
Why recess?

Nearly 40 percent of children and adolescents 
living in the City of Rochester are overweight or 
obese.¹ Active children are more likely to be at a 
healthy weight, and less likely to develop chronic 
diseases, like diabetes, later in life. Active children 
are also more likely to feel good about themselves 
by supporting their emotional health and reduc-
ing feelings of anxiety.² Sixty minutes of physical 
activity per day contributes to the development 
of strong muscles, bones, vital organ and brain 
functions in children.³ Recess can contribute to up 
to a third of a child’s recommended daily activity. 
The American Academy of Pediatrics believes that 
recess is a crucial and necessary component of a 
child’s development.⁴  

Recess is important. It provides an opportunity for 
a child to be active, and can help improve student 
achievement in the classroom.⁵ Recess gives 
children the time to recharge through unstructured 
play. Research shows us that play throughout 
the day causes a student’s brain to function more 
efficiently, leading to overall improvements in 
cognitive control, focus and performance.⁶ In fact, 
eliminating or minimizing the importance of recess 
can negatively affect academic achievement.
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The Case for Recess 

Why should the denial recess not be used as a 
punishment tool?

Children living in urban neighborhoods lack the safe open spaces 
that encourage exercise. In such cases, the only opportunity for 
physical activity during the day for these children is during school 
hours. Fear of crime in urban neighborhoods means that parents 
are often not comfortable with their children playing outside or 
in local parks.⁷ Students living in neighborhoods with graffiti, low 
residential stability and low socioeconomic status have higher 
levels of depression, anxiety and conduct disorders than those 
from more ordered neighborhoods.⁸ 

Recess is a valuable tool that can help reduce stress, decrease 
restlessness and anxiety and teach problem-solving skills. The 
American Academy of Pediatrics states that recess should never 
be withheld as a punishment because it serves as a fundamental 
component of the academic, social and emotional development 
of a child.⁹  
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Leading National Examples:

Many states around the country have addressed this issue. In 
Iowa, the state recommends 20 minutes of daily recess, and 
recommends withholding recess should not be used as a tool 
for punishment. In New Mexico, the state recommends that all 
districts prohibit withholding physical activity (physical education 
class, recess) as a means/method of punishment. In Califor-
nia, the state encourages all districts to provide daily recess for 
elementary students, and requires every pupil to leave the room 
at recess (meaning students cannot be held back in school during 
recess). North Carolina’s physical activity policy prohibits taking 
away structured/unstructured recess or any other form of physical 
activity time from students as a form of punishment. The policy 
goes so far as to even prohibit severe physical activity as a pun-
ishment tool. Finally, in Hawaii, state guidelines prohibit using or 
withholding physical activity as a form of punishment. 

"If a child is struggling with Math, or Reading.. 
do we take THAT away from them? No. We 

teach them and RE-teach them in hopes of their 
ability to find connections and apply skills to 
their everyday lives. It's the same thing with  

Recess." - Playworks 



Healthi Kids Recommends:

•	 The Rochester City School District amend 
their Regulations of Intervention and Disci-
pline policy to include a provision that pro-
hibits using or withholding physical activity 
(recess) as a form of punishment.

•	 Bringing professional development opportu-
nities to the Rochester City School District 
that highlight the importance of recess, and 
give teachers the tools and resources they 
need to implement daily recess activities.
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What is happening in Rochester?

Parents in the Rochester City School District have concerns 
over children not being allowed to participate in recess as a 
form of punishment. In 2014, they organized a recess ses-
sion with the Rochester City School District Parent Advisory 
Council where Healthi Kids presented on the background and 
history of recess in the district. Together, we are calling for 
a district-wide solution that ensures no child will be denied 
recess.
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"Minimizing or eliminating recess can nega-
tively affect academic achievement, as 

growing evidence links recess to improved 
physical health, social skills, and cognitive 

development" - Academy of Pediatrics

Studies demonstrate that strengthening district policies is an 
effective strategy for changing school practices.¹⁰ A strong 
district policy that recognizes recess should not be used as 
a punishment tool provides for equal opportunities to all stu-
dents to have the time for physical activity during the school 
day.

Strengthening the Rochester City School District disciplin-
ary and wellness policies to include provisions that prohibit 
teachers from using physical activity as a form of punishment 
is the best way to ensure all students in Rochester receive 
physical activity and unstructured play time. By revising 
district policies to include this provision, the district will 
provide the opportunity to improve academic performance 
and achievement, promote healthy behaviors in children that 
lead to healthy weight and support the social, emotional, and 
physical health of each child.   

About Healthi Kids

By advocating for a handful of public-policy and practice 
changes, the Healthi Kids Coalition is blazing a path for 
healthier, more active children in Rochester and Monroe 
County, New York. Our change agenda calls for better 

school food, safer play areas, food standards at childcare 
centers, at least 60 minutes of in-school physical activity, 

and policies that support breastfeeding. 
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