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Abstract: Recess is a mainstay in schools. It is assumed recess has positive impacts on the
academic, behavioral, and social experiences of youth. In this systematic literature review, we
explored empirical studies that examined these areas. We provide a synthesis of the literature to
assist researchers and clinicians in designing effective interventions. Overall, findings indicate
that recess may indirectly positively influence academic outcomes and benefits students’ social
engagement, but there is mixed evidence if recess directly improves problematic behavior
outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Recess is a crucial component of the school day, as it provides a break from schoolwork and gives
students a chance to play, socialize, and engage in physical activity. Research suggests that recess
is not only a time to play, but can also directly impact the classroom environment and how students
perform academically. Beyond giving both students and educators a break in the day there is
evidence suggesting recess is beneficial in numerous ways, such as improving students’ classroom
attention (Brez & Sheets, 2017), physical activity (Ridgers et al., 2010), and classroom behavior
(Barros et al., 2009). There has been a nationwide push to replace recess with more academic time
but there are advocates for keeping it as a mainstay in the school schedule, particularly in middle
and high school (Zavacky & Michael, 2017). This literature review focused on three major aspects
of recess: its academic, behavioral, and social components. More specifically, we wanted to
investigate if there is evidence that recess effectively impacts the academic, behavioral, and social
outcomes of students.

THE PURPOSE OF RECESS

Before engaging in our review, we needed to consider what the field at large perceives as
the purpose of recess. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) defines recess as a
“regularly scheduled period within the school day for physical activity and play that is monitored
by trained staff or volunteers” (CDC & SHAPE America, 2017). Principals have reported that
recess is helpful for releasing energy, improving social skills and physical activity, but also
presents a risk for student injuries to occur due to poor playground environments and untrained
adult supervision (Simon & Childers, 2006). Beard (2018) examined teacher and administrator
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perspectives on the role of recess, identifying what they believe the value and purpose of recess is
through interviewing ten teachers and five administrators. Teachers reported the purpose of recess
was time for children to play in an unstructured manner, giving them time to socialize and release
energy which enables them to refocus for class work. Teachers reported the value of recess was to
release stress for themselves and students, to act as a reinforcement tool and promote a positive
environment as well as improve student character and socialization. Similarly, the administrators
reported the purpose of recess was unstructured free time enabling students to play, release stress,
socialize, and take a break. They reported the value of recess was improving social skills outside
of academics, improving relationships with teachers and peers and to promote their well-being and
growth. Both teachers and administrators converged on the idea that recess was a critical part of
the school day. Taken together, it appears that adults tend to value recess as a function of the school
day that centers around improving students’ capacity to learn and their social skill development
outside of the classroom.

It makes sense that recess is generally designed by administrators and other professional
school staff, as they hold advanced degrees in education and are responsible for designing the
school day to optimize student learning. However, the students who are playing at recess may hold
different views than adults on how they would like to spend this time. Since recess is designed to
benefit the students, their perspective on the purpose of recess should be taken into account. To
investigate this further, Massey and colleagues (2019) conducted a qualitative meta-study to
determine the purpose of recess in the eyes of first through sixth-grade students by examining the
meta-theory, meta-methods, and meta-data analysis of various studies. They found that most of
the research-related goals were geared toward improving physical activity, but students often want
recess to be a time for social engagement. This presents an issue moving forward for designing
and implementing recess strategies. This discrepancy may limit the efficacy of recess programs
which are only focused on improving the physical activity of students, and underscores the
importance of taking students’ perspectives into account when designing recess activities. The
authors also note that since social activity is a primary driver in students’ perception of recess, it
is critical to address marginalized students who are at a higher risk of being bullied at recess as
they may be more likely to have negative experiences at recess and not receive the full benefits of
this break in the day.

As it appears in the literature, the stated purpose of recess varies depending on who you
ask but aligns with the academic, behavioral, and social aspects of students’ experiences.
Therefore, it is useful to the field to explore how recess impacts these three domains. Next, we
describe our methodology for exploring the literature to determine what evidence exists to support,
or not support, the notion that recess does impact the academic, behavioral, and social outcomes
of students.

