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Recess provides many academic 
and health benefits for kids. Public 
health and child development 
experts have long recognized the 
importance of kids having access 
to quality recess opportunities 
and advise against withholding 
recess as a disciplinary tool.1 

Yet many schools across the U.S. continue 
to use this practice. Studies have shown that 
students of color, students with disabilities, and 
students at under-resourced schools are more 
likely to lack equitable access to recess time, 
and are disproportionately impacted by recess 
withholding policies.2 In August 2023, Minnesota’s 
Recess for All law went into effect, limiting 
schools’ ability to withhold recess as a disciplinary 
tool.3 This resource, created in collaboration with 
the Minnesota Department of Health’s (MDH)
Statewide Health Improvement Partnership 
(SHIP), explains why recess matters for schools 
and students and outlines Minnesota’s recess 
laws and guidance.

HEALTHY KIDS

RECESS FOR ALL:  
PROTECTING EQUITABLE ACCESS

Community‑driven solutions 
to expand opportunities for 
active living, healthy eating, & 
commercial tobacco-free living.

http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
http://www.publichealthlawcenter.org
https://www.instagram.com/publichealthlawcenter
https://youtube.com/PublicHealthLawCenterSaintPaul
https://www.facebook.com/publichealthlawcenter
https://www.linkedin.com/uas/login?session_redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fcompany%2Fpublic-health-law-center-inc%2Fposts%2F%3FfeedView%3Dall
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/
https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/ship/index.html


www.publichealthlawcenter.org 2Recess for All: Protecting Equitable Access﻿

Why Is Recess Important?

Recess is an essential part of a child’s development. The CDC (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention) defines recess as a “regularly scheduled period within the school day for physical 
activity and play that is monitored by trained staff or volunteers.”4 In 2023, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) reaffirmed a ten-year old Policy Statement that explains the 
importance of recess, citing three primary benefits:5

(1)	 Cognitive and academic benefits: Recess helps build vital social skills and problem-solving 
abilities. It is linked to improved memory, attention, and concentration which can have 
dramatic impacts on school achievement, classroom behavior, grades and test scores.6

(2)	 Social and emotional benefits: Unstructured playtime supports students’ social 
development. When kids play, they practice communication and coping skills such as 
cooperation, emotional regulation, and problem solving. Recess also fosters relationships 
among students. This can strengthen social bonds and promote conflict regulation skills.

(3)	 Physical benefits: The Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans recommend 60 minutes 
of physical activity every week for kids to support healthy brains and bodies.7 However, less 
than a quarter of children meet that recommendation.8 Recess is a critical opportunity for 
schools to encourage physical activity.9

Minnesota’s Recess for All Law

Recess length and structure are not standardized across the U.S., meaning some kids have 
access to more and higher quality recess than others. Some students may not have access to 
daily recess at all.10 The National Association for Sports and Physical Education recommends 
children in elementary school have at least 20 minutes of daily recess.11 At least eleven states 
have laws or rules requiring recess or setting minimum recess requirements, including: 
Arizona,12 Arkansas,13 California,14 Connecticut,15 Florida,16 Missouri,17 New Jersey,18 Rhode 
Island,19 Virginia,20 Washington.21 and West Virginia.22

Minnesota law doesn’t set minimum standards for recess time. However, the Minnesota 
Department of Education (MDE) developed Recess Moves! A Toolkit for Quality Recess.23 This 
toolkit recommends that elementary schools provide: daily recess for at least 20 minutes, 
different areas of play with multiple activities, game equipment, opportunities for games that 
are supervised by adults, and sufficient planning and staff training. School districts can have 
their own policies about recess time. For example, Minneapolis School District’s Wellness Policy 
requires that elementary school children receive at least 30 minutes of daily recess.24
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Minnesota does have a law that protects recess time from being withheld for disciplinary 
reasons. This law builds off of earlier laws that encouraged schools to offer quality recess 
opportunities and to not use recess detention to punish or discipline elementary school 
students.25 Minnesota’s Recess for All law encourages schools to provide structured breaks 
for students throughout the day and use evidence-based practices to decrease the use of 
exclusionary discipline.26 The law prohibits Minnesota public school districts and charter 
schools from using recess detention.27 MDE regulations also require school districts to 
provide students in special education opportunities to engage with nondisabled students in 
nonacademic and extracurricular activities, including recess.28

