  One 
of the teachers in the study commented: “I didn’t 
really have a positive experience with recess. 
The teachers where old and didn’t play with us 
much.” As educators these two educators could 
see the benefits of recess to students and 
educators. 
 
Category III was bountiful with expressions of 
support for recess. Four administrators and three 
educators inferred recess was needed for not only 
the physical aspect of the child but the cognitive, 
emotional, and social aspect of the child. This 
category represented the majority of the 
administrators and teachers in the study, strongly 
supporting recess, with four of the five 
administrators and three of the five teachers. An 
administrator in the study stated “I have learned 
through the years. You don’t mess with recess!” 
Supporting this belief a teacher commented “It’s 
a time for the children to get some energy out 
and then come back ready to learn, giving them 
downtime to socialize and play games and things 
with their peers.”  

One teacher stated that “recess is important to 
the highest degree.” With this in mind, this 
teacher observed children’s “demeanor change 
dramatically from the time they were in the 
classroom to the time they were out on the 
playground. When exiting the school for recess, 
a sense of renewal comes over the child with the 
fresh air and free play.”  In the sample, teachers 
supported the concept of allowing students to 
experience free play and believed creativity to be 
imperative to a child’s development, a skill being 
lost without recess. Another teacher in the 
sample described recess and creativity as 

follows: “children adjust their lives to a place 
that they want to be and figure out where they fit 
in.” Students begin figuring out situations early 
in elementary school and if they are either 
accepted into a group of play or not and move on 
to the next group. This indicates forms of 
synthesis and adaptation on the students’ part 
during recess. This implies children are using 
their imaginative brains and creativity during 
recess. 
 
The integration of core curricula to increase time 
on task has seeped into education’s core subjects. 
In the sample, one of the superintendents 
believed “we've integrated social studies into our 
reading curriculum. We increased amounts of 
reading and math time and our social studies 
definitely suffer as far as amount of time we put 
in pure social studies.” This would suggest 
scheduling remains one of the biggest issues 
across education; however, the curriculum is 
partially mandated by Pennsylvania School 
Codes. Analysis of this statement implies 
superintendents have to combine subjects to 

meet Common Core State Standards and while 
doing so, core subjects are suffering.  
  
Teachers believe test score gains directly relate 
to regular recess where students “attend better in 
their learning due to a sound mind, sound body.” 
My analysis is teachers believe recess is valued 
in a functional sense allowing teachers to back 
the practical part of the school day while 
implementing recess for the children as a needed 
break. In my sample a teacher noted “I just can't 
imagine not having recess and how you would 
keep the kids on task.” This teacher also believed 

Table 5  Categories of Perceptions 

 
Educator Occupation Status 

 

Category I: 
Concern about 

Recess 

Category II: 
Middle Ground on 

Recess 

Category III: 
Strongly Support Recess 

1 Teacher   X 

2 Teacher   X 

3 Teacher   X 

4 Retired teacher  X  

5 Retired Teacher  X  

6 Administrator   X 

7 Administrator X   

8 Administrator   X 

9 

10 

Retired Administrator 

Retired Administrator 
 

 X 

X 
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“less recess results in more behavior problems” 
mainly because you cannot “control students 
anymore.” Teachers and administrators agree, 
“When children are afforded recess they are 
more apt to be themselves while getting along 
with each other.” Administrators and teachers 
seem to correlate a positive relationship between 
recess and behavior control. 
 
Teachers continue to value recess stating 
students sometimes resolve problems during 
recess and learn from them. Teachers report they 
continually help students and their problem 
solving and social skills by talking to the 
students about difficulties they had on the 
playground while at recess. The teachers in my 
sample believed this helps students learn 
socially: “my learning is not in the books 
always.” Another teacher emphasized, “learning 
how to get along socially, what’s appropriate, 
what isn’t, and how to work their way toward 
adulthood. That’s what education is all about.” 
While students are interacting on the playground 
in social settings there is also drama that happens 
among the groups. Sometimes this drama makes 
it back into the classroom where the classroom 
teacher analyzes the situation and uses it for an 
extended learning situation.  Teachers in the 
study perceive to some extent recess is the 
playground of life with teachable moments 
embedded throughout the school day. 
 