METHODS

To determine whether recess affects academic, behavioral, and social outcomes of students,
we conducted an extensive literature search. The literature search was conducted using the
ProQuest database, accessed through the University of Montana’s library system. The literature
search was carried out in two phases: the initial search, from April 28", 2022 to August 26", 2022,
and the search following reviewer feedback, which took place from June 19, 2023 to July 14®,
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“disruptive class”, “disruptive behavior”, and ‘“classroom discipline”, with specifiers of
“interventions”, “behavior”, “safety”, “structured”, “unstructured”, “middle school”, “strategies”,
“education”, “physical activity”, “social”, “gender”, “supervision”, “grades”, ‘“academic
achievement”, “math scores”, “reading scores”, “peers”, “aides”, “breaktime”, “socializing”,
“social-ecological”, “meta-analysis”, “global”, “peer relationships” and “recess strategies”. There
were no limitations placed on journals to allow for discovery of research from a variety of
academic fields. Both qualitative and quantitative articles were eligible for inclusion. To determine
inclusion of an article, abstracts were read and it was determined if the work clearly addressed our
variables of whether recess affects students’ academic, behavioral, and social outcomes.

The search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published to academic journals and
dissertations available in the database. The authors wanted to ensure high-quality, peer-reviewed
evidence. We utilized dissertations for our review as there were, at times, limited search results
from peer-reviewed journals which pertained to our research aims. Additionally, we allowed for
international peer-reviewed journal publications to provide our review with results from school
cultures other than the United States. We included experimental studies as well as meta-analysis
in our inclusion criteria.

Exclusion criteria included abstracts that did not quantitatively or qualitatively address the
research question of how recess influences the academic, behavioral, or social outcomes in
schools. Once an inclusion determination was made, the articles were read and summarized. When
reading all meta-analyses, systematic reviews, and experimental articles, we would review articles
mentioned in each to obtain clarity of the cited research and additional information pertaining to
our research aims. Upon completion of the searches, 132 articles were found to be relevant. We
omitted in-depth summarization of articles where the research focus was on other parts of recess,
including detailed supervision techniques, ways to enhance physical activity at recess, and specific
interventions for structuring recess. Of the remaining articles, we briefly summarized the findings
of 11. Using these resources, the results of the academic, behavioral, and social outcomes of recess
were synthesized.

RESULTS

THE IMPACT OF RECESS ON ACADEMICS

As a part of the academic school day, recess benefits the academic portion of school in
some manner or another. Even though students aren’t typically learning multiplication tables or
new vocabulary words during recess, the act of playing itself is complementary to the learning
environment of the classroom. Hill (2014) compared the ratio of classroom instructional time to
unstructured recess time and its relationship to reading scores. The reading scores were averages
drawn from the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) test scores of fourth
and fifth grade students in 146 Texas Title I schools, and qualitative telephone interviews were
conducted with fourth and fifth-grade teachers. Additionally, the author obtained qualitative data
of the teacher’s perceptions of how recess impacts their classrooms. The quantitative results
showed positive correlations between reading scores and a higher recess to instruction ratio. This
suggests that reading scores increased when the number of recess minutes were closer to the
number of instructional minutes. For the qualitative results, teachers stated that recess benefitted
the classroom by enhancing students’ social skills and attention in class due to these breaks during
the day. These results indicate that more recess, not less, may be helpful for improving academic
performance. In a similar light, Becker and colleagues (2014) found evidence that active

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 35, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 74



C. Brandon & T. Atkins

movement can indirectly benefit early academic achievement in children in a Head Start program.
They found that active movement was related to higher levels of self-regulation, and higher self-
regulation associated with higher early literacy and math achievement.

Similarly, Owen and others (2018) explored whether movement one hour prior to a class
lesson would lead to higher levels of classroom lesson engagement, regardless of a lunch recess
prior to the lesson. Just over 2,000 year-eight students were recruited across 14 Australian
secondary schools to wear accelerometers one hour prior to a math lesson and complete a
questionnaire following the lesson. There were a variety of different periods during the hour prior
to math, as this was determined by each school’s specific schedule. Data were collected in three
sessions across the academic year. Their results indicated that moderate levels of physical activity
were associated with higher levels of self-reported classroom engagement. Interestingly, they
found that students reported being less engaged in the math lesson specifically following a recess
break, and less engaged after a lunch break compared to other scheduled lessons. These mixed
results potentially suggest that any sort of movement may be helpful for classroom engagement,
but it may not necessarily have to be specific to recess. The authors did not investigate whether
math scores changed over the data collection period, so it can only be speculated that increased
engagement may lead to improvement in the academic realm.

