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 Recess is a construct that is slowly disappearing from curriculum in America’s 

elementary schools. Instead of engaging in free play during recess, children are being 

expected to perform more structured tasks aimed at specific academic outcomes. This 

study was undertaken to examine the effects of recess on children’s writing and written 

representations of thoughts and ideas.  

 The recess treatment was implemented with an entire first grade of a school in 

which recess was not allowed and had not been allowed for at least 8 years. During the 14 

day treatment, children were read stories and asked to respond to a series of questions. 

Half of the children were granted a recess period before the literacy lessons and the other 

half were permitted the recess period after the literacy lessons were conducted.  
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 Results indicated that the children who were permitted a recess break before 

participating in the literacy lessons made significant gains over peers who had the recess 

break after the literacy lessons. In addition, both groups showed improvements in writing 

productivity over the course of the treatment, suggesting that recess within the course of 

the school day contributed to academic progress.
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PLEASE LET ME PLAY  
 

Sometimes I think Grown-Ups have forgotten me, 

I am there, but hard to see, 

It is study and go to school,  

Do not forget to follow the rules,  

Master subjects, then take a test, 

Busy schedules, then very little rest! 

 

But look around and you can see, 

I am climbing on your knee, 

Have you forgotten me? 

I go to school and work and say, 

Are there enough hours in my day? 

“I am a child! Please let me Play!” 

by 

Dr. Rose James 
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CHAPTER I 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
“The child’s right to engage in play, recreation and leisure activities, which are age 

appropriate must be vigilantly protected for the sake of the individual child as well as for 
society as a whole. The wisdom of pursuing highly structured, academically focused and 

competitive activities at the expense of children’s free play must be questioned and 
checked in light of research that reinforces the importance of play as a part of the child’s 

normal development“ (Shackle, 2005, p. 14).

 
  

Play is a given right of childhood according to Shackle (2005) and many other 

theorists, researchers, and educators (Clemments and Fiorentino, 2004; Dockett, 

1998; Pelligrini and Bjorklund, 2000; Piaget, 1962; Sutton-Smith, 1997). However, 

the current push to bring achievement on standardized tests to the forefront of 

America’s educational system is consequently forcing play into the background. 

Moreover, many legislators and school administrators often view play as something 

frivolous and even expendable. The social and physical benefits of free play time, or 

recess, are taking a backseat to the belief that learning only occurs within a 

constrained environment consisting of regimented schedules and teacher-directed 

lessons. This culture of academic extremism may be creating a society of children 

who are physically, socially, and cognitively deficient.  

The research efforts reported here were undertaken for two purposes.  First 

was to explore published research findings describing the relationship between free 
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play and cognitive, social, and physical performance because they may have global 

implications for school-based decisions. However, the primary purpose for this study was 

to investigate the effects of free play on first grade children’s writing performance, an 

important academic outcome for the early years of schooling. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Since the mid-1700s, before the time of the Revolutionary War, children’s right to 

play superceded even an adult’s right to bear arms. When training soldiers interfered with 

games of school children in Boston, children protested to the Governor of Massachusetts, 

who then ordered soldiers to move away and give children the time and space to play 

(Mulrine, 2000). For two and a half centuries, recess breaks commonly occurred three 

times per school day (Alexander, 1999). In the last 50 years, however, the right to play 

during recess has been re-evaluated and, to a large degree, revoked.  

 Education reform that diminished the role of play during the school day went 

even further in 1957, when the former Soviet Union changed history by launching the 

first artificial satellite, Sputnik, into space. Although the first Sputnik weighed less than 

183 pounds and measured close to the size of a basketball (MSN Encarta, 2005), it 

transformed the United States’ view of both education and technology. Additionally, this 

small chunk of metal orbiting the Earth ignited the space race between the United States 

and the Soviet Union. The United States government began allocating federal resources 

for math and science programs. For the next decade, the intense push to beat the Soviets 

into space with manned aircraft prompted legislative officials to demand increased 

amounts of time spent on academics in American classrooms. When the United States put 

the first man on the moon in 1969, the emphasis on academics during each school day did 
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not end. Child-centered classrooms with three recesses per day had become the exception 

rather than the norm in America’s schools.  

   Nearly 50 years after the launch of Sputnik, continuing devaluation of recess has 

resulted in the elimination of recess from the school day in some 16,000 school districts 

nationwide, even prompting some districts to build elementary schools without 

playgrounds (Sindelar, 2002). Many schools that still allow recess are replacing 

traditional free-play opportunities with socialized and structured recess. In these schools, 

teachers may give their children opportunities to play, but they must conduct an 

organized game or have a physical goal in mind when doing so (Mulrine, 2000).  

 Educational organizations such as the National Association of Early Childhood 

Specialists [NAECS] (2001), the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children [NAEYC], the National Association for Sport and Physical Education [NASPE] 

(2001), the Association for Childhood Education International [ACEI] (2002), and the 

International Playground Association [IPA] have composed position statements citing 

research to support the inclusion of recess as a necessary part of the school day (NASPE, 

2001) . Yet despite the pro-recess positions taken by these national and international 

educational organizations, more and more school districts have elected to eliminate recess 

(Sindelar, 2002). School playground officials have cited playground safety, student 

aggression, and wasted instructional time as factors influencing decisions to revoke 

recess privileges (Villaire, 2001).  

