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Abstract 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine teachers‟ perceptions of the effects of 

recess on elementary students‟ academic and interpersonal development.  Recess duration in 

schools has declined drastically over the years in some schools and doesn‟t occur at all in others 

(Blatchford, 1998).   Recess time is being taken away by increased demands for academic work 

that have resulted from new federal and state mandates for accountability.  As a result recess has 

been used as a reward or motivator if work gets completed.  Focus must be directed, however, on 

the broader developmental benefits that recess provides for students.  Study participants included 

38 elementary teachers from two school districts, one rural and the other urban, in Western New 

York.  Teachers completed the Teachers’ Perceptions of the Benefits of Recess for Elementary 

Students Survey, a 5-point, Likert-type scale, anonymously and independently. Teacher ratings 

reflected the perceived importance and potential benefits of recess and also noted trends and 

barriers against its use in contemporary schools. Implications for research and discussion are 

provided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TEACHERS‟ PERCEPTIONS ON THE BENEFITS OF RECESS 4 

 

Introduction 

This research focuses on the importance of recess on the development of elementary 

students.  I am curious to find out how teachers‟ view the importance of recess and how it has 

decreased or ceased in some classrooms. Play is an important part of a child‟s life and essential 

to learning and development (Vygotsky, 1978).  I would like to find out how the loss of recess 

has affected classroom experience; how does it affect the teacher, students, and even curriculum? 

The primary purpose of this study was to gather a sample of elementary teachers‟ 

thoughts and opinions about recess using an anonymous survey methodology. This study will 

examine teacher beliefs about offering recess daily, its perceived effects on child development, 

and current trends to reduce and/or eliminated it in schools across the United States (Blatchford, 

1998). Similarly, the investigator wanted to find out how teachers felt about these perceived cuts 

in the name of academic achievement. 

According to Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1997), “recess has been part of the school day 

since formal education systems were established” (p. 253).   Until the 1980‟s, almost all schools 

in the United States had three recess periods every day (Ridgway, Northrup, Pellegrin, LaRue, & 

Hightshoe, 2003).  Growing up I recall having recess almost regularly every day despite the 

weather.  Recess allowed students to do whatever they wanted (as long as it was safe) either by 

ourselves or with their friends.  These opportunities created many fond memories and prompted 

interesting questions to address as a professional educator. For example, do contemporary 

students have the same or similar recess opportunities and experiences as their predecessors? Of 

have increasing demands for higher academic achievement led to the erosion of such important 

experiences within the elementary curriculum? What do teachers perceive as the benefits that 

recess has on the development of elementary school students?  The reality that recess was 
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dwindling in schools emerged from observations while student and substitute teaching in 

elementary settings. Observations suggested that today‟s children have very different recess-

related experiences and that these experiences should be examined in a systematic manner. This 

gave me the inspiration to collect information from research and prepare this recess study. A 

significant amount of research has been conducted on recess over the years and this information 

has appeared in the educational and psychological literatures over the years. Some of that 

literature is summarized below.    

Literature Review 

In today‟s school systems there has been a drastic decrease in the amount of recess that 

elementary students receive in their school day.  In this study recess was defined as unstructured 

inside or outside, child directed play.  This definition was created by the combination of different 

definitions of recess.  As defined by Schachter (2005), “recess is unstructured time that allows 

students to learn how to choose games, get along with each other and socialize with friends” (p. 

38).  Children will identify an activity as play when they choose it, but they define the same 

activity as work when an adult chooses it for them (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009).  Ramtetter, 

Murray, and Garner (2010) specified that recess was a regularly-scheduled time period within the 

school day for unstructured physical activity and play.  Researchers stressed the fact that recess 

should be completely unstructured and all about student- and not adult-choice.  As defined by 

Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1997), recess usually serves a double purpose: students are allowed to 

take a break, either indoors or outdoors, from academic work, and are also allowed some 

freedom in choosing and engaging in an activity on their own terms.  Many people believe that 

recess should be included in the school day due to the positive effects it has on children‟s social 

skills, classroom behavior, and cognitive development.  “Play is a major mode for learning in 
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early childhood.  With sensible boundaries and support from teachers, it leads to enormous 

growth in all aspects of the child‟s development- cognitive, social, emotional, imaginative, and 

physical” (Miller & Almon, 2009, p. 24).   

In spite of its purported benefits, elementary schools around the United States are 

struggling with recess-related issues.  Many teachers and administrators argue, for example, that 

there simply is not enough time in the day to get through all mandated material, and still have 

enough time to give students recess (Graue, 2009).  Tyre (2003) also mentioned that there were 

others researchers and educators who argued that recess was needed; it gave students the breaks 

they needed to do well in school, and regain their focus after intense lessons or long periods of 

instruction.  Most parents also disagreed with the reduction or elimination of recess; they 

believed that students needed that time to create social relationships with classmates.  Seventy-

three percent of Americans with school-aged children in their homes, for example, strongly 

disagreed with the elimination or cutbacks on recess.  Eighty-five percent said that recess was an 

important part of a child‟s life, and that school experience should not be taken away.  Seventy 

percent of Americans believed that recess was not only good for students, but teachers as well.  

Ninety-one percent of Americans reported that recess was an important part of children‟s social 

development (Assessing Recess, 2008). 

 The bodies of literature examined here focused on the effects that recess had on the 

development of elementary students and how the amount of time allotted to recess has declined.  

Across the United States and even in some European countries, there has been a huge push to 

abolish, or at least drastically reduce recess in schools, especially for elementary and middle 

school students.  More recently, attention has been focused on students in pre-kindergarten and 

kindergarten as well (Blatchford, 1998).  In today‟s kindergarten classrooms, most students 
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spend their time learning about literacy and math, instead of learning through play and 

exploration or using their imaginations (Miller & Almon, 2009).  There has been an even bigger 

push to eliminate recess since the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001 because 

lawmakers, teachers, and administrators throughout the United States believed that test scores 

would improve if more time was spent on teaching (Jarrett & Waite-Stupiansky, 2009).   

The Decline of Recess 

 Changes in the school system have been brewing since the 1970s when higher stakes 

accountability tests were being implemented in the upper grades.  To adapt to these changes 

more emphasis and pressure was placed on formal instruction in the lower grades and early 

childhood. According to Miller and Almon (2009):  

“Kindergarten has changed radically in the last two decades.  Children now spend far 

more time being taught and tested on literacy and math skills than they do learning 

through play and exploration, exercising their bodies, and using imaginations” (p. 11).  

