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COMMENTARY

Give Students Time to Play
By Debbie Rhea

It seems c ounterintuitive to think that less c lassroom
time and more outdoor play would lead to a better
educ ation for kids. After all, what many in our c ountry,
inc luding most rec ently New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie,
have presc ribed are longer days in the c lassroom. But
longer days on task don't equate to better results.
Instead, they translate into more burnout, lower test
sc ores, and more of the same. All work and no play
really does make dull boys and girls.
For years, educ ators have tried different strategies of
more testing and of more time on task to reverse these
trends, but they have proved to be unsuc c essful. The
answer is not additional in-c lass sitting time. What kids
need is time to move and have unstruc tured play.
On a rec ent sabbatic al, I spent six weeks in Finland
studying how that c ountry prac tic es educ ation. Reading, sc ienc e, and math are important in the
Finnish educ ation system, but so are soc ial studies, physic al educ ation, arts, music , foreign
languages, and a number of prac tic al skills. The sc hool day in Finland looks muc h different from
the sc hool day in the United States.
In the United States, for example, a 1st grader attends sc hool 35 hours a
week, seven hours a day. In Finland, a 1st grader spends 22.5 hours a
week in sc hool, or 4.5 hours a day. Three hours eac h day are spent on
c ontent in the c lassroom, and another 1.5 hours are spent on rec ess or
"unstruc tured outdoor play." Some elementary sc hools in the United States
do not have rec ess time built into their sc hedules, let alone outdoor
rec ess.

"We should not
sacrifice recess
time for classroom
time, and neither
should be used to
discipline
students."

Kids are built to move. Having more time for unstruc tured outdoor play is like handing them a reset
button. It not only helps to break up their day, but it also allows them to blow off steam, while
giving them an opportunity to move and redirec t their energy to something more meaningful onc e
they return to the c lassroom.
When a human sits for longer than about 20 minutes, the physiology of the brain and body
c hanges. Gravity begins to pool blood into the hamstrings, robbing the brain of needed oxygen and
gluc ose, or brain fuel. The brain essentially just falls asleep when we sit for too long. Moving and
being ac tive stimulates the neurons that fire in the brain. When you are sitting, those neurons
don't fire.
Getting students out of their c hairs and moving outdoors is essential. A 2008 study published in
JAMA Opthamology found that 42 perc ent of people in the United States between the ages of
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12 and 54 are nearsighted. But 40 years ago, that
number was only 25 perc ent, a c hange that c an't be
explained by heredity. Time indoors c an weaken our
vision, espec ially if we are staring at c omputer sc reens
and not looking away for long periods of time.
Additional studies have also shown that when people
have inadequate daylight exposure at work, partic ularly
in areas that have poor indoor lighting, it c an disrupt
their c irc adian rhythms—the c yc le that allows for
healthy sleep. When these rhythms are thrown off, it
c an have a negative impac t on ac ademic performanc e.
I'm suc h a believer in more unstruc tured outdoor play
and rec ess throughout the day that I've launc hed a
—P a ci77/iSto ck pho to
pilot program c alled Projec t ISIS—Innovating
Strategies, Inspiring Students—that is being implemented in two Texas private sc hools, with an
additional three public elementary sc hools in that state c oming on board by the fall. While the
program doesn't reduc e the number of hours spent at sc hool, it does build in more outside rec ess
time. Students get two 15-minute unstruc tured outdoor-play breaks in the morning (one is right
before lunc h, the other is a full lunc h with a short rec ess afterward), and then two more 15minute rec ess breaks in the afternoon. These sc hools will c ontinue to have physic al educ ation as
a c ontent area.
We should not sac rific e rec ess time for c lassroom time,
and neither should be used to disc ipline students. The
more movement c hildren have throughout the day, the
better they will be with attentional foc us, behavioral
issues, and ac ademic performanc e.

MORE OPINION

As a c ountry, we aren't moving—figuratively or literally.
Kids' ac c ess to physic al educ ation has dec lined in the
name of c lassroom time. For the most part, obesity
rates throughout the United States c ontinue to rise,
Visit Opinion.
and our c ountry's Program for International Assessment,
or PISA, test sc ores remain disappointingly flat. It's time we got moving, in every sense of the
word.
Debbie Rhea is an assoc iate dean of the Harris College of Nursing and Health Sc ienc es at Texas
Christian University in Fort Worth and the direc tor of Projec t ISIS (Innovating Strategies, Inspiring
Students), whic h is also based at the university.
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