Finally, Walker (2009) explored whether breaking up instructional time with recess breaks
would influence Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) oral reading fluency
abilities in 37 second-grade students in two separate classrooms. One classroom participated in a
three-hour long instructional block with no recess break, while the other classroom participated in
a three-hour instructional block that was broken up by recess into two smaller instructional blocks,
for nine weeks. The results showed no significant difference in the oral reading fluency abilities
in the two classrooms, suggesting that early morning recess did not improve this academic ability.
However, the author conducted qualitative interviews with students and teachers regarding the link
between recess and learning. Both teachers and students converged on the idea that recess is helpful
for getting physical activity, socializing, taking a mental break, and having fun at school. Teachers
and students were mixed on whether they believed recess was related to learning. Overall, the
author notes that it is not the specific timing of recess in the day that is important, but rather the
security of having the recess break at all during the day.

ATTENTION

The idea that recess gives students a break to play and not worry about schoolwork has
long been the source of justifying it in the school day, yet more school districts are tightening
policies around keeping recess in the school day in favor of replacing it with more academic time.
But, if students get no breaks, how might they be expected to pay attention in class and benefit
from the added academic lessons? The link between recess time and attention in the classroom is
an area of particular interest, as it can offer direct evidence for why keeping recess in schools is
not just important for physical and social health of the students, but how it can help in the academic
realm as well. This link has been observed in students as young as preschool, where preschoolers
were observed as less fidgety on recess days compared to non-recess days (Jarrett et al., 1998) as
well as were more on-task in class directly following an outdoor play session (Lundy & Trawick-
Smith, 2021). However, there is also evidence that active breaks show no significant impact on
students’ attention, yet it does not appear to be detrimental to them and it promotes good physical
health (Infantes-Paniagua et al., 2021). Therefore, this area of research appears promising for the
advocation of keeping recess in the academic school day.
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Brez and Sheets (2017) investigated whether there were measurable differences in
children’s attention and creativity before and after an unstructured recess period. They took a
sample of 99 third through fifth grade students in two separate school districts. Attention was tested
by reading a passage, and creativity was tested by the Alternate Use Task. Both tasks were
completed by the students prior to lunch recess and upon returning from lunch recess. Their results
concluded that there was a significant increase in sustained attention in students following recess,
and marginal, but not significant, increases in creativity following recess. The authors note that
focused attention is helpful for carrying out more complex cognitive tasks, and suggest that playing
at recess could be a pathway to improving higher-order cognitive abilities. There is some
qualitative evidence to support the idea that unstructured activities stimulate creative play in
preschoolers (Kiewra & Veselack, 2016), suggesting that recess time may indeed be a time in the
school day to foster creativity.

In a similar light, the level of effort one must put into listening is crucial to how well one
can pay attention and absorb information, and is important for learning in a classroom. Due to this,
Lund and colleagues (2017) investigated whether more recess would lead to less listening effort
in elementary students in the classroom. Two males and females were each selected from 43
Kindergarten and 1% grade classrooms in two North Texas schools, totaling 163 students. The
control school had one 15-minute recess per day, and the intervention school had four 15-minute
recesses per day. Each student completed a dual-task activity: listening to and repeating long lines
of numbers correctly while simultaneously performing a reaction-time task on the computer.
Participants performed their tasks once during the morning (prior to recess) and once in the
afternoon (after recesses). Comparing the data from the fall to the spring, the control school
students had increased listening effort in the afternoon compared to the morning, whereas the
intervention school had decreased listening effort in the afternoon compared to the morning.

This suggests that more recess breaks may lead to less listening effort, which may lead to better
attention in class and better academic performance.

Students are more likely to improve their academic performance when they are “on-task”
to the lesson at hand and not “off-task™ in the classroom. Stapp and Karr (2018) investigated
whether a recess period would increase time spent on-task in a fifth-grade classroom. The authors
observed the class consisting of 12 students and coded on-task and off-task behaviors in five-
minute intervals prior to and after a 25-minute recess. Their results concluded that each of the 12
students increased time-on-task following recess. Further, 83% of students were primarily off-task
prior to recess, and 100% of students were primarily on-task after recess. The authors did not note
whether the observations were blinded to the condition or aim of the study. Additionally, the class
periods of observation were different before and after recess, with the former condition being the
general classroom setting and the latter being a different “special” period (e.g. library, music, etc.).
These limitations may suggest that the observed recess effects may not generalize to a regular
classroom setting, but overall, giving a recess break may help students focus in on the classroom
lesson following the break.