Minnesota’s Recess for All law defines “recess detention” as “excluding or excessively delaying a 
student from participating in a scheduled recess period as a consequence for student behavior.”29 
“Recess detention” does not include providing an alternative recess at the student’s choice.30 
The law prohibits schools from withholding recess from students for incomplete classwork.31 
The law further prohibits schools from using recess detention except in three circumstances:

	z The student “causes or is likely to cause serious physical harm to other students and staff[.]”32

	z The student’s parent or guardian consents to withholding recess.33

	z For students receiving special education services, if “the student’s individualized education 
program team has determined that withholding recess is appropriate.…”34

If a school does withhold recess, they must reasonably attempt to inform the student’s parent or 
guardian within 24 hours of using recess detention.35 The law also requires schools to collect data 
at the end of each school year on their use of recess retention including the “student’s age, grade, 
gender, race or ethnicity, and special education status.”36 This data must be available to the public 
upon request and schools are encouraged to use this data to promote non-exclusionary discipline.
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School Policies

The Minnesota School Board Association (MSBA) maintains a library of school model policies 
to support compliance with legal requirements. MSBA model Policy 506 (Student Discipline), 
Section IX, incorporates Minnesota’s Recess for All law. Here’s an example from a school 
district that has adopted this part of the MSBA’s model policy:

IX. Recess and Other Breaks

A.	 “Recess detention” means excluding or excessively delaying a student from participating 
in a scheduled recess period as a consequence for student behavior. Recess detention 
does not include, among other things, providing alternative recess at the student’s choice.

B.	 The school district is encouraged to ensure student access to structured breaks from the 
demands of school and to support teachers, principals, and other school staff in their 
efforts to use evidence-based approaches to reduce exclusionary forms of discipline.

C.	 The school district must not use recess detention unless:

1.	 a student causes or is likely to cause serious physical harm to other students or staff;

2.	 the student’s parent or guardian specifically consents to the use of recess detention; or

3.	 for students receiving special education services, the student’s individualized 
education program team has determined that withholding recess is appropriate 
based on the individualized needs of the student.

D.	 The school district must not withhold recess from a student based on incomplete 
schoolwork.

E.	 The school district must require school staff to make a reasonable attempt to notify a 
parent or guardian within 24 hours of using recess detention.

F.	 The school district must compile information on each recess detention at the end 
of each school year, including the student’s age, grade, gender, race or ethnicity, 
and special education status. This information must be available to the public upon 
request. The school district is encouraged to use the data in professional development, 
promoting the use of nonexclusionary discipline.

G.	 The school district must not withhold or excessively delay a student’s participation 
in scheduled mealtimes. This section does not alter a district or school’s existing 
responsibilities under Minnesota Statutes, section 124D.111, or other state or federal law.

	 White Bear Lake Area Schools, School Board Policy 506-Student Discipline Policy, § IX (rev’sd Sept. 9, 2024), 
https://www.isd624.org/about/district-policies/500-students/506.
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Disparities in Access and Quality

Meaningful access to recess means both having the time each day and having the 
infrastructure in place to support quality recess opportunities. Without formal policies that are 
equitably and properly implemented, disparities can exist in recess access and quality which 
disproportionately harms students of color, students with disabilities, and students attending 
under-resourced schools who are already more likely to experience systemic disparities in the 
education system.37

Disparities in access depending on socioeconomic status

A school’s income level can dictate how much recess its students receive. Students in larger and 
lower-income schools tend to receive less daily recess than those in smaller and higher-income 
schools.38 On average, elementary schools schedule students to have 27 minutes of recess 
each day.39 But recess length varies widely. Research shows that in schools where the majority 
of students receive free or subsidized lunches, students are unlikely to receive more than 20 
minutes of daily recess.40

Disparities in access for youth with disabilities

Despite federal laws mandating that playgrounds be accessible for students with disabilities, 
studies show that many students with disabilities do not have meaningful access to playground 
equipment.41 Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 requires schools to provide equal 
access to education, including ensuring that students with disabilities are able to participate 
in recess to the same extent as students without disabilities.42 Similarly, the Americans with 
Disabilities Act requires playgrounds have accessible paths and ramps, ground-level play 
equipment, and play equipment that allows transfers for wheelchairs or other mobility 
devices.43 Unfortunately, the legal right to attend recess with compliant playground structures 
does not guarantee access to full usability. Students with disabilities report higher levels of 
exclusion during recess and may have difficulty navigating the built environment or be limited 
in their activity choices. 44 These barriers limit the social and developmental benefits of recess 
for all kids.45 By creating a fully accessible, usable, and inclusive playground, all children can 
play together.