Demands from administrators and legislators have added fuel to the no-recess 

trend because they require schools to increase student achievement and to raise 

standardized test scores. Sindelar (2002) has pointed out that schools are pressured to 
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implement no-recess policies as a result of demands from politicians and administrators 

who believe that recess consumes time that would be better spent on academics. This 

desire for children to make academic progress as a preparation for taking their place in 

the work force has led to goal oriented perspectives on play in which educational 

conservatives view play as a waste of time, whereas educational progressives view play 

as a form of children’s work. In 1997, Sutton-Smith explained that the conservative view 

insists that play is not usefully adaptive; the progressive view, on the other hand, sees 

play as preparation for workplace activities. These perspectives show that play is no 

longer valued for the sake of play itself and, without a specific purpose or goal in mind, 

play is thought to serve no beneficial purpose at all (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  

 Supporting the progressive view of play, Jarrett (2002) presented cognitive 

neuroscience research showing that recess and other play experiences provide the brain 

opportunities to recycle chemicals crucial for the formation of long-term memory. And, 

without these opportunities to recycle chemicals that form long-term memory, lifelong 

learning is less likely to take place. Pellegrini and Bohn (2005) build on Jarrett’s 

argument by connecting it to Piagetian theory which suggests that disequilibration 

through peer interaction facilitates development, whereas unilateral interactions between 

adults and children are less facilitative of lifelong learning. Disequilibration is likely to 

occur when children are allowed opportunities to exchange points of view with each 

other in natural contexts, as they do in play environments.  

From the time an individual is born, effort is made to communicate with others. 

Infants use eye movements, facial expressions, and grasping gestures to let others know 

what they desire, find uncomfortable, or enjoy. As children grow, language patterns begin 
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to develop, and they move from using simple one-and-two word utterances to expressing 

thoughts in syntactically complex sentences. When children engage in play rituals, these 

then become the catalyst through which they move beyond those disconnected words of  

one-and two-word phrases to express themselves in a more complex and syntactically 

accepted fashion (Hyson, 2004).    

Children in preschool and kindergarten classrooms practice language and literacy 

skills as they play (Christie, Enz, & Vukelich, 2003; Owocki, 1999; Roskos & Christie, 

2001). Preschool and kindergarten classrooms have traditionally been designed for 

children to participate in environments with cooperative centers that encourage language 

use through social interaction, symbolic play, and creative experiences. Children are 

encouraged to exchange understandings and conceptions of the world as they participate 

in these center activities. By exchanging ideas while interacting with their peers during 

play, misconceptions or misunderstandings are equilibrated into schemata that can be 

used to build more complex thought processes (Piaget, 1962). However, the current trend 

toward more teacher-directed lessons even in some kindergarten and pre-school programs 

do not allow children to create the type of meaningful understandings they might 

construct when engaging in play (Gallagher, 1997).   

Young children convey what they understand about the world around them 

through a system of symbolic representations called the symbolic function (Piaget & 

Inhelder, 1969). Representation, in its broadest sense, is identical with thought (Pulaski, 

1971). Representation can be observed during events in which children engage in 

imitating others writing, drawing, speaking, and playing. Symbolic representation 

involves the use of symbols, such as written letters, drawn figures, objects, or toys, to 
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convey thinking. To understand what children are thinking or what they know, 

individuals must observe and interact with them in ways that facilitate these 

representations. Such interactions do not indicate a replica of the reality; they do, 

however, provide observers with an idea of the ways children understand that reality 

(Pulaski, 1971). 

It is important to understand aspects of the symbolic function include language in 

all forms (oral, written, and standardized conventions of print), pretend play, mental 

imagery, and drawing (Gallagher, 1997).  Therefore, separating and teaching reading and 

writing as isolated skills may be counter productive. Representations through print only 

take on meaning if they are constructed through all aspects of the symbolic function. Too 

often teachers present lessons in directed, arbitrary formats that separate reading, writing, 

and other content areas into isolated skills (Gallagher, 1997) and that do not, or only 

minimally, connect to children’s prior knowledge (Owocki, 1999). Instead, teachers must 

give children opportunities to conceptualize verbal and mental images through speaking, 

drawing, writing, and interacting with objects and other individuals in order to represent 

their knowledge. The process of play provides children with opportunities to construct 

their understanding of the world around them and recreate them in individual contexts.  

 In spite of the research and theoretical support as a valuable if not necessary 

component of learning, the conservative view of play is becoming the reality. Schools are 

eliminating free play and recess and, therefore, may be putting children at risk by stunting 

neurocognitive, physical, social, and cognitive development that is the foundation of 

language and literacy. The conservative approach to play may set children up for 

academic failure (Sutton-Smith, 1997).  
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Purpose and Significance of the Research Report 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between play and 

academic performance for first grade students in one of the three elementary schools in a 

southeastern part of the United States that had eliminated recess. Observations and 

assessments of one academic skill, writing, provided measures of academic performance. 

This quasi-experimental study was designed to focus on empirical findings and more 

clearly identify and describe the relationship between play during recess and academic 

performance as measured by each student’s written products. Research studies examining 

the effects of free play during recess on cognitive, social, and physical development are 

not extensive, and studies of the effects of play and/or recess on academic performance 

are much less extensive. Even fewer studies incorporate a comprehensive review of the 

research literature on specific skills such as writing and recess to the degree of specificity 

as conducted in this study.   