In sum, the evidence provided indicates that recess helps students pay attention and remain
on-task in class. Although there is less research suggesting that recess may directly improve
academic performance, being on-task and attentive in the classroom leads to absorbing more
information and a higher motivation to perform well in school, which lead to better grades. This
area of research is certainly worth investigating and is an excellent avenue for continued scientific
exploration.
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THE IMPACT OF RECESS ON BEHAVIOR

Recess is a time where students can enjoy a certain amount of freedom relative to the rest
of the school day, which at times can lead them to engage in undesirable behaviors. No matter the
objective of recess, all parties can agree that the top priority is to keep students safe and make them
feel safe during recess. This section reviews the current literature on the effect recess has on
disciplinary outcomes in schools. A key component of maintaining appropriate behavior is proper
adult supervision and playground safety. Despite the importance of this subtopic, we believe it is
out of the scope of this review to go into great detail and thus will just focus on how recess affects
behavioral outcomes.

RECESS’ EFFECT ON DISCIPLINARY BEHAVIOR

Recess is generally seen as a time for students to take a break and play, which also
influences their behavior in the classroom. There is some evidence suggesting recess can have
similar effects on behavior in children diagnosed with ADHD compared to children without an
ADHD diagnosis, where inappropriate behavior was observed more frequently on days without
recess compared to days with recess in both groups of students (Ridgway et al., 2003). Another
study found that adding fifteen minutes of recess per day decreased office disciplinary referrals
(ODRs) and reports of bullying over two years, but the results were not statistically significant
(Miller, 2019). These results suggest that recess may have a positive effect on students’
disciplinary behavior in school, which strengthens the argument of it being a critical part of the
school day.

Barros and colleagues (2009) analyzed class data from the 2001-2002 Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study dataset, comparing class-wide behaviors in 8- and 9-year-olds who either
received daily recess or didn’t receive daily recess. In the dataset, behavior was measured through
the Teacher’s Rating of Classroom Behavior Scale (TRCB). The authors grouped the amount of
recess exposure into two groups: ‘“none/minimal break” or “some recess” and additionally
measured the amount of physical education the students received each week. Their results found
that students who received “some recess” had better TRCB scores compared to those who received
“none/minimal breaks” and 65% of students had PE twice a week or less. Additionally,
demographic results showed that students who received “none/minimal breaks” were more likely
to be lower income, Black or Hispanic, live in the Northeast or South, and live in a medium-large
city. These results indicate that frequent recess may be helpful for classroom management and
improve the behavior in students, as well as suggesting the need to make recess more equitable for
underprivileged youth.

Interestingly, Erwin and others (2019) found that doubling the amount of recess time in a
Kentucky Title I elementary school over the course of two years led to an increase in disciplinary
referrals, contrary to their original hypothesis. Their results did indicate, however, that math scores
increased following the doubled recess time in school and that male and female students had
similar referral numbers. African-American students had more disciplinary referrals than White
students initially, but upon adding the second recess break, the disparity between race, gender and
referrals lessened to a nonsignificant level. This suggests that even if disciplinary referrals may
increase when increasing the amount of recess, there can still be benefits that are seen in the
classroom.

Although the amount time spent at recess is important, the quality of recess is also valuable.
Massey and colleagues (2021) conducted an observational study investigating whether recess
quality influenced teacher-reported behavioral outcomes in students. In a final sample of 352 third-
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and fifth-grade students across a diverse sample of elementary schools, teachers completed the
Behavior Assessment for Children, Third Edition (BASC-3) reports for up to five randomly
selected students in their classes. Observers utilized the Great Recess Framework-Observational
Tool (GRF-OT) to gather recess quality data, and students completed the Classroom Assessment
Scoring System-Student Report (CLASS) for classroom quality data. Their results found that
recess quality did not predict problematic externalizing or internalizing behaviors or school
problems, but did predict adaptive classroom behaviors. Recess quality also predicted significant
executive functioning problems, resilience and emotional self-control behavioral outcomes.
Additionally, increased recess time was associated with lower levels of bullying and less
externalizing problems. The authors postulate that recess quality is related to prosocial behavioral
health outcomes, but not clinical behavioral problems. They also noted that recess quality leads to
better social-emotional outcomes compared to time spent at recess, suggesting that quality may
indeed be more important than quantity in this case. Overall, these results suggest that ample recess
time may improve bullying and high-quality recess can lead to more desirable classroom
behaviors. However, it should not be assumed that recess can replace high-quality behavioral
interventions to alleviate more serious behavioral problems.

In sum, there is evidence suggesting that having recess as a consistent part of the academic
day can lead to less problematic behavior in the classroom. Although more recess may at times
lead to more disciplinary referrals, this could be ameliorated by having adequate recess supervision
and clear, enforced universal behavior expectations.