Recess has not always been an issue; recess was never an issue until the late 1980‟s, when people 

began questioning the importance of recess in the school day (Lindsay, 1994; Pellegrini et al., 

1995).    Within the last five years, experts have estimated that nearly twenty percent of the 

United States‟ elementary schools have eliminated recess and replaced it with extended academic 

time (Tyre, 2003).  Miller & Almon (2009) stated that reducing the amount of child-initiated 

play and replacing it with academics are practices that are not well-grounded in research.    

 Reasons for the Decline of Recess 

  Many schools and district administrators feel as though they are trying to perform a 

“balancing act between rising academic demands and the needs of students to have breaks from 

their increasing classroom rigors” (Schachter, 2005, p. 37).  Besides taking time for academic 
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demands, some object that, “just putting on and taking off outdoor gear would consume most of 

the recess time” (Schachter, 2005, p. 38).  Time is not the only issue; however, according to 

Jambor and Guddemi (1992), opponents feel that there are many legitimate reasons to eliminate 

recess.  

These include: children need more instructional time to meet curriculum goals and 

outcomes fueled in part by federal mandates; bullying and aggressive behavior occur 

during recess; and it interferes with children‟s ability to attend to their schoolwork (p. 4).  

Along with bullying comes the issue of violence.  Many schools claimed that too much violence 

occurred on playgrounds, so eliminating recess would not only save time, but would also lessen 

the amount of violence that occurred in school (Lindsay, 1994).  Many principals, teachers, and 

school nurses throughout the United States said that recess created the most problems for their 

school, because that is when the most violence occurs; it was the toughest part of the school day 

for most students (McNulty, 1994).  However, many principals agreed that recess had a positive 

impact on student‟s social skills, as well as on their achievement inside the classroom (The State 

of Play, 2010).  It is important to mention that not all teachers agreed with the elimination of 

recess; many teachers felt that recess was an important part of the day.  On the other hand, many 

teachers saw recess as disruptive and claimed that children came back to class with even more 

energy, were less attentive, and were more disruptive (Blatchford, 1989; Pellegrini, Huberty, & 

Jones, 1995).  Today, most students do not experience recess on a daily basis; in fact, Jarrett and 

Waite- Stupiansky (2009) discovered that 30% of all third-graders and 14% percent of first-

graders nationwide only had 15 minutes or less for daily recess.  Also, seven percent of 1
st
 

graders and eight percent of 3
rd

 graders have never experienced recess (Jarrett & Waite-

Stupiansky, 2009).  According to the Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine, “free play 
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shrank 25% between 1981 and 1997; children have fewer chances to play outside of school and 

less time in school (Graue, 2009). 

With dwindling recess time in schools students are forced to spend more time on 

academic work, therefore decreasing the amount of social interaction among school-mates.  

When students lose this time for play they need help entering into creative play and when given 

the opportunity to play, many may not know what to do (Miller & Almon, 2009).  Recess gives 

students the opportunity to build social relationships, solve problems, use imagination and 

release energy.  Focus on social experiences is important because social interaction facilitates 

cognition; recess (indoors and out) offers the opportunity for this growth (Jambor & Guddemi, 

1992). 

The Importance of Recess 

 There are many advocates trying to push schools to keep recess as an essential part of the 

school day, but there are also many people who feel that without recess, teachers would have a 

lot more time to improve academic achievement.  Several pediatricians and psychologists 

reported that young children needed recess as a time to explore and use their creativity, and that 

eliminating it could potentially damage their intellectual, social, and physical development 

(Miller, & Almon, 2009). 

Without recess students have limited opportunities for play. 

Decades of research and theory in child development affirm the importance of play in the 

early years as the primary vehicle through which children build a strong foundation for 

cognitive, social, and emotional concepts.  The loss of this foundation that can only be 

built through play will undermine children‟s success in school and academic competence 

for years to come (Miller, & Almon, 2009). 
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Children today are losing out on playtime not just in schools, but at home as well.  Children are 

not getting enough play-time at home due to the increased amount of after-school activities, 

increased media and technology, parents‟ fears of safety, as well as the availability of space for 

play (Schachter, 2005).  

Cognitive outcomes 

 Opponents of recess argued that it takes away from teaching time and that if teachers had 

more time to teach students the mandated material, test scores would be much higher and grade 

retention rates would be lower.  However, many people do not realize that recess can also be a 

learning time for students and promotes development.  Recess is not just a time for play, in fact, 

it is an excellent time for students to develop their language skills (Perlmutter & Burrell, 1995).  

During recess, children are busy playing games, role playing, and organizing activities with one 

another.  When partaking in these activities, they use their expressive and receptive language 

skills.  Practicing and using language allows children to engage in peer relationships as well 

(Riley & Jones, 2007).  According to Miller and Almon (2009), “even more vital than early 

reading is the learning of play skills which form the foundation of cognitive skills” (p. 48). 

   Recess does not only allow children the time to improve their language skills, but it also 

provides students time to develop their phonological awareness.  During recess students may 

participate in chanting or experimenting with rhyming words, which unconsciously they are 

experimenting with sounds, and as a result, improving their phonological awareness skills 

(Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, 2005). According to Miller and Almon (2009), “play is essential 

to development…Play allows children to use their creativity while developing their imagination, 

dexterity, and physical, cognitive, and emotional strength.  Play is also important to healthy brain 
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development” (p.19)!   Miller and Almon (2009) also discussed the idea of young children, 

especially those in Pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten, using make believe play to,  

(a) expand vocabulary and link objects with actions, (b) develop object constancy, (c) 

form event schemas and scripts, (d) learn strategies for problem-solving, (e) develop 

divergent thinking ability, and (f) develop a flexibility in shifting between different types 

of though (narrative and logical) (p. 19). 

Recess is being removed or drastically reduced across all grade levels, even preschool, 

but researchers argued that this will actually hinder learning.  Young students, especially in 

preschool, kindergarten, and primary grades have extremely short attention spans, and are not 

able to process information they are taught as quickly as older students.  Recess is actually a time 

for students to process and retain information they were taught earlier, especially for our younger 

students (Holmes, Pelligrini, & Schmidt, 2006). 