 

 

Statement of the Research Questions 

 This study was designed to examine the effect of recess on children’s use of 

symbols to represent thought as they began to develop literacy skills. Additionally, the 

study was designed to examine the effects of recess on children’s drawings and printed 

letters and words in classroom writing tasks. The following questions guided the study: 

1. To what extent do students who get a recess break before versus after literacy 

lessons write retellings of a story in a complete, clear, and organized fashion as 

determined by scores on a story retelling rubric?  



 

8 

2. How does recess before as compared to after literacy lessons affect children’s 

abilities to demonstrate story comprehension in drawings that convey story 

content and written work that provides evidence of the use of comprehension 

processes such as drawing conclusions, recalling details, inference and 

sequencing events?  

3. How does a recess break before literacy lessons compare to a recess break after 

literacy lessons on total word count, conventional spelling count and total 

sentence count in writing samples? 

 

Definition of Terms 

 Many of the terms used in this investigation may seem ambiguous and thus need 

to be defined in ways that specify how they were used in this study. For clarification 

purposes, the following terms are defined by the author and in some instances, by other 

researchers. In some instances, for purposes of clarification, words that relate to each 

other conceptually are grouped together rather than alphabetically and are listed as 

follows: 

  
Clarity: Bratcher (2000) defines clarity as writing which is understandable and 

informative to outside readers. The writings must contain adequate information to inform 

readers in ways that achieve clarity.  

 Content:  Bratcher (2000) uses the term content to articulate ideas a writer uses to 

express main ideas, details, and completeness of communication about ideas or events 

being discussed in the writing.   
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 Comprehension processes: Within this report, there were four distinct processes 

examined in an effort to determine overall comprehension among participants. These are 

grouped together for clarification: 

  Drawing Conclusions: When participants use the details from the story to 

conclude what was about to happen in the future or state what they understood  based 

upon events of the story, they are demonstrating the ability to draw conclusions. 

  Inference: When participants state details in the retelling that were not 

specifically stated in the story but were implied and thus inferred. 

  Sequencing: Sequencing is defined as evidence in writing samples 

indicating that  the participants put events or attempted to put events from the story in 

order to retell the story. 

  Specific Detail: Specific details is defined as the use of details that were 

specifically stated in the story. 

 

Conventional Spelling: Conventional spelling is a term used to describe any 

spelling of a word that fits a widely accepted pattern of the letters in the word to make 

that word hold the same meaning by anyone with knowledge of that language system. For 

matters of this report, English is the language in which conventional spellings are judged.  

Literacy Development: Language is a complex system of communication that 

develops and is continually refined throughout an individual’s life (Owens, 1988). When 

language is put in a communicative context through reading and writing, the acquisition 

of the skills used to communicate ideas and thoughts through those contexts indicate 

literacy development.  
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 Main Ideas:  Bratcher (2000) dichotomizes main ideas from details by classifying 

main ideas as a synthesis of all relevant details. Details may be relevant or irrelevant to 

the message conveyed. They merely add to the content but may not be clear within the 

structure of the writing. For the purpose of analysis in this investigation, the use of 

specific details that are not synthesized but are directly stated, indicate factual 

comprehension. Therefore, when reporting the results in Chapter 4, the use of specific 

details is separated as an element indicating  comprehension and clarity. The terms 

clarity, content, and structure all work together to build consistency in writing. It is 

through these terms that the writing analyses were conducted in this report. 

 Play: The term play is perhaps the most ambiguous term used in this investigation 

in that it encompasses many rhetorical theories and ideas (see Sutton-Smith’s, 1997, 

Ambiguity of Play, for further examination of the rhetoric of play). For the purpose of this 

study, the term play is defined according to the definition given in Article 31 of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child: [Play consists of] “activities 

which are not controlled by adults and which do not necessarily conform to any rules” 

(Shackle, 2005, p.417). This is not to say that any activity in which children engage while 

not under adult supervision constitutes play. It does however, mean that play consists of 

activities which do not conform to adult-designed or imposed rules meant to organize and 

control the play experience. 

 Recess: The term recess springs from the definition of play by putting the 

construct into context. Recess allows students to participate in activities of their choosing. 

Any unstructured activities including exercise or rest, that are met for children to 

socialize, and use their imaginations constitute recess (Villaire, 2001). In its most basic 
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sense, recess is a break from instructional time. It is a time when children can exercise, 

socialize, and imagine in the classroom. Specifically, recess is about choice of activity 

and interaction. 

Symbolic Representation: This term describes the process of using symbols such 

as letters, numerals, and images to represent ideas or understandings. As children develop 

communication skills, they use symbols to convey what they know to others.  

 Structure: This refers to the organization of a piece of writing (Bratcher, 2000). 

Structure takes clarity a bit further by indicating that structure builds upon order and 

coherence showing a well-developed sequence of ideas. Additionally, structure refers to 

the organization of a piece of writing.  

Word: The term word as a linguistic unit is defined very differently among 

teacher researchers and psycholinguists. What seems to satisfy both groups is the 

understanding that a word is any unit of language that is made up of graphemes 

(symbols) and phonemes (sounds) which carry meaning and can thus be used to form 

phrases and sentences (Papandropoulou & Sinclair, 1974). 