THE IMPACT OF RECESS ON SOCIAL EXPERIENCES

Students themselves state that recess is a time for taking a break from school and
socializing with friends, which may or may not include physical activity as a central theme
(Prompona et al., 2020). Although that study collected data directly from students in focus groups,
there is other evidence suggesting that socialization can be a large part of recess (Amelia et al.,
2018; Blatchford et al., 2003; Holmes, 2012; London, 2022; Powell et al., 2016). Pellegrini and
others (2005) argue that recess is critical for developing social competencies through game-
playing. They have gathered evidence supporting this claim, finding that first-graders’ “game
facility” predicted their social competence at the end of the year as measured by self-report and
teacher ratings (Pellegrini et al., 2002). This section discusses the use of recess as a time for
socializing, and specifically, whether recess affects social outcomes.

Coolkens and others (2018) conducted a randomized controlled trial comparing supervised
recess to organized recess to examine the effects of students’ social behavior, physical activity,
and participation. Data was collected by 6-second momentary time sampling intervals for 20
minutes during recess, and student activity was coded through the System for Observing Student’s
Activity and Relationship during Play (SOCARP). All students received a six-day PE unit on
parkour, after which the students were given the opportunity to participate in a parkour recess on
days which they did not have PE. In the supervised recess, students were allowed to free play in a
parkour landscape of the gym. In organized recess, PE teachers instructed parkour-related games
on the parkour landscape of the gym, but they could be played without doing parkour. The authors
recorded a higher number of prosocial interactions in girls during the supervised unstructured
recess compared to the organized structured recess, suggesting that unstructured recess may
encourage more social interactions compared to structured play. Despite these statistically
significant results, the authors note their results should be taken cautiously due to the low number
of recorded interactions.
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There is also evidence suggesting that the social and physical components of recess extend
beyond peer relationships and into the overall school climate. Haapala and colleagues (2014)
investigated the interplay between physical activity at recess and peer relationships. The authors
administered questionnaires asking students about physical activity at recess and school-related
social factors across 19 Finnish schools, and received completed questionnaires from 1,463
students in grades four through eight. According to their analysis, physical activity at recess was
positively associated with peer relationships for both boys and girls. Boys participated in more
physical activity than girls in both primary and secondary school, and peer relationships were
positively associated with physical activity in both primary and secondary school for boys and
girls. The authors note that the benefits of creating an environment and culture which promotes
physical activity may extend beyond purely physical health and lead to better social relationships
in school. Of note, the authors did not mention whether this physical activity needed to be in a
structured format or not, and thus provides evidence that just a general physically active
environment can be conducive for better social relationships in school. These results suggest that
schools ought to consider not only how recess can affect the individual student and their behavior
but the impact it can have on the overall school climate.

Beyond the articles described here, the authors found little on the subject matter of how
recess specifically affects social outcomes. The literature suggests that recess is important for
socialization, but much of the research is involved in examining relationships within recess, and
not the effect that recess has on relationships specifically. Many of the articles that revolved around
social outcomes focused on improving socialization in children with autism at recess using specific
interventions. While this specific topic is an important area of study, it is out of the scope of this
review.

DiSCUSSION

The intent of this literature review was to focus on how recess affects academic, behavioral,
and social outcomes in students. The result of each of these areas are discussed in this section.
Additionally, implications for practice and future research are addressed.

In terms of academics, the evidence provided suggests that recess will not necessarily
increase academic scores but it will not hurt them either. The literature indicates that recess and
physical activity helps improve attention and classroom behavior, which could influence academic
achievement. Qualitative results from educators also suggested that the break of recess was helpful
for students and themselves, and helped students stay focused and on-task during instruction. Thus,
recess may indirectly influence academic achievement through more engagement in the classroom.

For the behavioral aspect of recess, there is unclear evidence regarding whether recess
decreases problematic behaviors in the classroom. However, not giving students a break in the
school day is comparable to not giving adults a break during the workday, as most adults tend to
be more productive and better regulated when they are given consistent breaks. As children are
typically less mature in terms of behavioral and emotion regulation than adults, they need this
break more than adults do and should be given this time throughout the day to “blow off steam”
which can lessen problematic behaviors.

Finally, there is evidence suggesting that unstructured recess facilitates more prosocial
behaviors and that physical activity at recess benefits peer relationships and the overall school
climate. Physical activity should remain a central part of recess, but there are some students who
may prefer to use their recess time to partake in other activities, and there are other students who
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may be limited in their ability to do extensive physical activity at recess. London (2022) observed
that recess in middle school evolves into “breaktime,” and the author posits an interesting question:
what would happen if adult-centered activities not necessarily physical in nature were introduced
during this breaktime? From this perspective, the purpose of recess evolves from one of getting
physical exercise in the elementary years to a more social break during the middle-school years.
Giving students more options besides physical activities during their recess or “breaktime” may
help facilitate the social stimulation they seek while still giving them appropriate activities to do.
Some of these activities could be relatively accessible and easy, such as lawn games, board games,
or large-scale versions of traditional board games, like large block Jenga or chess.