Research has found that the longer students go without any form of break, the more off 

task they will be, but once students receive their break, they will be much more attentive to 

instruction (Holmes et al., 2006).  The argument was that if you give students breaks in between 

demanding lessons, then in turn, students will become rejuvenated and maximize their learning.  

Providing students with short breaks of about 20 minutes from their work and learning does, in 

fact, allow them to refocus themselves, regain attention, and retain the information they were 

previously learning (Pellegrini et al., 1995). 

It was also demonstrated that giving students breaks after demanding lessons will 

improve their cognitive performance, rather than simply moving right into another demanding 

activity (Bjorklund & Harnishfeger, 1990).  This idea was also known as the cognitive 

immaturity hypothesis.  The hypothesis stated that once students were given recess breaks from 
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demanding tasks they were more attentive once they returned, and were able to retain more 

information (Holmes et al., 2006).  Also, recent research on memory and attention discovered 

that recall was greatly improved when learning was spaced-out and broken up, as opposed to 

being continuously carried out.  During recess, the brain has the opportunity to regroup so that 

more information can be retained (Jarrett & Waite-Stupiansky, 2009). 

 Cognitive outcomes were not the only positive aspects that came from recess.  Social 

interactions themselves have positive effects on children‟s cognitive development.  From these 

social interactions, children have the opportunity to practice their language skills with peers and 

may also develop their phonological skills in ways that are fun, exciting, and interesting for them 

(Pellegrini & Smith, 1993). 

Social outcomes 

   Recess was also very important when it came to the social development.  For many 

students, recess was the only time they had to freely interact with children their own age.  As 

previously mentioned, children are losing play time in and out of school for various reasons 

including more extra-curricular demands, space availability for play, and increased academic 

work during the school day.  During recess, students are learning and perfecting social skills that 

they will use for the rest of their lives.  As students are learning these skills they are also building 

life-long memories that may reflect on problem-solving and social and emotional experiences.  

Although students may not be learning state-mandated material during recess, they are learning 

important life skills that they will need to use forever.   

Recess is also one of the few times that children can play and interact with their 

classmates on their own terms (Pellegrini et al., 1995).  During recess, students can choose how 

they spend their time, as opposed to having their activities and settings structured for them.  
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When recess is unstructured and students have free choice, they learn very quickly how to 

negotiate so their games or activities can continue without interruptions.  Children also learn new 

skills and have opportunities to improve on skills they already acquired such as leadership, 

conflict resolution, and sharing skills (Jarrett & Waite-Stupiansky, 2009).  When children play 

with each other, they learn and perfect important social skills, and they which behaviors are 

unacceptable to their peers (Riley & Jones, 2007).  In a free choice, unstructured environment, 

children get to choose what they play and with whom they do so.  These are very important social 

choices, because students will either choose some friends to play with, play by themselves, or 

join in on an activity that is already taking place (Hartle, Campbell, Becker, Harman, & Kagel, 

1994). 

 Children do not only learn how to play games, and how to keep games going, they also 

learn traditional gender roles.  Research has shown, for example, that during recess girls play in 

smaller groups that are more intimate and private, while boys prefer larger play groups with 

students of different ages.  Girls prefer to have conversations with friends and/or play non-

competitive games, while boys prefer competitive team games that are structured and contain 

rule-governed (Riley & Jones, 2007).   

 Although all students have the ability to be social, Pellegrini et al., (1995) noted that 

social interaction and social skills improved as children got older.  Their study consisted of 

students in kindergarten, second, and fourth grade.  This study consisted of three field 

experiments that were conducted to determine the effects of different recess timing regimens on 

children‟s behavior on the playground as well as in the classroom. The first experiment varied 

the timing of recess by 30 minutes; the second experiment replicated the first experiment except 

with second and fourth graders, and the third experiment replicated the first two experiments, but 
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recess was indoors.  Results showed that 4
th

 graders were much more social than second graders, 

and that second graders were much more social than kindergartners.  The authors concluded that 

the more time students consistently have for recess, the more social they will become, and at a 

quicker pace, than if students do not consistently receive recess.   

 Recess provides students with a series of social skills.  Hartle et al. (1994), for instance, 

insisted that to be socially successful, children must have the following six social skills:  

1. Negotiation of a hierarchy of authority 

2. Evaluating and monitoring the behaviors of others 

3. Differentially acknowledging the interventions of others 

4. Acting in terms of shifting standards 

5. Acting in a way to protect one‟s territory 

6. Negotiating common meaning (p. 28-29). 

They found that students who had all six were more successful in social situations and could read 

and understand their peers better than students with only some of these competencies.  Students 

who struggled with the six skills often found recess to be un-enjoyable or stressful.  The authors 

also found that, “Communication skills, the ability to recognize and understand others‟ emotions, 

the ability to put aside personal needs and consider the needs of others, and self-confidence are 

critical to positive social development” (Hartle et al., 1994).  The more consistent recess was for 

students, the better off students‟ social skills were because they had more time to practice and 

perfect their skills in settings that were unstructured and full of free choice (Hartle et al., 1994).   

 Since recess is one of the few times when children can interact freely with their peers, it 

is a valuable time in which adults can observe children‟s social behaviors, their tendency to bully 

and fight, as well as their leadership and pro-social behaviors (Hartle et al., 1994).  By being able 
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to observe and see how their students interact socially can help teachers intervene when 

necessary.  Recess gives student the time for practicing as well as learning different coping 

skills, which are necessary for positive and productive social interaction and behavior 

(Ramstetter et al. 2010). 

Impact on behavior 

Some teachers and administrators believed that recess actually had a negative impact on 

classroom behavior; however, researchers found that if students were given 20-30 minute recess 

breaks, their classroom behavior would actually be more positive after recess (Holmes et al., 

2006).  If schools can leave enough time in their schedules for recess, then their classrooms and 

students may be more productive and less disruptive (Recess Rules, 2007).  According to 

Pelligrini (1991): 

Children need recess because they are temporarily bored with their immediate classroom 

environment. When they go outdoors for recess they seek novelty by interacting with 

different peers in different situations. But, when the novelty of the recess environment 

begins to wane, they again need to change. At this point, the classroom becomes a 

novelty and children actually pay closer attention (p.40). 