Writing Sample: These are the individual written works of the participants for 

analysis in this investigation. Each writing sample was analyzed for content, structure, 

and clarity.  

Written Symbol: Written symbols are drawings, letters, and numerals within the 

writing sample that can be clearly interpreted by any reader. Written symbols include 

letters combined to form words which are the basis of sentences. These sentences in turn 

represent the thoughts and ideas of the writer. In addition, written symbols also referred 

to pictures drawn by the participants to convey their understandings.  
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Assumptions and Limitations 

  The assumptions and limitations inherent in this research project must be 

addressed to assist interpretation of the results. Those assumptions and limitations are 

listed in the section that follows:  

 1. The participants were unfamiliar with recess as a component of the school day. 

These students attended a school that followed a very structured, regimented schedule 

that offered little opportunity for social interaction. Because recess was a concept with 

which the children in this study were unfamiliar, the effects from this change of routine 

may be considered a novelty reaction. 

 2. The county in which the study was conducted is a high-stakes-testing 

environment, in which the emphasis in the curriculum is placed on test scores and 

academic progress more than developmentally appropriate practices. Special permission 

had to be granted from both the principal and the county curriculum coordinator for play 

to be introduced into the school day.  

 3. The sample size was relatively small due to only one elementary school being 

authorized as a research site which limits generalizability.  

 4. Recess intervention was only able to occur for three weeks, or 15 school days. 

As stated above, special permission had to be obtained by administrators to conduct the 

study, and the limited time was a stipulation for permission.  One observation session day 

was cancelled due to inclement weather; therefore intervention occurred a total of only 14 

days, which is a very short duration for testing the effectiveness of free play during recess 

as a factor affecting cognition and writing. 
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 5. The classroom teachers at the research site daily instructed the student 

participants to write responses to a given prompt as a routine part of instruction. The 

intervention, however, offered the students freedom to write or draw whatever they chose 

so the children often looked to their classroom teacher for guidance on how and what to 

write. Specific instructions were given to the participants to ask questions only of the 

researcher, and the classroom teachers were encouraged to refrain from giving directions.  

Organization of this Study 

 Chapter I presents this preceding overview of the study entitled  An 
 

 Examination of the Cognitive Effects of Recess on First Graders Use of Written Symbol 

Representations. The chapter identifies the historical background regarding the 

elimination of recess from elementary schools within the United States as well as the 

play-literacy relationship. In addition, key terminology and the study’s limitations are 

discussed.   

Chapter II follows with an examination of the literature currently available 

concerning recess and the effects of recess on physical, social, and cognitive outcomes 

for young children. In addition, information is provided on how the symbolic function 

develops and the role that development plays on children’s ability to represent their ideas 

and understandings through writing and drawing. Finally, the connections between play 

and cognitive development are reviewed.  

 Chapter III outlines the methodology used in this study. Explanations of 

experimental measures and data collection methods are detailed. Chapter 3 also provides 

the list of folktales read and the lesson plans used to conduct read-aloud and writing 

lessons implemented for the 14-day treatment period.  



 

14 

Chapter IV includes a synthesis of results. Quantitative and descriptive measures 

and their analyses are presented. Specific discussion concerning measures of clarity and 

structure in writing are addressed and charts and tables are included to represent the 

findings. 

Lastly, Chapter V includes a discussion of the findings as they relate to the 

literature discussed in Chapter II. Implications for the role of recess in elementary schools 

and suggestions for policy changes are explained. The purpose of chapter 5 is to identify 

the implications that result from this study An Examination of the Cognitive Effects of 

Recess on Children’s Use of Written Symbol Representations may have for the field of 

early childhood education and to suggest ways that practices such as recess and free play 

may be implemented in schools to foster the development of young children.
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
“As a rule, we do not respect children. We try to force them to follow us without regard 
to their special needs. We are overbearing with them, and above all, rude and then we 

expect them to be submissive and well-behaved, knowing all the time how strong is their 
instinct of imitation and how touching their faith in admiration of us. They will imitate us 

in any case. Let us treat them, therefore, with all the kindness which we would wish to 
help to develop in them” (Montessori, 1965, p.133).

 
 

The review of the research literature on recess that follows is divided into three 

sections in which the social, physical, and cognitive effects of recess are examined. 

Additionally, the cognitive effects section is followed by two sections which extend 

explorations of literature to additional connections between play during recess and 

cognition and to play as it relates more specifically to development of symbolic and 

written language. The sections are organized by significance to this particular study. This 

organization provides a framework for categorizing and presenting the major empirical 

findings related to recess. In addition to providing an overview of the theoretical and 

empirical underpinnings of recess and free play as a valuable part of the school 

experience, the literature review will also serve as a foundation for additional research 

that is needed to end debates about whether recess should be a part of the elementary 

school day.  
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Physical Effects of Recess 

The disappearance of recess has resulted in decreased time for physical activity 

for elementary school students. Many studies that have been done on the physical effects 

of activity in children deal with the issue of childhood obesity. These studies have been 

aimed at promoting physical well being in children in an effort to carry the attributes over 

to adulthood as well as increasing the quality of life for children and adolescents. Other 

physical disorders, such as developmental coordination disorder, have become areas of 

interest in research on the effects of physical activity in young children.  