This literature review has illustrated the importance of recess in the school day. Evidence
suggests that it’s helpful for students’ academic skills, social skill development and general
classroom climate, and thus deserves to be a concrete part of the scheduled school day.

LIMITATIONS

We could have chosen to focus on many different subsections of interest in this paper, most
notably differences in ages, recess duration, differences in urban, suburban, and rural school
recesses, differences in recess experience in racial identifications, and recess experiences in
students with and without disabilities. These are all relevant variables to investigate as recess
involves all of them to a large extent, but for the scope of this paper we decided to omit in-depth
discussion of them. Additionally, many of our articles used observation methods for data
collection. Although observation data is useful, it is also important to note that the validity of
collected data from observations can be unreliable, and observations themselves can be prone to
measurement error. This suggests that some of the academic, behavioral and social outcomes
described here should be interpreted with these considerations in mind. Finally, as we included
results from international peer-reviewed journals, those results described in our review may not
generalize to the United States general education system.

POTENTIAL AVENUES FOR FUTURE STUDY

Further investigating the relationship between recess and disciplinary behavior is an area
of great interest. Also, research that considers the perspective of the youth, especially at the middle
school ages, could be useful. The results provided here thus far indicate that there may be a link
between more recess and better student behavior, but more research should be conducted to
determine statistical significance and to guide policy implementation. As noted prior, there were
little results for the specific effect of recess on social outcomes, and should be explored in further
research. Like the Haapala (2014) study investigating recess’ impact on school climate, further
exploration of the well-being of students and its relation to recess time may be worthwhile. Another
area of exploration is optimizing the ratio of recess time to academic time to get the most out of
both recess and academics. Despite the importance of recess in the school day, it will not have the
opportunity to improve academics if there is little academic time during the day. For example,
Turkey and Japan generally allot 90 minutes of the day for play across six breaks, South Africa
and Portugal generally allot 60 minutes of playtime across two breaks, while the United States
generally allots up to 28 minutes over two breaks and Brazil generally allots 15 minutes in a single
break in the day (Beresin, 2016). The optimal ratio may depend on a variety of factors, including
age of the students and the cultural, geographical and economic environment the students are raised
in and educated in, and should be considered an optimal area of future study. Finally, the duration
of recesses is another prime candidate for further research. Would more frequent but shorter
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recesses be just as beneficial as fewer but longer recesses for students’ physical activity, behavior,
and social engagement?

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

The simplest practical implication is that there is enough evidence to support recess
staying in the school day. There is clear evidence that it doesn’t harm students, and provides
more benefits throughout various realms of the school day itself. When policymakers are
deciding how to balance placing recess in a school day that is aiming to increase academic
scores, they should be mindful of the fact that having recess in the day will not harm their
academic work and can in some cases, improve it. Policymakers should also be mindful of the
fact that social skill development is an important part of the school day in addition to academics,
and recess compliments the traditional classroom environment by facilitating social skill
development and improving the school climate. Ensuring that playgrounds have a variety of
activities available to students is important. Not every student wants to play sport-specific games
or even highly physically active activities, so supplying the playground with different low-
physical activities (e.g., large chess or Jenga) ensures that all students are given opportunities to
play how they would like.

REFERENCES

Amelia, M. W., McLoughlin, G. M., Kern, B. D., & Graber, K. C. (2018). What’s Physical Activity
Got to Do With It? Social Trends in Less Active Students at Recess. The Journal of School
Health, 88(7), 500-507. https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12637

Barros, R. M., Silver, E. J., & Stein, R. E. K. (2009). School Recess and Group Classroom
Behavior. Pediatrics, 123(2), 431-436. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2007-2825

Beard, V. M. (2018). A Study of the Purpose and Value of Recess in Elementary Schools as
Perceived by Teachers and Administrators (Order No. 11017718). Available from
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. (2149671829).
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-
theses/study-purpose-value-recess-elementary-schools-as/docview/2149671829/se-
2?accountid=14593

Becker, D. R., McClelland, M. M., Loprinzi, P., & Trost, S. G. (2014). Physical Activity, Self-
Regulation, and Early Academic Achievement in Preschool Children. Early Education and
Development, 25(1), 56-70. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2013.780505