One reason for these positive behavior changes are that outdoor play, in fact, rejuvenates 

students, which in turn allows them to be much more focused once they are back inside the 

classroom (Holmes et al., 2006).  Also, research has shown that on days students were not given 

recess, they were more off-task, jittery, and disruptive (Mahoney & Fagerstrom, 2006).  Miller 

and Almon (2009) discovered that young students were becoming more and more stressed out 

due to the strict standards placed on them, and as a result they behaved in negative ways, 
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including uncontrollable anger and aggression. The researchers suggested that all of these 

behaviors could be decreased dramatically if children were given daily recess breaks.  

 Surveys done by Playworks (2010) found that teachers can “reclaim” up to 18 minutes of 

learning each day that their students have recess, because there are fewer problems in the 

classrooms on these days, which results in less time needed for disciplining (The State of Play, 

2010).  Two-thirds of principals reported as well that students listen better after recess and are 

more focused in class.  

 Holmes et al., (2006) conducted a study on preschool students between the ages of four 

and five.  Participants were 27 European-American children (18 girls and nine boys) from a 

preschool in Northeastern United States.  Observations were made in the classroom before and 

after recess as well as outdoors on the playground during recess. Findings revealed that post-

recess attention was greater following sustained outdoor play periods. Gender differences also 

emerged. Girls were more attentive than boys to classroom tasks.  Findings also showed that 

attention in the classroom was greatly increased following recess, especially recess that lasted 

about 20 minutes, no more or no less (Holmes et al., 2006).  It was also discovered that no matter 

what students did during recess time, whether boys played extremely competitive games or girls 

simply sat in groups and talked, their attention was still increase once they were back in the 

classroom (Ridgway et al., 2003). 

 Students with attention-deficit disorder (ADD) can also benefit greatly from recess.  

After sitting and doing work for a prolonged period of time, most students, but especially 

students with ADD, become extremely fidgety and off-task.  Recess gives students with ADD 

the chance to regain their focus and has been found to reduce jittery behavior and increase on 

task time (Ridgway et al., 2003). 
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Structure of Recess 

It is important for teachers to plan their recess period for the appropriate time, meaning 

that recess should be given in between two rigorous lessons.  Giving students a break in between 

two demanding lessons will allow students to retain the information they learned from the first 

lesson, and rejuvenate and refocus themselves for the next lesson.  By doing this, teachers will 

maximize their students learning and receive better test results than if students were not given 

breaks.  The consensus agrees that recess should occur regularly, but according to Ramstetter et 

al. (2010), the length should vary from 20 to 60 minutes each day.  Holmes et al. (2006) 

suggested that a time period of 10-20 minutes seem to be optimal for attention after recess, 

whereas 30 minutes would result in higher inattention.  These results are “consistent with the 

anecdotal evidence from UK stating that children become bored with recess after too long of a 

period, and thus the period becomes counterproductive (Blatchford, 1998). 

In other countries, such as Japan, primary school children have a 10-15 minute break 

every hour, and this is thought to reflect that attention spans begin to wane after 40-50 minutes 

on intense instruction. Based upon this premise, to maximize cognitive benefits, recess should be 

scheduled at regular intervals, providing children the break they need to regain their focus before 

instruction continues” (Ramstetter et al. 2010). The literature on recess seems substantial as the 

information provided on the benefits that recess offers in the development of the child as a 

whole.  Schachter (2005) states that recess should not be used as a reward for students but 

instead a necessary education support component for all children.  When looking at the benefits 

that recess creates on the development of students, schools should look at alternatives for 

teachers to discipline students other than withholding recess (Ramstetter et al., 2010).   
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 Recess is a vigorously debated topic in education now.  Many teachers believe that recess 

is beneficial, especially for children in preschool and kindergarten who should be spending a 

large chunk of their day learning through play.  On the other hand, many administrators are 

feeling the pressure to get their test scores up, and as a result, are looking to eliminate anything 

that takes away from teaching time, so more time can be spent on the state mandated material 

(Miller & Almon 2009).  Spending more time teaching sounds like it would be beneficial to 

students, but it in fact may have the opposite effect.  Students need a break from the rigorous 

lessons and seat-work that teachers assign daily. Since schools are now replacing that recess time 

with teaching time, students are becoming much more fidgety and off task, and as a result are not 

retaining the information that they should be.  It was found that giving students a 20 minute 

recess break daily will in fact maximize student learning, and drastically reduce off task 

behavior, especially among students with ADD (Ridgway et al., 2003).   

 Giving students the break they need may also have a positive impact on classroom 

management.  Teachers may spend less time trying to keep everyone on task and more time 

actually teaching because students got their extra energy during recess, which in turn allowed 

them to focus better on the information being taught.  When all is said and done, educators must 

ensure that they are doing what is best for students.  By giving students recess, teachers are 

helping children and themselves because students are more likely to earn higher test scores when 

given recess breaks.  Miller and Almon (2009) said it best, “play contributes to advances in 

verbalization, vocabulary, language comprehension, attention span, imagination, concentration, 

impulse control, curiosity, problem-solving strategies, cooperation, empathy, and group 

participation” (p. 51).  Teachers dream about these things for their students, when in fact, they 
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are attainable, through recess. It seems reasonable that outdoor recess breaks can rejuvenate 

young children and help them attend better to academic tasks. 

 This study was designed to examine teacher perceptions of recess and its potential 

benefits and costs.  Elementary teachers in two different school districts, one rural and the other 

urban, in Western New York were asked to complete brief survey regarding the importance of 

recess and its potential impact on children. More specifically, teachers were asked to respond 

independently and anonymously to a series of 21 Likert-type items contained in the Teachers’ 

Perceptions of the Benefits of Recess for Elementary Students Survey. This investigator-

developed survey assessed teachers‟ perceived importance of recess, as well as their general 

levels of agreement with a series of statements about its potential benefits, limitations, and trends 

in implementation.  

Method 

Setting and Participants 

Participants consisted of elementary school teachers currently employed by two school 

districts, one urban and one rural, in Western New York.  The rural school district had two 

elementary schools while the urban district had four elementary schools.  Each elementary 

school consisted of Pre-kindergarten through 5th grades.  The rural school district, however, had 

also recently transferred 3
rd

 through 5
th

 grade classes to the other school.   