 Scruggs, Beveridge, and Watson (2003), for example, conducted a study to 

compare the physical activity levels of fifth-grade students by using heart rate telemetry 

and pedometry during structured physical fitness breaks and recess breaks in which 

students selected activities. The study attempted to measure energy expenditures of fifth-

grade students in an effort to determine where the most physical activity took place. 

Structured physical breaks included interactive games such as kickball and basketball. 

Traditional recess gave students the choice to participate in the games and activities they 

desired. The results indicated that the students’ physical activity was higher during the 

structured fitness breaks for both boys and girls. 

Based on the findings, Scruggs, Beveridge, and Watson (2003) suggested that  

“manipulating the environment during recess and establishing a physical activity focus 

for break periods could encourage higher levels of physical activity” (p. 165). They also 

recognized that “recess breaks may have important developmental and educational 

implications such as providing breaks from cognitive tasks and providing opportunities 

for unstructured peer interactions” (p. 157). These researchers concluded that fitness 
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breaks show promise as a developmentally appropriate means whereby schools can play a 

significant role in having an impact on the physical activity levels for children during the 

school day. 

 Several studies have indicated that childhood obesity has reached epidemic 

proportions and identified the lack of physical activity as the underlying factor in this 

increase (Eliakim, et al., 2002; Reilly et al., 2004; Thorpe et al., 2004). Childhood obesity 

affects 20% to 27% of all children worldwide (Eliakim et al., 2004). In addition, 

childhood obesity has been linked to additional problems in the short term including 

adverse effects on growth, blood pressure, and respiratory conditions like asthma and 

obstructive sleep apnea. The long-term consequences of childhood obesity include 

hypertension, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, gall bladder disease, and osteoarthritis 

(Thorpe et al., 2004). Children who have a body mass index (BMI) 85% greater than  

other children their age are considered overweight, and children with a BMI 95% greater 

than other children their age are considered obese. Reilly et al. (2004) found that children 

with total energy expenditure time of less than 25 minutes per day in physical activities 

are at greater risk for developing childhood obesity. These researchers suggested that all 

children need to engage in moderate to vigorous physical activity for 60 minutes per day 

to combat this condition. On the same vein, Eliakim et al. (2004) noted that the 

prevalence of weight gain results from an imbalance between energy intake and energy 

expenditure, and these researchers concluded that overeating, increased caloric intake, 

increased inactivity, and a growing sedentary lifestyle all contribute to this growing 

health problem. 
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Obesity is not the only condition for which activity is encouraged or prescribed as 

a combatant. Developmental coordination disorder (DCD) is a condition that affects a 

child’s abilities to participate in activities with other children due to poor motor and 

coordination skills. Watkinson (2001) and colleagues have determined that a child 

diagnosed as a DCD victim must show evidence of poor motor coordination and 

interference with activities of daily living that prevent engaging in culturally normal 

activities. These researchers suggested that the most common place and time to evaluate 

children for DCD is during their gross motor activity in school-based time on outdoor 

playgrounds during recess before and after school begins. They also conducted a study in 

which students were observed participating in play activities such as hanging upside 

down on monkey bars, swinging with a partner on a regular swing, playing tag, and 

playing on a tire on the playground. These observations were recorded and then used to 

construct items for questions used in interviews with children that to added self reports as 

data. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with children to determine their feelings 

toward their participation in their outdoor play. Watkinson et al. (2001) found that 

children with DCD were less likely to engage in gross motor activities on the playground. 

Suggestions were made to include children at risk for DCD in classroom activities that 

encouraged peer interactions on the playground thus providing more opportunities for 

their motor coordination to improve.  

The outcome of all these studies has been a call for increased physical activity to 

combat the negative effects of too little physical activity on children’s health. However, 

limited physical activities that may result from limited opportunities for play during 

recess are only a portion of the limitations on children’s growth and development; there 
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are serious repercussions of limiting play and recess on social and cognitive development 

as well.  

 

Social Effects of Recess 

 Investigating the social aspects of recess, Jambor (1995) argued that, “recess is 

one of the few places where today’s children can actively confront, interpret and learn 

from meaningful social experiences” (p. 2). He indicated that experiences during play 

become socially meaningful to the extent that they help children learn to cooperate. His 

arguments drew on the work of Piaget (1965) whose observations showed that children 

also learn to solve problems within their play. Playing games that involve reciprocating 

relationships, such as tag, become potential predictors of the ability to cooperate, and 

they enhance children’s ability to view events from different perspectives. Jambor (1995) 

also commented on the fact that there are diminishing opportunities for children to 

engage in social interactions during the school day, which limits the experiences that 

advance social development. Delving into brain anatomy and physiology, he further 

suggested that without significant opportunities to build synapses within these social 

contexts, children lose valuable cognitive opportunities to build synaptic connections.  

 Jambor (1995) stated that many teachers, administrators, and parents consider 

recess wasted time because they believe recess is peripheral to children’s learning 

experiences and that students learn best in school when they focus on basic skills and stay 

on task. This type of curriculum is weighted heavily towards cognitive development. 