Beresin, A. (2016). Playing with time: Towards a global survey of recess practices. International
Journal of Play, 5(2), 159-165. https://doi.org/10.1080/21594937.2016.1203920

Blatchford, P., Baines, E., & Pellegrini, A. (2003). The social context of school playground games:
Sex and ethnic differences, and changes over time after entry to junior school. The British
Journal of Developmental Psychology, 21, 481-505. http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login

Brez, C., & Sheets, V. (2017). Classroom Benefits of Recess. Learning Environments Research,
20(3), 433-445. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-017-9237-x

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), & Society of Health and Physical Educators
(SHAPE America). (2017). Strategies for Recess in Schools. Atlanta, GA.

Coolkens, R., Ward, P., Seghers, J., & Iserbyt, P. (2018). The effect of organized versus supervised
recess on elementary school children’s participation, physical activity, play, and social

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 35, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 81


https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12637
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2007-2825
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/study-purpose-value-recess-elementary-schools-as/docview/2149671829/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/study-purpose-value-recess-elementary-schools-as/docview/2149671829/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/study-purpose-value-recess-elementary-schools-as/docview/2149671829/se-2?accountid=14593
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2013.780505
https://doi.org/10.1080/21594937.2016.1203920
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-017-9237-x

C. Brandon & T. Atkins

behavior: A cluster randomized controlled trial. Journal of Physical Activity & Health,
15(10), 747-754. https://doi.org/10.1123/jpah.2017-0591

Erwin, H., Fedewa, A., Wilson, J., & Ahn, S. (2019). The Effect of Doubling the Amount of Recess
on Elementary Student Disciplinary Referrals and Achievement over Time. Journal of
Research in Childhood Education, 33(4), 592-6009.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1646844

Haapala, H. L., Hirvensalo, M. H., Laine, K., Laakso, L., Hakonen, H., Kankaanpaeae, A.,
Lintunen, T., & Tammelin, T. H. (2014). Recess physical activity and school-related social
factors in Finnish primary and lower secondary schools: cross-sectional associations. BMC
Public Health, 14(1), 1114. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-1114

Hill, D. B. (2014). The space between: The relationship between instructional time, recess, and
reading (Order No. 3610410). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.
(1499823044).
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-
theses/space-between-relationship-instructional-time/docview/1499823044/se-
2?accountid=14593

Holmes, R. M. (2012). The outdoor recess activities of children at an urban school: Longitudinal
and intraperiod patterns. American Journal of Play, 4(3), 327-351.

Infantes-Paniagua, A., Silva, A. F., Ramirez-Campillo, R., Sarmento, H., Francisco Tomas
Gonzalez-Fernandez, Gonzalez-Villora, S., & Clemente, F. M. (2021). Active School
Breaks and Students’ Attention: A Systematic Review with Meta-Analysis. Brain Sciences,
11(6), 675. https://doi.org/10.3390/brainscil 1060675

Jarrett, O. S., Maxwell, D. M., Dickerson, C., Hoge, P., Davies, G., & Yetley, A. (1998). Impact
of recess on classroom behavior: Group effects and individual differences. The Journal of
Educational Research, 92(2), 121-126. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220679809597584

Kiewra, C., & Veselack, E.M. (2016). Playing with Nature: Supporting Preschoolers' Creativity in
Natural Outdoor Classrooms.

London, R. A. (2022). It is not called recess anymore: Breaktime in middle school. The Journal of
School Health, 92, 968-975. https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13177

Lund, E., Brimo, D., Rhea, D., & Rivchun, A. (2017). The Effect of Multiple Recesses on
Listening Effort: A Preliminary Study. Journal of Educational, Pediatric &
(Re)Habilitative Audiology, 23. https://www.edaud.org/journal/2017/1-article-17.pdf

Lundy, A., & Trawick-Smith, J. (2021). Effects of Active Outdoor Play on Preschool Children’s
on-Task Classroom Behavior. Early Childhood Education Journal, 49(3), 463-471.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-020-01086-w

Massey, W., Neilson, L., & Salas, J. (2019). A critical examination of school-based recess: What
do the children think? Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 12(5), 749-763.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2019.1683062

Massey, W. V., Thalken, J., Szarabajko, A., Neilson, L., & Geldhof, J. (2021). Recess Quality and
Social and Behavioral Health in Elementary School Students. Journal of School Health,
91(9), 730-740. https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13065

Miller, James D., II. (2019). The Impact that Increased Recess Minutes have on Elementary School
Discipline Office Referrals and School Attendance (Order No. 13898003). Available from
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. (2273364358).
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-
theses/impact-that-increased-recess-minutes-have-on/docview/2273364358/se-2