The rural school district had 44 certified teachers in their elementary schools while the 

urban district had 94 teachers.  One hundred and thirty-eight teachers (123F, 15M) from two 

school districts in Western New York, therefore, served as the survey population.  The urban and 

rural school districts were quite different in terms of geography, socio-economic background, 

and educational needs. The rural district was one of the largest systems in the county and 
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purported a middle-income district. The urban schools, in contrast, were considered to have 

“high needs”.  Over 56% of students in the urban district were eligible for free and reduced 

meals, whereas approximately 45% of rural pupils received comparable services.  In urban 

schools, there were 10 students to every full-time teacher and average class size was 20.    Rural 

classes had 18 pupils per class on average.  Students in rural schools were predominately 

Caucasian (96%), with 2% representation among African-American and Hispanic students .In 

contrast, 40% of students were Hispanic and 10% African American, in the urban settings; about 

47% of students were Caucasian while 2% and 1% were Asian-American and Native-American 

respectively.   

Survey Design and Development 

 The Teachers’ Perceptions of the Benefits of Recess for Elementary Students Survey was 

developed by the primary investigator to assess elementary school teachers‟ perceptions of recess 

and its potential benefits to children (see Appendix D). The survey consisted of 26 questions that 

consisted of two parts: (a) demographic information (5 questions) and (b) 21 Likert-type 

questions. The first four Likert-type questions asked teachers to rate the importance of recess 

using a 5-point scale: (a) 1 = not important, (b) 2 = slightly important, (c) 3 = neutral, (d) 4= 

moderately important, and (e) 5 = extremely important. As such, the higher the mean ratings, the 

more important survey items were rated. The remaining survey items required teachers to rate 

items in terms of the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with them using the following 

options: (a) 1 = strongly disagree, (b) 2 = disagree, (c) 3 = neutral, (d) 4 = agree, and (e) 5 = 

strongly agree. As such, higher mean ratings were indicative of higher levels of agreement with 

individual items. Survey items addressed: (A) possible benefits of recess (e.g., improves 

classroom behavior, important factor in cognitive and social development, and pupils learn to 
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solve conflicts), (b) potential barriers or unacceptable outcomes (e.g., negative behaviors occur 

during recess and students are more off task after recess), and (c) general trends in recess (e.g., 

eliminating recess time, using recess as positive and/or reductive consequence, and increased 

pressure for academic achievement).  

This survey was revised from three previous, peer-reviewed studies (Klugman, 1996; 

McNulty, 1994; Patte, 2009).  Items were derived for multiple studies because the investigator 

wanted to obtain a more comprehensive picture of teacher perceptions than could be achieved 

through the use of only one previous survey.  Initially, the survey was reviewed by other 

graduate studies to determine its clarity and relevance for recess. 

Research Design and Procedure 

The investigator used survey methodology to assess elementary teachers‟ perceptions of 

recess and its potential utility for student development. Initially, school principals were contacted 

to seek approval to contact teachers (see Appendix A). After receiving approval, all 138 

elementary school teachers were contacted via email (see Appendix B). The email informed 

teachers of the general nature of the study and outlined procedures for responding to the survey.  

Surveys were then placed in all teachers‟ school mailboxes along with an informed consent form 

and blank envelope.  Teachers were asked to read the informed consent that accompanied the 

survey (see Appendix C) prior to completing the survey. They were also told that all responses 

would remain anonymous and kept in strict confidentiality. Participants completed surveys, 

placed them in blank envelopes, and sealed and returned them to the main office by the response 

deadline.  The investigator then collected all completed all surveys and maintained data in a 

locked file cabinet.    
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Data Collection and Analysis  

 Surveys were completed independently and anonymously by the elementary teachers.  

Teacher‟s ratings were then aggregated and reported in a tabular display. Completed surveys 

were analyzed by the investigator and three tabular displays were developed: (a) demographic 

characteristics of respondents, (b) level of recess importance, and (c) levels of agreement with 

recess-related items. Survey data were initially aggregated and entered into Excel spreadsheets. 

Frequency counts were derived for demographic characteristics while mean ratings were 

calculated for all Likert-type items. Initially, frequency counts were calculated for responses to 

each item; these counts were then multiplied by the numerical rating assigned (i.e., 1 = not 

important and 5= extremely important), divided by the number of respondents. As such, mean 

ratings of importance could range from 1.0 (not important at all) to 5.0 (extremely important). 

Similarly, data on levels of agreement could range from 1.0 (strongly disagree) to 5.0 (strongly 

agree). The data has been compared and contrasted between the rural and urban setting, gender 

of the teachers as well as used together as an overall response. 

Results 

 A total of 38 of 138 surveys were completed and returned. This represented a 28% 

response rate overall which is relatively low, but not unusual for educational research (Kennedy, 

2005). Response rates were 32% and 26% for rural and urban teachers respectively. 

Demographic information on the 38 respondents can be seen in Table 1. Twenty-four teachers 

completed surveys from the urban district, while 14 responded from the rural district. As 

depicted, all but one respondent ranged in age from 21 to 70 years old. Most respondents (42%) 

noted that they were between the ages of 51 to 60, followed by 26 % who reported being 41-50, 

and 18% who noted that they were 31 to 40 years old. As such, the majority of respondents 
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(86%) would be classified as veteran teachers (i.e., at least 8 -10 years of teaching experience). 

Similarly, the vast majority of respondents (92%) were female and Caucasian (100%). Finally, 

most responses came from teachers who taught 1
st
, 3

rd
, 4

th
, and 5

th
 grades.  In addition, 11% of all 

respondents identified themselves as reading teachers. The final demographic item was an open-

ended response that asked teachers to describe their experiences or memories of recess as a 

student. Only five percent of all teachers reported negative experiences.  