However, it is important to remember that during the early years of a child’s life, social 

development is intertwined with cognitive and physical development. Practices such as 
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isolated seating, silent lunch, and quiet lines traveling to and from places within the 

school, leave little or no time for children to interact with each other; without the 

opportunity to exchange viewpoints, children remain in an egocentric state of being 

(Jambor, 2000).  The developmental benefits that play situations provide, work to further 

neurological development in all areas (Frost, Brown, Sutterby, & Thornton, 2004).  

 However, there is nothing wrong with designing curriculum that promotes 

cognitive gain. As Pelligrini and Glickman (1989) pointed out, the curriculum must be  

re-evaluated when the emphasis on the cognitive domain becomes so overwhelming that 

children’s other developmental domains, including social development become stifled.  

 In an effort to examine links from recess and social development to cognition, 

Pellegrini (1995) conducted a study in which kindergarteners were observed over the 

course of a year during their recess periods. From these observations, Pellegrini reported 

that children who took advantage of opportunities to initiate interactions with peers not 

only scored higher on standardized tests such as the Georgia Criterion Referenced Test 

(GCRT), but also had higher levels of social competence. On the other hand, those 

children who more often participated in adult initiated interactions not only scored lower 

on the achievement tests, but also seemed to lack the social skills to interact with their 

peers with the play arena. Pellegrini also found that object play was a significant 

predictor of performance on the math portion of the GRCT.  He concluded that these 

findings were “consistent with Piagetian (1970) theory and the curricular work of Kamii 

and DeVries (1978)” (1995, p.93). These results implied that recess, or unstructured play, 

provide children with the opportunities to react in more socially competent ways with 
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adults and peers while building necessary connections to support learning of academic 

material.  

 Barbour (1996) conducted a study of children during recess to examine the 

relationship between social acceptance and physical competence; the latter was defined 

as the ability to succeed in meeting particular situational demands in the motor realm. 

Barbour (1996) examined peer relations among kindergarteners and second grade 

children with high or low motor skills as demonstrated by more or less coordination, 

strength, and physical maturity. In this study, the researcher used behavioral observations 

on the playground during recess because that was when children were able to engage in 

self-initiated, self- structured play free of adult intervention. Based on the actions 

observed during the study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 

participants to ascertain the attitudes and perspectives of these children during the recess 

periods.  

 The results of Barbour’s (1996) study indicated that children, particularly boys, 

with higher physical competence were more socially accepted than their less physically 

competent counterparts. This was attributed to their ability to engage in more types of 

social play such as soccer and other ball games. Barbour also found that girls with higher 

physical competence were more socially accepted than their less physically competent 

counterparts. Girls tended to engage in pretend and dramatic play and used their more 

developed abilities to lead play activities. Barbour (1996) concluded “physical 

competence plays a part in children’s standing in their play groups. This is [due to the 

fact] that physical competence provides one criterion on which social stature is based. 

“Because it is highly valued by peers, it is a means for social recognition” (p. 43). The 
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results of this study indicated that without the opportunities to interact with other 

children, social competence is less likely to be established.       

 Several researchers have examined the effects of intervention strategies on social 

relations during recess periods (Lewis, Colvin, & Sugai, 2000; Lewis, Powers, Kelk, & 

Newcomer, 2002; Nelson, & Smith, 1995). Among the strategies investigated were peer 

mediation, interactive supervision, and school wide behavior supports.  

 Nelson and Smith (1995) conducted a study of second grade boys in which peer 

mediation was used in conjunction with self-evaluation techniques. They posited that 

self-management procedures are well suited for children experiencing problems during 

recess because recess is a period of time that gives children a much needed break from 

their work and opportunities to engage in peer mediation and self management. In 

addition, Nelson and Smith stated that “the underlying premise of self-management 

procedures is congruent with cultural standards of individual self-control of behavior [as 

well as] limiting some of the potential problems associated with externally managed 

behavior modification programs” (1995, p. 2). 

 Based on these suppositions, Nelson and Smith (1995) matched students without 

behavior problems to students who were under behavior plans due to documented 

behavior problems. The researchers then taught students with behavior problems self-

observation, self-recording, and self-evaluating procedures. The researchers then required 

students to make a judgment about their behavior relative to adult standards. Behaviors 

were then externally managed by the researchers and the peer mediators for both 

desirable behaviors and judgments about those behaviors. Finally, the procedures, 
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including the explicit contingencies, were gradually withdrawn when students were 

reliably controlling their own behavior.  

 Nelson and Smith (1995) found that clear changes in recess behavior occurred for 

each student who had been identified originally as a student with behavior problems 

when the self-evaluation procedure was introduced. The rates of negative recess behavior 

decreased as positive recess behavior increased following the implementation of the 

instructional intervention. These rates were maintained through the experimental 

conditions, and difference in the rates of positive and negative behaviors gradually faded 

yielding more positive behaviors. They also found that the introduction of the self- 

evaluation procedure reduced differences in the recess behavior of target students and 

peer partners. The findings suggested that teaching self-evaluation procedures improved 

social behavior of students with a history of behaviors in recess settings where these  

students have very limited access to adult supervision.   

 Lewis, Colvin and Sugai (2000) conducted a study to examine the effectiveness of 

implementing a pre-correction and active supervision strategy to determine the rate of 

reduction of problem behavior observed during recess on elementary school playgrounds. 

