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Minnesota School Wellness

Promoting Health in Minnesota Schools:

RECESS

As society becomes more aware of and concerned with children’s health issues, communities are turning to
schools to provide a school environment that promotes both healthy eating and physical activity. 1 School
policies supporting healthy eating and physical activity are an important component of school efforts to
promote the health and well-being of school children. Good nutrition and physical activity “contribute to
improved academic performance, attendance rates, behavior, and lifelong health and well-being.”2 Recess
policies can encourage children to be more active by supporting physical activity during the school day.

What is recess?
Recess is typically a break period of 20 minutes or longer when children can engage in unstructured free play. 3
Recess provides a break from classroom activities during the school day, allowing children to have more
autonomy to engage in the activities they choose.4 Recess is generally included as part of the school day for
elementary school children, whereas junior high/middle schools and high schools tend to use organized sports
and physical education to achieve physical activity goals instead of recess. 5 However, some middle schools and
high schools also provide unstructured free periods for students several times per week.6 Some schools also
provide structured supervision during recess to increase physical activity levels by teaching children new games
and encouraging every child to participate.7

Why is recess important?
The American Academy of Pediatrics identifies three overarching benefits to a recess break during school.
1. Cognitive and academic: Children who participate in either indoor or outdoor recess are more
productive and attentive in class and behave better in the classroom.8
2. Social and emotional: Children who are allowed to play and interact during recess develop important
communication and coping skills such as cooperation, problem solving, and self-control. 9 Recess can
also serve to foster relationships among students, create youth involvement opportunities, and teach
conflict resolution. 10
3. Physical: The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends that children and adolescents get 60
minutes of moderate- or vigorous-intensity physical activity throughout the day. 11 This activity should
include muscle strengthening, bone strengthening, and aerobic activity and can be pursued at school,
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home, or both.12 Schools can take advantage of recess as an opportunity to help children reach the
recommended 60 minutes of daily activity. 13
Many children are not given sufficient opportunities to be physically active during the school day, making it
more difficult for them to achieve the recommended amount of daily physical activity. 14 Nationwide, less than
one-third of all children ages 6 to 17 engage in daily “vigorous activity” – physical activity that lasts at least 20
minutes and makes the child sweat and breathe hard. 15 Recess periods are seen as one way to help reverse this
trend. 16

How long should recess be?
The country’s largest physical and health education professional organization, the American Alliance for
Health, Physical Education, Recreation, and Dance (AAHPERD), recommends that children in elementary
school have a daily recess at least 20 minutes long in addition to 150 minutes per week of physical
education. 17 The corresponding recommendation for children in middle and high school, which does not
include a recess component, is 225 minutes of physical education per week. 18 AAHPERD also recommends
outdoor recess when possible; research shows that children who participate in outdoor play have more active
imaginations and creative play, lower stress levels, and are in better physical shape. 19

Is the time of day when recess is scheduled important?
The time of day recess is scheduled can make a difference. Research has shown that scheduling “Recess Before
Lunch” (RBL) can be particularly beneficial. 20 When recess is scheduled after meals, students may not finish
the meal served because their attention is on getting outside, resulting in wasted food and hungry children.
Pre-lunch recess can also stimulate children’s appetites, helping them eat a full, balanced meal in the
cafeteria. 21 In addition to improved nutrition, children who have RBL behave better in the cafeteria,
classroom, and on the playground, and gain the benefit of increased time for socializing over a slower-paced
and more relaxed lunch. 22

Do any federal or Minnesota laws requiring recess or RBL exist?
No. However, the 2010 Minnesota Healthy Kids Bill encourages the Minnesota Department of Education to
develop recess guidelines to promote quality recess. 23 The Recess Guidelines will be released in the fall of
2013. In addition, the Minnesota Department of Education is developing a Healthy Schools Awards Program
that will recognize K-12 schools for implementing policies and practices that give students opportunities to be
physically active throughout the day (and support healthy food and beverage choices). 24

Does the Minnesota School Boards Association (MSBA) 25 Model Wellness Policy 26 address
recess or RBL?
No, not directly.
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Do any other MSBA policies impact recess programs?
Yes. The MSBA has several model policies that are relevant to recess, including:
•
•
•
•

510 (School Activities)
514 (Bullying Prohibition)
525 (Violence Prevention)
807 (Health and Safety)

How can Minnesota schools incorporate recess into a school wellness policy?
The following language can be incorporated into a school board policy that follows the MSBA’s model. This
language can also be individually tailored to fit into a school board policy that does not follow the MSBA’s
model policy.
Addition to the MSBA School Wellness Policy
III. GUIDELINES
A. Foods and Beverages
1. Scheduling: Schools will schedule recess or physical education before lunch in order to increase
food consumed, decrease plate waste, and improve cafeteria behavior.
...
D. Physical Activity
4. Physical Activity Generally:
a. Physical activity will be integrated into the main school day. 27
5. Recess:
a. All students will have at least 20 minutes per day of supervised recess, preferably outdoors,
during which moderate to vigorous physical activity is encouraged from pre-kindergarten
through grade five or six.28
b. Schools will provide staff to lead and supervise recess. 29
c. Teachers will teach students active games for recess time. 30 Schools will offer a variety of
games, including non-competitive activities, during each recess period to ensure that universal
participation is achieved. 31
d. Schools will proactively teach and encourage positive recess behavior throughout the school
year. 32
e. The use of facilities for recess activities will not interfere with instructional classes; separate
locations will be used for each activity. 33
f.

Schools will avoid scheduling recess back to back with physical education classes whenever
possible. 34

g. Recess will not generally be used for instructional makeup time. 35
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What other ways can Minnesota schools support recess and RBL?
In Minnesota, the superintendent is responsible for implementing and enforcing school board policy.
Superintendents issue protocols, procedures, and guidelines to help implement the school board’s policies.
The following language can be incorporated into existing guidelines. However, as school boards and
superintendents may adopt more specific or general guidelines based on their needs and goals, policy language
can be interchangeable with the guidelines listed below.
Recess Guidelines
•

Students will be provided with daily opportunities to be physically active during a recess period.36

•

Recess will be offered outdoors, weather permitting. If outdoor recess is not advised due to weather, air
quality, or other considerations, recess will be provided indoors. Children should be permitted to play
outdoors provided that the wind chill or temperature is above ___°F and the heat index or temperature is
below ___°F. Children should be dressed appropriately for weather conditions. Air quality risk should be
determined by the local authorities or smog alerts.

•

Recess and unstructured time will complement, not substitute, physical education classes. 37

•

Teachers will lead structured group games to actively engage all children and help build social skills.38

•

Teachers are encouraged to schedule additional recess periods or other activities suggested by
students as alternatives to celebrations involving food. 39

•

Preschool, kindergarten, elementary, and middle schools will have safe playgrounds, recreational
facilities, and other equipment available for free play.

•

Lunch-time recess will be scheduled before the meal.

•

A student’s participation in recess or other unstructured time will not be denied as a form of discipline or
punishment, or used for instructional makeup time.” 40

•

Recess will be supervised by adults to enforce safety rules and prevent injuries. At least one adult
trained in ﬁrst aid, cardiopulmonary resuscitation, and infection control will always be available when
students are present on school grounds to respond to injuries and medical emergencies. Supervising
adults will be informed of any medical limits impacting the participation of individual students in physical
activity. Such information will be treated with strict conﬁdentiality. 41
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