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Saving Recess and Lunch:
What states are doing to combat the impact of education reform on the structure of the
school day

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) passed by the Bush Administration in 2001 rated schools
based on student test results. The cost of implementing testing and reconsidering the value of
the tests themselves have caused a number of states to reconsider how they devote class time
and measure student performance.! NCLB focuses on measuring the number of students in
each grade level in each school by proficiency in reading and math. It also set 2014 as a
deadline for schools to be judged on whether students are proficient in these subjects.?

In January 2010, the Obama administration proposed an overhaul of NCLB.
NCLB issues the equivalent of a pass-fail report card for every school each year, an
evaluation that Obama administration officials say fails to differentiate among chaotic
schools in chronic failure, schools that are helping low-scoring students improve and
high-performing suburban schools that nonetheless appear to be neglecting some low-
scoring students.?

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan described the Obama reforms as a fairer characterization
of schools’ academic progress.
We want accountability reforms that factor in student growth, progress in closing
achievement gaps, proficiency towards college and career-ready standards, high school
graduation and college enrollment rates.*

Obama’s proposed accountability system “would divide schools into more categories, offering
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recognition to those that are succeeding and providing large new amounts of money to help
improve or close failing schools.”> If NCLB overhaul did not occur, thousands more schools
would be labeled as failing each year until 2014, the NCLB deadline by which schools were
required to bring every student to proficiency in reading and math. The Obama administration
has proposed a new goal of all students being “college or career ready” upon high school
graduation to replace the 2014 universal proficiency deadline.®

The Effects of Reduced Recess and Lunch Time

Since the 2001 enactment of NCLB, forty-four percent of school districts increased time for
English/Language Arts (ELA) and math in their elementary schools and decreased time in other
subjects, according to the Center on Education Policy’s 2007 survey.” Twenty percent of all
districts reported decreasing time for recess. “Schools that cut recess time reported reductions
from 184 minutes per week pre-NCLB, or 37 minutes per day, to 144 minutes per week in 2007,
or 29 minutes per day.”®

Schools struggling to meet proficiency requirements on testing have seen sweeping changes to
allotted time in unstructured student activity to extra in-class time. Two areas have been
increasingly affected, and include mainly unstructured physical activity (recess), but also
lunchtime. For example, in Massachusetts, Superintendent Nadine Binkley has changed the
lunch/recess time from 40 to 30 minutes, while simultaneously eliminating a 20 minute silent
reading program. This school district will then add 30 minutes a day, or 2 hours a week, to their
academic classes.’

In the U.S., an estimated 20 percent of elementary schools have dropped physical education in
favor of extended classroom time.*® According to the Center of Education Policy, 20 percent of
school systems have decreased time for recess, with cuts averaging 50 minutes per week.™!
Another recent study in Pediatrics used a national data set of 11,000 children and found that 30
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percent of third-graders had fewer than 15 minutes of recess a day.'? The trend of children’s
exercise habits has also decreased; fewer than 25 percent of all children participate in 30
minutes of daily fitness.*® These trends continue with students through high school, where
fewer than 30 percent of students attend physical education classes every day.™

The Effects of Cutting Lunch and Recess

In her report, “Recess in Elementary School: What Does the Research Say?” Olga S. Jarrett
discussed the research on the importance of recess and its relationship to a child’s learning,
social development, and health. Recess, the research suggests, serves the important purpose of
a break.
In experimental studies [a number of researchers] found that elementary school
children became progressively inattentive when recess was delayed, resulting in more
active play when recess occurred. Another experimental study found fourth-graders
were more on-task and less fidgety in the classroom on days when they had had recess,
with hyperactive children among those who benefited the most.*

A research study conducted in French and Canadian schools over a period of four years showed
positive effects of time spent in physical activity.®
Spending one-third of the school day in formal and less formal physical education
including art and music resulted in increased fitness, improved attitudes, and slight
improvements in test scores. These results are consistent with the findings of a meta-
analysis of nearly 200 studies on the effect of exercise on cognitive functioning that
suggest that physical activity supports learning.*’

Recess is also instrumental in social development. For some students it is the only daily
opportunity for informal social interaction. “Making choices and developing rules for play
involves the development of social skills....In open settings, children must learn to resolve
conflicts to keep the game going, resulting in low levels of aggression on the playground.”*®
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Cutting recess time also has serious implications for child health. “Inactivity, according to
research...is associated with the tripling of childhood obesity since 1970, accompanied by
increases in health problems such as high blood pressure and high cholesterol.”**

State Struggles

Students in the lowa City School District in lowa City, lowa now have fifteen minutes for lunch,
including standing in the lunch line for their food.? Teachers have observed that students
often rush through their lunches, sometimes only eat their favorite foods, and throw their
healthy foods away in order to get to recess faster.?! As a result, some lowa schools are
experimenting with having recess before lunch so that students do not rush their eating.22

In 2004, the state of Georgia eliminated both recess and physical education requirements when
it raised its academic standards. As a result, Representative Sally Harrell proposed a bill that
would mandate 15-minute recesses at the public schools.?® This bill did not pass in its entirety,
and was amended to allow schools the option of having recess, but did not require them to give
the students a break during the school day.*

What States Are Doing
State Mandates

The California Education Code Section 33350(c) states that the California Department of
Education shall “provide daily recess periods for elementary school pupils, featuring time for
unstructured but supervised play.”?> The California Superintendent’s Task Force on Obesity,
Type 2 Diabetes, and Cardiovascular Disease recommended in 2006 that, “schools provide
kindergarten and grades 1-6 students with opportunities for physical activity breaks at least
once per 120 minutes of instruction.”?®
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Extending the School Day