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 35, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 82


https://doi.org/10.1123/jpah.2017-0591
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1646844
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-1114
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/space-between-relationship-instructional-time/docview/1499823044/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/space-between-relationship-instructional-time/docview/1499823044/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/space-between-relationship-instructional-time/docview/1499823044/se-2?accountid=14593
https://doi.org/10.3390/brainsci11060675
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220679809597584
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13177
https://www.edaud.org/journal/2017/1-article-17.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-020-01086-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2019.1683062
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.13065
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/impact-that-increased-recess-minutes-have-on/docview/2273364358/se-2
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/impact-that-increased-recess-minutes-have-on/docview/2273364358/se-2

C. Brandon & T. Atkins

Owen, K. B., Parker, P. D., Astell-Burt, T., & Lonsdale, C. (2018). Effects of physical activity and
breaks on mathematics engagement in adolescents. Journal of Science and Medicine in
Sport, 21(1), 63-68. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2017.07.002

Pellegrini, A. D., & Bohn, C. M. (2005). The Role of Recess in Children's Cognitive Performance
and School Adjustment. Educational Researcher, 34(1), 13-19.
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/role-recess-childrens-cognitive-performance/docview/216899660/se-2

Pellegrini, A. D., Kato, K., Blatchford, P., & Baines, E. (2002). A short-term longitudinal study of
children's playground games across the first year of school: Implications for social
competence and adjustment to school. American Educational Research Journal, 39(4),
991-1015. http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/short-term-longitudinal-study-childrens/docview/200410226/se-2

Powell, E., Woodfield, L. A., & Nevill, A. A. M. (2016). Children's Physical Activity Levels
during Primary School Break Times: A Quantitative and Qualitative Research Design.
European Physical Education Review, 22(1), 82-98.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X15591135

Prompona, S., Papoudi, D., & Papadopoulou, K. (2020). Play during recess: Primary school
children’s  perspectives and agency. FEducation 3-13, 48(7), 765-778.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2019.1648534

Ridgers, N. D., Fairclough, S. J., & Stratton, G. (2010). Twelve-month effects of a playground
intervention on children’s morning and lunchtime recess physical activity levels. Journal
of Physical Activity & Health, 7(2), 167-175.
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/twelve-month-effects-playground-intervention-on/docview/622142019/se-2

Ridgway, A., Northup, J., Pellegrin, A., LaRue, R., & Hightsoe, A. (2003). Effects of Recess on
the Classroom Behavior of Children With and Without Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder. School Psychology Quarterly, 18(3), 253-268.
https://doi.org/10.1521/scpq.18.3.253.22578

Simon, J. B., & Childers, H. (2006). Principals' perceptions of school recess: Sources of
information, benefits, and drawbacks. Research in the Schools, 13(2), 37-46.
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-
journals/principals-perceptions-school-recess-sources/docview/621827703/se-
2?accountid=14593

Stapp, A. C., & Karr, J. K. (2018). Effect of Recess on Fifth Grade Students Time On-Task in an
Elementary Classroom. International Electronic Journal of Elementary Education, 10(4),
449-456. https://doi.org/10.26822/iejee.2018438135

Walker, J.M. (2009). Perceptions of recess and the effects of a morning recess break on the oral
reading fluency of second grade students. Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies. 697.
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations/697
Zavacky, F., & Michael, S. L. (2017). Keeping recess in schools. Journal of Physical
Education, Recreation & Dance, 88(5), 46-53.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2017.1295763

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 35, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 83


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2017.07.002
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/role-recess-childrens-cognitive-performance/docview/216899660/se-2
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/role-recess-childrens-cognitive-performance/docview/216899660/se-2
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/short-term-longitudinal-study-childrens/docview/200410226/se-2
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/short-term-longitudinal-study-childrens/docview/200410226/se-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X15591135
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004279.2019.1648534
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/twelve-month-effects-playground-intervention-on/docview/622142019/se-2
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/twelve-month-effects-playground-intervention-on/docview/622142019/se-2
https://doi.org/10.1521/scpq.18.3.253.22578
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/principals-perceptions-school-recess-sources/docview/621827703/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/principals-perceptions-school-recess-sources/docview/621827703/se-2?accountid=14593
http://weblib.lib.umt.edu:8080/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/principals-perceptions-school-recess-sources/docview/621827703/se-2?accountid=14593
https://doi.org/10.26822/iejee.2018438135
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations/697
https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2017.1295763