In my sample, administrators and teachers agreed 
when a child is at play they are at their most 
creative and most excited. “They think better, 
they communicate better, they play better, they 
become a team player.” Some of my respondents 
in the study believe the child is able to be more 
investigative with an entire thought process 
behind their learning after recess.  A teacher in 
my sample contended:  
“We need a place to go, all of us, children 
especially; a place to go and release energy, 
release creativity to build upon creativity and 
build upon their thoughts and their wants. To 
make friendships and bonds with their fellow 
classmates.” 
 
 All the administrators in the sample completely 
agreed recess is part of the school day. One 
administrator sternly expressed, you “don't mess 
with recess.” These statements from this 
administrator and others in the study suggest 
administrators perceive both teachers and 
students need recess for relaxation and to 
refocus. This administrator implies a keen 

awareness of this via not allowing recess to be 
canceled. 

Personal Experiences Concerning Recess  
The administrators’ thoughts in my sample 
turned to the past of NCLB and possible 
implications from parents and the community 
where recess is concerned. These administrators 
expressed a sense of nostalgia around recess. 
One of the administrators stated,  
“It bothers me when everybody blames No Child 
Left Behind or testing. NCLB does not have a 
part in it. People's attitudes changed in the last 
20 years. That's why you can't go out and throw 
football with kids anymore at recess time.” 

Nostalgia for the lost youth of the students but 
also for the lost carefree spirit of recess was 
reflected in both administrator and educators 
interviewed and revealed positive feelings and 
beliefs concerning recess. The three subjects did 
not totally dismiss the importance of recess but 
their memory of recess was not one of a purely 
positive or negative experience. This would infer 
that recollections vary about teacher involvement 
during recess but perhaps are less involved today 
due to litigation fears. Today’s educators are 
more likely to shy away from involvement on the 
playground for fear of litigation. 
  
None of the administrators or teachers in the 
study believed recess would become obsolete. 
One administrator expressed concern about 
having enough people to staff recess. The biggest 
concern for the administrators involved the 
minutes allotted for recess (often 15 minutes). 
When examining the account of recess from this 
administrator, one might understand why some 
administrators would look at the possibility of 
decreasing time on the playground. Preparing for 
recess can be time consuming while children put 
their work away, tie their shoes, get their coats 
on, and walk to the playground. However, 
preparation for core subjects also takes time, e.g., 
math class can require changing classes as well 
as time spent distributing rulers, extra paper, 
scissors, and paste. For all subjects, preparation 
time needs to be allowed for and recess is no 
different in this regard. To allow at least 15 
minutes on the playground, more total minutes 
need to be allotted. 
  
Another way recess changed over the years 
relates to the fear of accountability issues around 
the past NCLB, Pennsylvania System of School 
Assessment (PSSA) and liability. Educators in 
the study do believe they are doing the right 
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things for the students stating, “we'll teach in the 
most economical way that we can make sense.” 
As one administrator put it, “the real cause of the 
change in recess, in my humble ultra 
conservative opinion, is we are so damn 
politically correct.” Teachers in the study believe 
they will continue to teach to the best of their 
ability and for what is in the best interest of the 
children whether standards are mandating them 
to do so or not. All this, while doing their best to 
understand the policies and politics of the new 
Common Core State Standards era.  There is an 
underlying trepidation from administrators of 
lawyers and teachers to be “conscious of asinine 
things that can’t be that way anymore.” This 
again brings to a point the nostalgia of what 
recess was and what it has become.     
  