 The second survey part asked teachers to rate the level of importance of four recess-

related items. Data relevant to this section are depicted in Table 2. As seen, response data were 

divided into both urban and rural data sets with 24 and 14 respondents respectively. In general, 

teachers in rural settings rated recess as more important overall than their urban counterparts 

(rural mean = 4.2 versus urban mean = 3.9). Moreover, rural teachers‟ responses to three items 

(receiving daily recess, providing child-directed recess, and interacting with children during 

recess) were slightly higher than their urban counterparts. Fifty-three percent of all teachers 

believed that it was extremely important for students to receive daily recess. Twenty-six percent 

of urban teachers rated “receiving recess everyday” as moderately important, while only 11% of 

their rural counterparts did the same.  Both school districts had the highest percentage of teachers 

believe that recess daily is extremely important.  Teacher responses to child-directed recess were 

mostly moderately to extremely important.  Forty-two percent of all teachers believed that recess 

should be child-directed and 26% rated it as extremely important. Half of all teachers felt that 

teachers should interact with students during recess while 32% were neutral to this item.  Both 

districts agreed that recess should be held in-doors when weather does not permit them to go 

outdoors. 
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The final 17 survey items assessed respondents‟ levels of agreement with the potential 

benefits and pitfalls of recess, as well as current policies and practices regarding its use. These 

data can be seen in Table 3. As shown, both rural and urban teachers‟ overall agreement levels 

were 3.8. Rural teachers‟ mean ratings ranged from 2.2 (students are more off task after recess) 

to 4.6 (recess contributes to physical, social, and emotional development and improves 

classroom behavior), while their urban counterparts‟ showed a similar range from 2.3 (students 

are more off task after recess) to 4.7 (increased pressure for academic achievement replaces 

recess time and recess is important for social development). Rural teachers‟ highest levels of 

agreement were with items that emphasized recess benefits (improves behavior and child 

development) and noted competing trends (there are barriers to encouraging recess,  and 

increased pressure for academic achievement reduces recess time, while they disagreed most 

with items associated with purported negative effects of recess (e.g., students are more off task 

and many negative incidents occur) and the use of recess as either a positive or reductive 

consequence. Similar response patterns were found among urban teachers. They showed the 

highest levels of agreement with items emphasized the importance of recess (contributes to 

physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development and improves classroom behavior) and 

disagreed most statement about pupils being off task more after recess. Some interesting 

differences among rural and urban teachers included: (a) rural teachers showed more 

disagreement than urban teachers regarding the use of recess as a positive or reductive 

consequence), (b) urban teachers expressed higher levels of agreement with trends to eliminate 

and/or reduce recess time to improve academic achievement, and (c) rural teachers disagreed 

more than their urban counterparts regarding the frequency of negative instances during recess. 
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 Teachers in both districts agreed that recess was an important part of the school day and 

that it should be offered daily. Seventy-one percent of all teachers felt, however, that there was  

not enough time in the school day and 81% agreed or strongly agreed that there was increased 

pressure for academic achievement to replace recess time.  Only 8% of all respondents strongly 

disagreed that there was not enough time for recess and all teachers felt that it was the result of 

increased focus on academic achievement.  Seventy-nine percent of all teachers also agreed that 

there was a trend to eliminate recess at the elementary level.  More than half of respondents 

(55%)  agreed that children learn to redirect their responsibilities during recess and learn to solve 

problems or conflicts.   Items that elicited neutral or moderate levels of disagreement involved 

the use of recess as rewards or punishing consequences.   One somewhat controversial item was 

“many negative incidents happen during recess, such as, fights, cliques, etc.”  Twenty-one 

percent of teachers stayed neutral while thirty-seven percent agreed, twenty-nine percent 

disagreed and thirteen percent strongly disagreed.   

Discussion 

 The present study was designed to examine teachers‟ perceptions of the importance and 

potential benefits of recess on elementary student development, potential negative side-effects, 

and existing trends in its use in contemporary schools.  There was an overall consensus among 

teachers in both districts that recess is important and that it contributes to the physical, 

emotional, social, and cognitive development of elementary-aged students.  These findings are 

consistent with previous research in this area (Klugman, 1996; McNulty, 1994; Patte, 2009) and 

extend the literature to a new population of teachers and geographic locations. In addition, the 

present study provides initial data on the use of the Teachers’ Perceptions of the Benefits of 

Recess for Elementary Students’ Survey.  While substantially more work must be done on its 
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technical properties (e.g., reliability, validity, and normative sample), it may provide useful 

information for others interested in examining teacher perceptions of recess. Teachers in both 

rural and urban school districts were in agreement that recess contributed positively to pupils‟ 

physical, cognitive, social and emotional development. They noted as well that pupil behavior 

was often better rather than worse after recess. This is consistent with the general notion that 

recess provides children with the opportunity to use up their abundant energy and “blow off 

some steam”. Most teachers felt that recess promoted life-long physical activity and gave 

students opportunities to solve their own problems during recess.  One teacher commented, for 

example, that “Many times students are able to compromise, and there is no need for teachers to 

intervene.”  In general, teachers disagreed with items associated with potential negative side-

effects of recess (e.g., pupils are more off-task and frequent conflicts occur) suggesting that the 

perceived benefits of recess exceed potential costs. 

 The present study also suggested, however, that elementary teachers were aware of 

current and emerging trends that may impede or even eliminate the use of recess in our 

elementary schools (Graue, 2009; Miller & Almon, 2009; Ramstetter et al., 2010). Teachers 

expressed relatively high levels of agreement, for example, with statements indicating that 

increased pressure for academic achievement was reducing recess time and that there was a trend 

toward eliminating recess; the latter view was more pronounced among urban than rural teachers. 

The fact that elementary teachers see great value in recess yet perceive concerted efforts to 

reduce its use in school may be another area of concern or distrust among practitioners and 

policy-makers. 

 Like much research, this study raised more questions than it answered. For example, 

would suburban teachers respond differently to this survey or share common beliefs with their 
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rural and urban counterparts? Are their gender differences in response to survey items? The 

present study have very little representation among males; while this is understandable given the 

demographics of elementary schools, it would be important to know if male teachers share 

common beliefs with their female colleagues.  It would also be interesting to explore the role of 

past recess experiences on teacher beliefs and attitudes. For example, “Do more positive 

memories or experiences promote more positive attitudes toward recess as teachers?  What 

impact would prior bullying experiences during recess have on future teachers perceptions and 

beliefs regarding recess? Additional unanswered questions might include: (a) How does the 

amount of physical activity during recess impact pupil responding in the classroom? (b) What 

roles, if any, should teachers and organization play in the design and use of recess time? and    

(c) Are perceived pressures for improved academic achievement more pronounced in urban 

settings, and if so, what is the nature of that pressure and how might it be addressed more 

effectively and efficiently?  