In this study active supervision was defined as “behaviors displayed by supervisors 

designed to encourage more appropriate student behavior and to discourage rule 

violations [supervision behaviors], such as moving around, scanning, interacting with the 

students, and reinforcing displays of targeted social skills” (Lewis et al., 2000, p. 110). 

The study was conducted at an elementary school that had an ongoing project aimed at 

improving student behavior. Classroom teachers were already teaching critical social 

skills using verbalizations such as respect others and using preferred names or no name 
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calling when the study began. The researchers implemented the study through three 

phases: First, the teachers reviewed the school rules and recorded social skills specific to 

the playground. Second, playground monitors reviewed school rules and supervision 

expectations. Finally, pre-correction and active supervision were introduced across three 

recess periods at one-week intervals.  

 The data collected by Lewis et al. (2000) indicated that the intervention reduced 

the overall rate of observed problem behavior in unstructured activities during recess. 

The data were encouraging to these researchers because a relatively simple intervention 

was effective in promoting generalized social responding beyond the training setting i.e., 

the classroom, to a more unstructured recess setting that is typically replete with 

challenging behaviors.    

  Building on the theme of prevention and early intervention to reduce behaviors 

and social problems, Lewis et al. (2002) conducted an additional study to evaluate the 

effectiveness of an applied universal positive behavior support [PBS] as an intervention. 

PBS consisted of social skill instruction and group contingencies on the frequency of 

problem behavior displayed by elementary students on the playground. To conduct this 

study, researchers observed students from kindergarten through sixth grade on a 

playground with a blacktop area for games such as basketball and tetherball and an 

activity area with slides and swings. Student groups on the playground during the same 

recess periods were comprised of second and fourth graders, first and third graders, and 

fifth and sixth graders. Kindergarten classes overlapped all of the recess periods 

observed.  
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 The interventions implemented by Lewis et al. (2002) consisted of two 

components: (1) teaching rules, routines and desired behavior, and (2)group 

contingencies. Lessons were designed to define rules, provide examples of the rule, 

model expected behavior, have students practice expected behavior, and review the rules. 

Nine lessons in all were taught; six addressed rules and routines for specific games, and 

three taught desired social skills. Group contingencies consisted of earning elastic loops 

that were carried by playground monitors and given to students when they were observed 

exhibiting appropriate behaviors. The loops were then used by the students to earn extra 

recess, to make things such as jewelry, and to receive candy and other rewards.  

 The overall results in this study by Lewis et al. (2002) suggested that the 

intervention did have an impact on the frequency of problem behavior on the playground, 

especially during the recess periods with combinations of first through fourth graders on 

the playground at the same time. Through a non-intrusive, instruction-based intervention, 

instructors were able to reduce problem behaviors on the playground. “By creating 

contexts in which problem behavior is reduced through positive strategies as opposed to 

punishment, corollary outcomes such as improvements in school climate, teacher 

confidence to address problem behaviors, and a reallocation of resources were observed” 

(Lewis et al., 2002, p. 189). 

 In an effort to establish correlations between the games children play during 

recess and social competence, Pellegrini, Kato, Blatchford and Baines (2002) examined 

the playground games played by kindergarteners across their first year of full day school 

and the implications for social competence of these same children in first grade. Based on 

earlier findings by Blatchford in 1989, Pellegrini et al. (2002) suggested that children 
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who are more facile at games are the leaders who initiate, maintain, and terminate games. 

By affiliating with these game leaders, children may learn valuable social skills and form 

alliances. The researchers proposed that games support interactions between children at 

recess. Even the most rudimentary games can be used as a basis for initial interaction 

between relatively unfamiliar and relatively immature children. After repeated 

interactions in such games, children become more familiar with each other and then can 

interact in other more complex ways.  

 Pellegrini et al. (2002) also hypothesized that games on the school playground at 

recess should predict adjustment in the very earliest school years because game facility is 

an indicator of children’s engagement in one important dimension of the school day. 

Games that are developed by children who make up their own rules at recess represent a 

transition point from the relatively unstructured and peer-oriented regimen of most 

preschools and very early grades in primary schools to the adult structured environment 

in most elementary school classrooms. This reasoning is consistent with the ethological 

models of domain-specific cognition described by Bjorklund and Pellegrini (2000), “the 

playground and first grade classes are relatively similar niches with similar demand 

characteristics; thus competence in one area (the playground) should relate to the 

competence in the other (school, more generally)” (p. 996).  

 Collecting data to investigate their hypothesis, Pellegrini et al. (2002) found that 

boys engaged in significantly more chase games and ball games than girls. However, 

girls exhibited significantly more verbal games and dramatic play games than boys. The 

researchers also found that boys exhibited a more varied repertoire of games than girls. 

With respect to social competence, the researchers found that game leadership did not 
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predict girls’ social competence, but it did predict boys’ social competence. In addition, 

game leadership did not predict girls’ adjustment to first grade, but it did predict boys’ 

adjustment to first grade. The adjustment could be due to girls being less concerned with 

games than boys because games are competitive and the competitive nature of games is 

more in keeping with the hierarchic competitive nature of male peer groups. The results 

confirmed the researchers supposition that the playground is a venue which affords males 

opportunities to engage in locomotor and competitive activities. 