One example of the “concern for litigation” or 
“issue litigation” stated above is the introduction 
of mulch on the playground in the 1990’s. One 
of the administrators in the study concluded 
“mulch on the playground is more of a joke and 
a nuisance to school property.”  The other four 
administrators in the study conveyed their 
feeling on the issue stating similar concerns of 
when it rains the muddy mess of the mulch is 
dragged throughout the school. One 
administrator believes the reason behind mulch 
on the playground involves a lawsuit filed 
somewhere. Another administrator believed 
these threats came from parents threatening 
lawsuits around 1984-85 and followed up with 
the belief that “this is the difference between my 
days of recess and today’s recess.” 
Administrators and educators in the study stated 
“there seemed to be a common understanding 
among the individuals that children may get hurt 
during recess.” Those injuries were and are a 
normal part of the school day. Administrators 
and teachers conveyed a common thread that 
they had more control of the school and 
classroom before the early 1980’s. This allows 
for the administrator and teacher to refer back to 
the days gone by when recess had more freedom, 
when administrators and teachers were 
empowered in the classroom and could discipline 
for misbehavior without making phone call after 
phone call to cover liability issues. This is also 
how the essence of the “litigation correctness” 
movement has come into the educational realm. 
 
Teachers in the study agreed with keeping 
students safe and the safety aspects on the 
playground. The threat of negligence and of 
liability is of utmost concern to educators as a 

whole. One administrator stated, “it takes a bold 
administrator to say, you know what, we’re 
covered.” It appears teachers are the ones 
concerned with being sued over injuries during 
recess. In contrast an administrator in the study 
did not seem to be as concerned stating, “they 
better have their T’s crossed and their I’s 
dotted.” Further analysis of the data reveals 
administrators belief, “NCLB wasn’t to blame 
for the way our school system has gotten. It’s the 
parents of today’s children. No one wants their 
child to get hurt.” Educators in the study voiced 
opinions concerning they are almost “scared” 
when a child is hurt on the playground.  
 
Conclusions 
The top themes that arose in the sample 
population were the importance of students 
needing a break within the school day, 
socialization being important to the well-being of 
the child, and recess meeting a need for the child 
to be creative and physically active. Retired 
educators felt the students of today were losing 
their creativity whereas active educators were 
more concerned with students not knowing how 
to play simple games. A sense of students being 
born in the data or technology era has some 
educators expressing a sense of technology 
depression; students are using their thumbs more 
than their muscles. 
 
The education of today’s children is different 
than it was 30 years ago according to retired 
teachers and administrators in the study. The 
days of frolicking in the fields or snow covered 
playgrounds has been taken away from children. 
When children could scrape a knee or elbow and 
educators wouldn’t have to worry about 
litigation. As stated by a teacher in the study, 
“It’s a different way of life.  It's a different 
society. Values are different, morals are different 
and recess is being lost in the evolution of time.”  
Educators in the study believe “recess is being 
pushed aside because I guess they think children 
are not learning. But children do learn. One of 
the most important values of recess is the fact 
that you got to learn to get along with other 
people.”  Teachers in the study believe recess 
used to have ethical value but today’s education 
has lost so much in terms of curriculum. One 
teacher continued her dismay with “I guess 
recess isn’t considered valuable anymore.” There 
seemed to be sadness around recess and what it 
has become. In a sense, ethically the right of the 
child has been diminished.  
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Instead of eliminating recess from the school 
day, it would serve children and their education 
better if this important activity was 
accommodated within the school day. This was 
reiterated by an administrator in the study who 
stated, “recess is one of the most important 
things we do.”  A teacher in the study followed 
this line of thought by saying, “I can’t give my 
students enough recess.” Testing has become the 
central focus of our current education system. 
Testing is important, it provides information 
concerning students’ knowledge as a measure of 
teaching practices that contribute to success or 
lead to failure. But to use testing as the central 
indicator, and recently the only indicator of all 
academic achievement, discounts decades of 
research showing that other factors, too, are 
important to consider.  
 