 While the present findings are encouraging overall about the importance of recess in our 

elementary schools, there are a number of concerns that may limit the utility of such outcomes at 

this time. First, the study was limited to only two school districts and one geographic region of 

New York State. It would be inappropriate, therefore, to generalize findings to other school 

districts throughout New York and/or the United States. Second, only 28% of all surveys 

distributed were completed and returned. This is a relatively small sample of all potential 

teachers in the two respective districts. It cannot be assumed, therefore, that respondents‟ 

perceptions were consistent with the majority of their immediate peers. While a 28% response 

rate is rather common in educational research, its usefulness must be interpreted with a good deal 

of caution. Third, the present study examined teacher beliefs and feelings about recess. Their 
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responses, however, may not be consistent with their actual behavior regarding its use. It would 

be interesting, for example, to see if teachers who agree or disagree with the use of recess as a 

positive or reductive consequence actually use it in these ways and if so, what impact does it 

have on pupil performance in school? Finally, more work must be done on the technical 

properties of the teacher survey. This work might include the development of a normative 

sample (many more districts and teachers), assessing the reliability of survey items, and (c) 

establishing the validity of the measure with other comparable surveys. 

 Recess has long been a part of our elementary school lives. Almost everyone who has 

attended school has memories, some good and some bad, about that happened during recess. 

Recess was a time to take a break from academic work, to socialize with peers, and to just have 

fun in school.  In addition, educational researchers have clearly linked recess to improved 

physical, cognitive, social and emotional development among elementary children. Teachers 

have also recognized the importance of recess and its benefits for child development. They have 

also been consistent advocates for its role within the curriculum. Increased demands for 

academic achievement and other less obvious factors (e.g., insurance costs, legal issues, and 

potential for conflicts), however, have placed great pressures on school administrators to reduce 

recess time and in some cases completely eliminate it.  Current survey results clearly reflect 

these issues among teachers in two local school districts.  The most important question becomes, 

therefore, what effects, positive and/or negative would the reduction and/or elimination of recess 

have on pupil development and behavior in school? It would also be more important to address 

this question proactively (before recess removed) rather than afterwards. 
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Table 1. Demographic Information on Survey Respondents (N =38) 

Characteristics (N) (%) 

Age 

21-30 years 

31-40 years 

41-50 years 

51-60 years 

61-70 years 

unknown 

 

3 

7 

10 

16 

1 

1 

 

8% 

18% 

26% 

42% 

3% 

3% 

Gender 

Female 

Male 

 

35 

3 

 

92% 

8% 

Race/Ethnicity 

African American 

Asian/Pacific Islander 

Hispanic 

White 

Other 

 

0 

0 

0 

38 

0 

 

0 

0 

0 

100% 

0 

Grade/Subject Taught 

5
th

 

4
th

 

3
rd

 

2
nd

 

1
st 

Kindergarten 

Pre-K 

Special Education 

Reading 

Art 

Music 

Library 

Physical Education 

Unknown 

 

3 

6 

4 

3 

5 

2 

2 

2 

4 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

 

 

8% 

15% 

11% 

8% 

13% 

5% 

5% 

5% 

11% 

3% 

3% 

3% 

5% 

5% 
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Table 2. Respondents‟ Mean Ratings across Rural and Urban School Districts. 

 

Survey Items 

How important is it  

Rural School District 

(N = 24) 

Mean Ratings 

Urban School District 

(N = 14) 

Mean Ratings 

For students to receive recess 

daily 

 

4.5 

 

4.2 

To provide recess, but let it be 

child-directed 

 

4.2 

 

3.5 

For the teacher to interact with 

students during recess 

 

3.8 

 

3.4 

To provide indoor recess when 

the weather does not permit 

outside recess 

 

4.4 

 

4.5 

 

Totals 

 

4.2 

 

3.9 
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Table 3. Respondents‟ Mean Ratings across Rural and Urban School Districts. 

 

Survey Items 

To what degree do you agree 

with  

Rural School District 

(N = 24) 

Mean Ratings 

Urban School District 

(N = 14) 

Mean Ratings 

Recess is an important part of 

the school day for elementary 

students. 

 

4.5 

 

4.4 

There are barriers to 

encouraging recess 

 

4.1 

 

3.6 

There is not enough time 

during a school day for recess. 

 

3.8 

 

3.8 

Increased pressure for 

academic achievement 

replaced recess with 

instructional time. 

 

4.1 

 

4.7 

There is a trend of eliminating 

recess 

 

3.8 

 

4.3 

Recess contributes to 

emotional development. 

 

4.6 

 

4.7 

Many negative incidents 

happen during recess, such as 

bullying, fights, cliques, etc. 

 

2.4 

 

3.0 

 

Children can learn to redirect 

their responsibilities during 

recess. 

 

4.1 

 

3.6 
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Students learn to solve 

problems or conflicts during 

recess. 

 

4.5 

 

3.9 

Recess should be used as a 

reward for completed work or 

good behavior. 

 

2.7 

 

3.0 

Taking away recess should be 

used as a punishment or 

consequence for bad behavior 

or incomplete work. 

 

2.6 

 

3.2 

Recess promotes physical 

activity as a life-long skill. 

 

4.6 

 

4.6 

Recess is an important factor 

in a child‟s social 

development. 

 

4.6 

 

4.7 

Recess improves classroom 

behavior. 

 

4.6 

 

4.1 

Recess should be given when 

students begin to become off 

task and lose attention. 

 

3.3 

 

3.0 

After recess, students are more 

off task and are not ready to 

learn 

 

2.2 

 

2.3 

Recess is an important factor 

in a child‟s cognitive 

development. 

 

4.1 

 

4.4 

Totals 

 

3.8 

 

3.8 
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Appendix A 

Principal Consent Form 

 

Hello _____________, 

 My name is Marlena Jones and I am a Graduate student at SUNY Fredonia.  I am 

currently finishing my Master‟s degree in the Curriculum & Instruction program.  In order to 

complete my thesis I must complete research in which I will use quantitative data to compare and 

contrast teachers‟ perceptions on the benefits of recess on elementary students.  The information 

collected from this survey will be kept confidential and anonymous.  No participant names or 

institution names will be used in the written thesis or published results.  To ensure the accuracy 

of the survey, please answer all questions honestly and to the best of your ability.  There are not 

any potential physical, psychological, social, legal or other types of risks associated with this 

study.  If you feel that you would like more information please feel welcome to contact me at 

your earliest convenience via e-mail Jone7455@fredonia.edu or phone (716) 450-1237.  If you 

approve of me completing my research at your school I will need your signed consent below. 