Massachusetts was the first state in the country to enact a state policy to extend the school day
as a means of improving academic achievement. The Expanded Learning Time Initiative (ELT)
has exhibited promising results. “Over the past year ELT schools gained in proficiency at double
the rate of the state in ELA and math and gained at nearly five times the state in science.”?” A
few years ago, Boston’s Clarence Edwards Middle School was a struggling school, with math
scores among the lowest in the city. In 2006 the school became a pioneer in taking part of the
ELT, which included 300 more hours of learning and personalized instruction in the school year.
By 2009, the school became one of the highest performing in Boston, and test scores vastly
improved across the board. Before the ELT was initiated, the school day ended at 1:30 and
lunch lasted for 20 minutes. After the ELT was initiated, a sample student schedule reveals that
the school day ends at 4:15, with 25 minutes for lunch and a 15 minute snack time. The
students at Clarence Edwards Middle School were allotted 20 additional minutes of break time.
After the change in schedule, due to the extended school days, test scores vastly improved.?

Many states are considering extending school days to make more time for studying the primary
subjects that students will be nationally tested on. Some are debating whether to lengthen the
school year or the school day. “Longer school days can mean adding the equivalent of ‘35 extra
days of schooling each year,”” and a survey has found 83% of parents and 72% of employees
prefer a longer school day over a longer year.” Longer school days also appear to be less
expensive than longer school years.>® The Center for Public Education has suggested several
ways of reorganizing school schedules to make learning time more engaging and more
efficient.*

Farm to School Programs

Berkeley public schools have adopted a new pilot program called the “Berkeley School Lunch
Initiative” in efforts to integrate nutrition into the curriculum. In this program, students spend
time in a school instructional garden once every three weeks where they “learn where food
comes from, about nutrition, natural cycles and processes, and the importance of conserving
water and soil.”3? After harvesting, students are then given cooking lessons emphasizing that
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healthy food does taste good. These garden and cooking programs were funded by the
Network for Healthy California, which channels federal nutrition education funds to schools
with over 50% students qualifying for the National School Lunch Program subsidies. By making
food education part of the curriculum, Berkeley public schools were able to add 10 minutes to
their lunch and recess break rather than reduce minutes. After 25 minutes of recess, students
now eat for 20 minutes. During the final 10 minutes of lunch, teachers join the lunchroom,
finding an opportunity to teach students to see food and lunchtime as an educational part of
their day.33

Other states have similar programs, including “Farm-to-School,” which have had positive
evaluations thus far.3* In Vermont, Food Education Every Day (VT FEED) has worked with
schools across the state to development a food, farm, and nutrition based education. For
financial support, Vermont schools could be encouraged to apply for a grant by this March 15,
2011, when “up to 40 Vermont gardens will be able to use $1000 mini-grants this spring to
expand school community gardens.”>’

National Initiatives

In addition to state initiatives, there are also national programs that are aiming to restore
programs like recess in the school day. One such campaign, sponsored mainly by the National
PTA and Cartoon Network, but developed with participation from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC), the National Education Association (NEA), the National
Association for Sport & Physical Education (NASPE), the President’s Council on Physical Fitness
and Sports, New Leaders for New Schools and Health Powers, called “Rescuing Recess” is aimed
at “recogniz[ing] unstructured break time as an essential element of the school day.”*® The
program has pledged more than $300 thousand dollars in grants to schools and $50 thousand
for the school who most actively participates in the program.®’

Four-Day School Weeks
Another option that many states have begun to consider is implementing a four-day school

week. The National Conference of State Legislatures found that 20 states currently have schools
that are operating on a four-day school week and that six additional states have legislation that
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allows for a four-day school week, but do not currently any schools that implement such a
calendar.®®

In a report by the Center for Education Policy, Applied Research and Evaluation, at the
University of Southern Maine Christine Donis-Keller and David L. Silvernail listed the drawbacks
of the four day school week would include lengthened school days for four days out of the
week, which there has been concern expressed that this may lead to student exhaustion,
possibly not meeting requirements for the number of hours school must be in session, and
difficulty for parents to find adequate child care for the students on the additional day off.*
However, they listed advantages of the program as improved morale and attendance by both
students and teachers, fewer classroom disruptions, increased efficiency in class room time,
increased time students are able to spend on extra-circular activities and as a result increased
participation in extra-circular activities due to the additional time allotted for them, increased
flexibility with planning for snow days and other unexpected school closures, budgetary
savings, and overall satisfaction by “stakeholders” in the education system.*

While there does not appear to be any direct correlation between the institution of a four-day
work week and lengthened time allocated for unstructured student activity, the lengthened
school day would require more time for such activities and allow for a whole extra day of
independent student activity.

Conclusion

It is clear that as a result of No Child Left Behind, schools are under more pressure to deliver
higher test scores, and thus are making children spend more time in the classroom and less
time on the playground or in the lunch room. While academic achievement is paramount to
maintaining the funding provided by the federal government, research evidence suggests that it
is also important for schools to take into account children’s mental and physical well-being. As
evidenced, many states are considering these issues and doing everything from passing simple
mandates to implementing innovative and groundbreaking solutions to their scheduling woes.

Prepared in response to a request by Senator Philip Baruth of Chittenden County by Luke Martin, Allyson Perleoni,
Julie Seger, Kristen Skager, Alexander Rosenblatt, and Maximillian McNamara, under the supervision of graduate
student Kate Fournier and Professor Anthony Gierzynski on February 15, 2011.

Disclaimer: This report has been compiled by undergraduate students at the University of Vermont under the
supervision of Professor Anthony Gierzynski. The material contained in the report does not reflect the official
policy of the University of Vermont.
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