Without considering the element of whole child 
development, education is severely limited, and 
children’s achievement is hindered. Play has 
long been a rite of passage in childhood, a time 
honored tradition that is freely available to all 
children. However, the current trends in 
education are greatly diminishing the right to 
play for children, particularly in elementary 
schools. Accountability for academic 
improvement has been imposed on school 
administrators, teachers, and students and has all 
but eliminated the tradition of play during recess, 
an activity that has been around for hundreds of 
years. In the words of one of the most notable 
educational theorists of all time, Piaget, “play is 
easily seen by traditionalists as a waste of time” 
(1962). In spite of the prophetic visions of the 
great educators, play has always been 
considered, in traditional education, as a kind of 
mental waste-matter, without functional 
significance. Fortunately, the dominant view of 
educators in this study is that daily recess is in 
the best interests of the child. 
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In Recess:  Its Role in Education and 
Development, Anthony Pellegrini presents a 
thoughtful and concise overview of the many 
facets of recess in schools.  Pellegrini’s targeted 
audience is revealed in the final chapter as that of 
“parents, educators, and interested citizens” 
whom he urges to advocate that educational 
practice follow empirical data.  I believe this 
audience will find particular interest in the 
chapters that highlight a broad range of 
components on this topic and gives the reader 
information to plead the case for recess.  
Chapters covering the current educational policy 
debate, the impact of recess on social 
development, gender roles on the playground, an 
introspective look at rough and tumble play, and 
the function of recess in children’s cognitive 
performance will provide readers with an arsenal 
of tools to support the pro recess case in any U.S. 
school district.     
 
Pellegrini begins the book with a discussion on 
the current debate in educational policy.  
Interestingly, this book was published in 2005, 
but is still very current and relevant today.  He 
clearly outlines the position of the opposition, 
arguing that recess is a waste of instructional 
time and a time for kids to get bullied. The 
“antis,” as he refers to them, believe this time 
would be better used as physical education or for 
instruction.  Of particular interest, was a news  
 

interview with Pellegrini and former Atlanta 
Public Schools (APS) Superintendent Benjamin  
Canada whose school system eliminated recess 
in the 1990s.  This decision continues to have an 
impact on the system today as many schools in 
APS still don’t have recess despite the lift of the 
ban.    
 
Social development theorist, Vygotsky, 
popularized the notion that social interaction 
plays a pivotal role in cognitive development.  
Pellegrini discusses the school playground as a 
place for social development.  He even ties 
school violence events like the Columbine 
tragedy to a lack of student interaction and 
development of social skills learned during 
recess.  His thoughts are most pointedly 
expressed in this chapter with the quote, “If 
educators think it is important to educate the 
‘whole child,’ then these social concerns also 
become educational concerns” (p. 51). 
 
Pellegrini dedicates two chapters to the 
discussion of gender in relationship to recess.  
He gives empirical data to support the construct 
of what is typically viewed as male and female 
play.  He characterizes children ages 3-11 in the 
following way.   Males are more active, 
competitive, physically aggressive, and often 
engaging in what is referred to as rough and 
tumble play (the chapter on R & T play makes 
the important distinction between 
developmentally appropriate R&T and 
aggression, which helps to counter the antis’ 
argument on bullying/fighting).  Conversely, 
females are more sedentary, nurturing, engaging 
in social dramatic play and relationally 
aggressive.  In chapter 5, he takes a closer look 
at why these findings might be true comparing 
boys’ and girls’ play preferences in the U.S. and 
Senegal based on social factors.   
 
Our current school environment is mired with 
the weight of standardized test scores.  The crux 
of the argument for recess provided by Pellegrini 
can be found in the chapter dedicated to the role 
of recess in children’s cognitive performance in 
classrooms.  He uses empirical data from a 
longitudinal study and experiments to show the 
increased attention span of children, especially 
boys, after recess.  A second edition of this book 
might expand on this chapter with more recent 
studies on cognitive development and recess.  
This elaboration might further aid readers in their 
quest to resurrect recess in schools. 
 

 


