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Rationale 
“Test performance and instruction time” are the mantras at schools all throughout the United States. In 
a way, it makes perfect sense. The progress of the student, and in many cases – the merit of the teacher, 
are often based on high stakes standardized testing performed once a year as mandated by States’ 
Public Education Department (PED), the federal PED, local districts, and school boards. The scores on 
these tests are used in a variety of ways that can effect students, funding, school organization, 
administrators, and teachers. With so much on the line, there is a real push by many to make sure that 
students perform well on these tests, and that can lead to some unfortunate practices.  
One such pitfall is the perception that more instruction time, often at the expense of recess and/or 
Physical Education, will lead to higher scores and student performance. The purpose of this literature 
review is to explore the importance of recess and physical activity and how it relates to student 
achievement in the classroom and then ask the question:  “What now?” What steps can be taken to 
ensure policy matches the research and which practices might be implemented to ensure best practices 
for the “whole child”. 

Review of Literature 

From the most cursory search on the internet, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has 
literature on their website (https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/physicalactivity/recess.htm) that 
states recess benefits students by: 

• Increasing their level of physical activity 
• Improving their memory, attention, and concentration  
• Helping them stay on-task in the classroom 
• Reducing disruptive behavior in the classroom 
• Improving their social and emotional development (e.g., learning how to share and negotiate) 

Just from this very basic list of benefits the importance of recess already starts to emerge – it helps with 
all the vital functions of the brain that direct focus and retention, reducing behavioral issues, and aides 
in social development. If those were the effects of a pill, it would be labeled a miracle drug and we 
would all be taking it! As a Physical Education teacher, I have seen first-hand the impact cut recess time 
has had on each of the above bullet points, but especially the last one.  

Part of my curriculum addresses responsible personal and social behaviors and I have found that that 
standard has taken up more and more of my teaching as the emphasis on instructional time in the 
classrooms has increased. Even more than the obesity epidemic that has been discussed in recent years 
I am seeing declining problem-solving skills and appropriate interactions in social settings. This is 
probably due to the concerted effort of recent politics to educate and address childhood obesity and 
raise the alarm about future issues concerning the costs and wellbeing of these children. To that end, I 
think there has been some movement towards making Physical Education classes mandatory, but it still 
falls short of addressing all of the above issues, and recess is still being cut in favor of “instruction time”. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyschools/physicalactivity/recess.htm


There is now a lot of research connecting physical fitness and physical activity to increased performance 
in the classroom and, maybe more importantly if we want to get administrators on board, on test 
scores. In a fairly recent study, Michelle Ploughman (2008) summarizes how exercise might affect 
executive functioning as: 

(1) increasing oxygen saturation and angiogenesis, (2) increasing brain neurotransmitters (e.g., 
increasing serotonin), and (3) increasing brain-derived neurotrophins that support neuronal 
differentiation and survival in the developing brain. Diverse research on exercise and energy 
metabolism, exercise and molecular causal pathways affecting the brain, and exercise and 
memory and learning (e.g., brain derived neurotrophin factors and resultant increased neuronal 
plasticity) provides a compelling rationale for ascribing a role in cognition to physical activity. It 
is likely that the effects of physical activity on cognition would be particularly important in the 
highly plastic developing brains of youth. 

 
Ploughman’s findings are hard to ignore. Exercise alone seems to create an environment in the brain 
that is ideal for learning. What struck me most about the above quote is the part about supporting 
neuronal differentiation and survival in a brain that is still developing – is not that exactly what 
constitutes learning? Perhaps a picture can best represent what exercise can do to the brain. 

 

 
That is all well and good, it looks like exercise can help stimulate the brain, but what about those test 
scores? If performance does not increase on those all-important high stakes tests, why should we care? 
So what if regular physical activity helps with behavior issues in the classroom and helps to socialize the 
students, we need measurable results! Luckily, there is research on that as well. 
 



Charles Basch (2011) of Columbia University wrote an essay in which he states: 
 
School administrators, trying to raise standardized test scores, may mistakenly believe 
that physical education curricular time should be sacrificed and reallocated to reading, 
mathematics, and science. There is currently no evidence indicating that this strategy is, 
in fact, effective in increasing standardized test scores; in fact, a growing body of 
evidence shows that increased time for physical education and other school-based 
physical activity programs is associated with either a neutral or positive impact on 
academic outcomes. 

At worst, increasing physical activity during the school day has a “neutral” effect on academics – though 
we have already looked at all the other positive impacts physical activity has on the student such as 
behaviors – but may increase academic performance. That sounds like a worthwhile venture to me. 
Especially when we consider the fact that there is no current evidence to support adding more 
classroom instruction time at the expense of physical activity. Consider the following graph from 
Donnelly, J. E. (2009): 

 

 

Change in academic scores from baseline after physically active classroom lessons in elementary 
schools in northeast Kansas (2003–2006) 

Those are pretty significant changes in scores, for the better. With all the current and new research 
showing the importance of physical activity for learning and health, why are we still cutting out these 
programs? And more importantly, what can we do about it? 

 



Recommendations 

One of my goals as I decided to look into this issue was to come up with information that can be used to 
affect policy. I find it hard to believe that anyone would still want to cut out things like recess and 
Physical Education in favor of more “instruction” time once presented the research. Getting the word 
out, educating legislators, administrators, and teachers will be the main point of action in this regard. 
Physical Education should be considered a “core” subject and required by every state and school district 
and recess should be added back into the day to help students achieve the 60 minutes of activity per day 
as recommended by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  

At a district level, there is already and addendum in the negotiated agreement that supports three 
recesses per day. Since the language is already there, and the support is already there, it may be simply 
a matter of informing school administrators and Instructional Councils. My plan is to create a brochure 
that can be delivered to schools that can help inform scheduling decisions concerning recess time and 
frequency. We have to get away from focusing on test scores and false beliefs about instruction time 
and get back to the whole child. This is what is best for our students, their academics, and their futures. 
These are best practices. 
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