Disparities in quality

Research also shows disparities in access to adequate recess facilities for many students in 
schools in low-income communities and serving communities of color.46 In Georgia, public 
schools in low-income communities and communities of color had less access to outdoor 
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facilities for recess. While 99% of elementary schools had indoor gyms, only about half had 
blacktops or playgrounds.47 Trends are similar elsewhere in the nation. Across the country, 
Black and Hispanic students have been found to have less access to adequate playgrounds and 
gyms for PE (physical education) and recess.48

Trends in recess restriction

Laws such as Minnesota’s Recess for All law are necessary because every day, students 
continue to experience recess restriction as a form of punishment. Research shows around 
38% of teachers report restricting a student’s recess or free time at least once a week or more 
as a disciplinary action.49 Teachers with a higher proportion of Black students report using 
recess detention more often than those working with high proportions of white students. This 
pattern of racial discrimination has been documented across the country, with separate studies 
in Virginia, Nevada, and Georgia.50

Recess detention is not the only punishment that disproportionately impacts students of color. 
Disparities in withholding recess across racial and ethnic lines follow larger trends in disparities 
in other forms of discipline including suspensions and expulsions. In a report based on the 
2018–19 school year, the Minnesota Department of Human Rights found that Black, Indigenous, 
and other students of color made up slightly less than half of all students, yet comprised almost 
80% of discipline actions for “subjective” behaviors, such as “being disruptive” — in contrast to 
“objective behavior” such as bringing a weapon to school. Black students, in particular, made up 
only 18% of the student body but experienced 54% of all suspensions and expulsions issued for 
“subjective” student behavior.51

Similar patterns were found for students with disabilities. The Minnesota Department of 
Human Rights found students with disabilities made up only 14% of the total student body 
but experienced almost 60% of suspensions and expulsions for subjective behavior.52 Across 
the country students of color, and particularly Black students, with disabilities are less likely 
to be properly identified to receive supportive services, but are more likely to be harshly 
disciplined and placed in restrictive settings.53 Black students with disabilities lose about three 
times the instructional time compared to white peers due to disciplinary action,54 which can 
have lasting implications on their educational achievement.55 Students with disabilities are 
especially harmed by punitive recess restrictions. The cognitive and social benefits of recess 
can be especially profound for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities56 and 
nonverbal learning disorders.57 Trends in recess restriction mirror existing disparities in recess 
access and quality more broadly, denying the benefits of recess to students already left out.
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Best Practices: Alternatives to Recess Detention

Revoking a child’s recess for failing to finish their work or talking out of turn fails to address the 
root causes of a child’s behavior and may cause kids to act out more or have other undesirable 
impacts.58 There are many alternatives to recess restriction that promote good classroom 
behavior and a supportive school community.

The MDE toolkit for quality recess recommends teaching students replacement behaviors and 
regulation skills to respond differently to challenging situations. It also recommends using 
responsive positive behavioral interventions and skill-building opportunities for emotional 
regulation instead of punitive consequences.59 For example, teacher-based advocacy 
organizations suggest:

	z creating space for students to reflect on their behavior during and outside of recess time 
using points of connection and communication with teachers, staff, and peers;

	z engaging students in development and discussion of group agreements or norms for the 
classroom or playground.;

	z encouraging peer-to-peer check-ins to promote accountability, build a sense of shared 
responsibility, and enhance relationships.60

These examples are part of a larger push to implement restorative justice practices in 
schools rather than cycles of punishment or reward. A restorative approach draws from 
traditions in communities of color and Indigenous communities which emphasize building 
community and repairing relationships when harm has occurred.61 The MDE provides 
resources on implementing restorative practices in schools as a part of non-exclusionary 
discipline measures. Effective restorative practices require implementation across the school 
environment and should be applied both proactively and responsively to change classroom 
culture.62 Implementing one or more restorative alternatives when working with individual 
students, classroom groups, or entire student bodies can shift disciplinary models away from 
recess detention and towards models that allow for students to receive the benefits of recess 
while working towards behaviors that supports the entire school community.63

Conclusion

Denying students access to quality recess deprives them of important cognitive, social, and 
physical benefits. Recess detention widens disparities for students of color, students with 
disabilities, and students attending under-resourced schools. By following quality recess 
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guidelines, not withholding recess as a form of punishment, and encouraging alternative 
forms of behavior regulation, schools can close the recess equity gap and support the healthy 
development of all students.

Additional Resources

	z Keep Recess in Schools: a handout by the CDC and partners about the importance of recess64

	z Prevalence of Recess and Supportive Practices at U.S. Public Elementary Schools: 2023 
report by the Physical Activity Policy Research & Evaluation Network65

	z The Right to Play: Eliminating the Opportunity Gap in Elementary School Recess: 2019 article 
about the opportunity gap in access to quality recess66

	z Why Schools Over-Discipline Children With Disabilities: a 2015 article about trends in over-
disciplining students with disabilities67
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