Thank you for your time, cooperation and involvement. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Marlena Jones 

 

 (Please Print) 

Principal Name :_________________________________  Date:______________ 

 

Principal Signature:_______________________________ 

 

 

Marlena J. Jones   Dr. Janeil C. Rey  Dr. Lawrence Maheady 

Cell: (716) 450-1237   Office: (716) 673-4650 (716) 673-3400 

Jone7455@fredonia.edu  Janeil.rey@fredonia.edu Maheady@fredonia.edu 

 

 

mailto:Jone7455@fredonia.edu
mailto:Jone7455@fredonia.edu
mailto:Janeil.rey@fredonia.edu
mailto:Maheady@fredonia.edu
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Appendix B 

 

E-mail to Teachers 

 

Dear Elementary School Teacher: 

 My name is Marlena Jones and I am a Graduate student at SUNY Fredonia.  I am 

currently finishing my Master‟s degree in the Curriculum & Instruction program.  In order to 

complete my thesis I must complete research in which I will use quantitative data to compare and 

contrast teachers‟ perceptions on the benefits of recess on elementary students.  The survey (with 

an attached informed consent form and envelope) will be in teacher‟s mailboxes on Monday, 

September 26
th

, 2011.   If you are willing to participate in this study please read the attached and 

fill out the anonymous survey.  Once the survey is completed please place the survey into the 

blank envelope and return it to the mailroom where there will be a designated folder bin labeled 

“Recess Surveys” to place the survey in.  The surveys need to be completed and returned by 

Friday, September 30
th

, 2011.  I will collect the surveys on this date as well.  If you opt not to 

participate in this survey, please place the survey back into the unmarked envelope and put it in 

the bin labeled “Recess Surveys”. 

The information collected from this survey will be kept confidential and anonymous.  No 

participant names or institution names will be used in the written thesis or published results.  To 

ensure the accuracy of the survey, please answer all questions honestly and to the best of your 

ability.  There are not any potential physical, psychological, social, legal or other types of risks 

associated with this study.  If you feel that you would like more information please feel welcome 

to contact me at your earliest convenience via e-mail Jone7455@fredonia.edu or phone 

(716)450-1237.   

 

Thank you for your time, cooperation and involvement. 

 

Sincerely, 

Marlena Jones 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Jone7455@fredonia.edu
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Appendix C 

 

Consent Form 

 

 Ms. Marlena Jones, a graduate student at SUNY Fredonia, is conducting a research study 

as part of her on-going research at SUNY Fredonia.  The goal of the research is to investigate 

teachers‟ perception on the importance of recess in elementary classrooms.   

 By participating in this survey, you will be generating the data that Ms. Jones will be 

using for her research project.  This survey is completely confidential.  No names should be 

included on the survey.  If you decide to participate in the survey, once you have completed it, 

you simply put the survey in the blank envelope provided, and return it to the designated folder 

bin in the mailroom.  Ms. Jones will then collect the completed surveys from the folder bin in the 

mailroom. (All surveys should be completed and turned in by September 30
th

, 2011). 

 In order to maintain confidentiality, by completing this survey, you are giving 

consent, for your responses to be used.   

 Although the risks are minimal, should you feel uncomfortable or stressed out in 

any way while participating in this survey, please stop IMMEDIATELY!   

 

 

 Further information about this research may be obtained by contacting: 

 

    Ms. Marlena Jones 

    Jone7455@fredonia.edu 

 

Maggie Bryan-Peterson 

Director, Grants Administration/Research Services Office SUNY 

Fredonia Phone: 716-673-3528;  

e-mail: petersmb@fredonia.edu 

 

Dr. Larry Maheady 

Special Education 

SUNY Fredonia. Phone: 716-673-3440;  

e-mail:lawrence.maheady@fredonia.edu 
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Appendix D 

 

Teachers’ Perceptions of the Benefits of Recess for Elementary Students Survey 

 

 

Directions: Please answer every question.  Your responses will be confidential!  By completing 

this survey you have given voluntary consent to participate in this study.  When the survey is 

complete, please place it in the unmarked envelope that is provided and seal it.  Place the 

envelope into the box labeled “Recess Survey” in the school‟s mailroom.  Thank you for your 

participation.  

 

For this study, Recess is defined as unstructured inside or outside play. 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS AND BACKGROUND 

 

1. My age is: ______ 

 

2. My sex is: ______Female _____Male 

 

3. My race/ethnicity (check all that apply): 

 

____African American ____Asian/Pacific Islander ____Hispanic ____White 

 

____Other (please identify)________________ 

 

4.  I teach__________________ (Grade or Subject) 

 

5. My experience or memories of recess are: 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________ 

Please check how 

important each statement 

is for your students. 

Not 

Important 

Slightly 

Important 

Neutral Moderately 

Important 

Extremely 

Important 

Students receive recess 

daily 

     

Provide recess, but let it be 

child-directed 

     

The teacher interacts with 

their students during recess. 

     

Provide indoor recess when 

the weather does not permit 

recess outside. 
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Please check how you 

agree or disagree for each 

statement.  

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Recess is an important part 

of the school day for 

elementary students. 

     

There are barriers to 

encouraging recess 

     

There is not enough time 

during a school day for 

recess. 

     

Increased pressure for 

academic achievement 

replaced recess with 

instructional time. 

     

There is a trend of 

eliminating recess  

     

Recess contributes to 

emotional development. 

     

Many negative incidents 

happen during recess, such 

as bullying, fights, cliques, 

etc. 

     

Children can learn to 

redirect their 

responsibilities during 

recess. 

     

Students learn to solve 

problems or conflicts 

during recess. 

     

Recess should be used as a 

reward for completed work 

or good behavior. 

     

Taking away recess should 

be used as a punishment or 

consequence for bad 

behavior or incomplete 

work.  

     

Recess promotes physical 

activity as a life-long skill. 

     

Recess is an important 

factor in a child‟s social 

development. 

     

Recess improves classroom 

behavior. 
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Recess should be given 
when students begin to 

become off task and lose 

attention. 

     

After recess, students are 

more off task and are not 

ready to learn 

     

Recess is an important 

factor in a child‟s cognitive 

development. 
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