 The results from this study by Pelligrini et al. (2002) indicated that child-

governed games played freely at recess are implicated in male children’s social 

competence and adjustment to first grade. Although this study did not examine the 

correlations between kindergarten girls engagement in verbal games and dramatic play 

during recess and their social competence and adjustment in first grade, the results 

indicated that girls still benefit from the social interaction and dramatic play opportunities 

during recess; however, with girls, this study found no direct link to these play 

opportunities and social competence in first grade. The finding that children’s social 

competence develops in the context of interacting with their peers is especially important 

as all children, both boys and girls, are rapidly losing opportunities to interact with peers 

during recess due to policies and school facilities that allow no time or space for recess 

during the school day.  

 As the research has shown, social competence, peer mediation, opportunities to 

participate in games with rules, building relationships with peers, and learning basic rules 

of getting along with others are only some of the benefits that recess provides to all 

children. In addition, trends such as isolated seating, silent lunches, structured play 
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through games or centers without benefit of choice may be contributing to a generation of 

children who are lacking in basic social competence and interaction skills (Jambor, 

2000). 

 

Cognitive Effects of Recess 

 There have been numerous studies examining the effects of symbolic as well as 

active or physical play on cognitive development in young children (Blakeslee, 1997; 

Gardener, 1993; Roskos & Christie, 2001; Sylwester, 1995). However, there are few 

studies that directly identify recess as a factor affecting cognitive development. 

Developmental theorists such as Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1966), however, spent 

considerable time observing children and drawing theoretical hypotheses about the link 

between play and cognitive development.  

Piaget (1962) described play as a process of assimilating and accomodating new 

knowledge into an existing knowledge base. Specifically, he discussed the role of 

phenomenism, representations imbued with causal properties, and egocentrism, the 

inability to see the perspectives of others, in this assimilation process. He pointed out that 

these two attributes are “undissociated aspects of elementary consciousness and distinct 

of experimental objectivity and rational deduction” (p. 162), meaning that children see 

the world as they choose to see it; not necessarily the way others see it. This being so, 

children’s play is the primary process through which the phases of this progressive 

differentiation occurs. When assimilation and accommodation are dissociated and not yet 

reintegrated into a more permanent equilibrium, the levels of operational and rational 

thought are not yet complementary. Play contributes to the integration of the 
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understandings that can be assimilated and provides for the misunderstandings that must 

be accommodated in order to advance knowledge in a way the child can understand. 

Vygotsky (1966) considered the impact of social interactions on a child’s play and 

development and saw the two as inseparable. He described play as the leading facilitator 

of development in young children and the means by which children learn to think 

abstractly and impose arbitrary meaning on objects and actions.  

In most cases, recess, if it exists, provides the only time in the school day during 

which students can engage in play, as it is defined by Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1966), 

and benefit from effects that play has on cognitive and social development. Many current 

research studies and recommended practices in the field of early childhood and 

elementary education that relate to play and support recess have been based on these 

theoretical foundations ( Frost, Wortham and Reifel, 2004; Jambor, 2002; Jarrett, 

Maxwell, Dickerson, Hoge, Davies, and Yetley, 2001; Pellegrini and Bjorklund, 1997; 

Pellegrini and Smith, 1993). 

The studies that have been conducted to examine the effects of recess on 

children’s cognitive performance include one undertaken by Pellegrini and Bjorklund 

(1997). In explaining the rationale for this study, the authors claimed that young children 

do not process information as effectively as older children due to the immaturity of their 

nervous systems and their lack of experiences. They stated that these factors render 

children unable to perform higher level cognitive tasks with the same efficiency as older 

children and adults. They go on to suggest that policy makers should consider the 

developmental level of the child when evaluating the rigor of the curriculum. Educators 

can do little to hasten the maturation of attention skills, but they can do much to foster 
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maximum attention from children through developmentally appropriate curriculum 

design, classroom structure, and organization of school schedules. 

 Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1997) insisted that recess should not be viewed simply 

as an opportunity for recreation, having little to do with academic attainment. Rather, 

they posited that recess plays a critical role in fostering attention skills in children. They 

argued that young children, in particular, need recess due to their limited information-

processing skills and the greater cognitive effort they must apply to their studies. These 

researchers suggested that due to the cognitive immaturity of young children, the 

unstructured nature of recess may minimize cognitive interference, or the inability to 

understand multiple sources of information at one time.  

Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1997) have published results of numerous research 

studies they have conducted as support for their position that recess provides needed play 

and breaks during cognitively demanding tasks, thus facilitating children’s attention to 

subsequent classroom tasks. They found that children’s social interaction and physical 

activity at recess were positively and significantly correlated to their attention to task 

after recess. Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1997) used the distributed practice hypothesis to 

explain their results. They claimed that distributed  practice of cognitively oriented tasks 

over time, rather than massed practice with long stints of skill and drill at one time, 

affords children the opportunities they need to attend to cognitively oriented tasks and 

process information in more developmentally appropriate ways.  

In another article, Pellegrini  and Smith (1993) discussed implications of research 

on play for education and child development. They pointed out that many school systems 

and even states have made changes in policy and eliminated recess because of the debate 
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over the role of recess in the curriculum. Pellegrini  and Smith (1993) cited arguments by 

education policy makers claiming that recess detracts from instructional time in an 

already crowded school day. These authors described arguments offered by policy 

makers interested in increasing academic performance, especially as indicated by 

standardized tests scores, that call for the elimination of recess. Proponents of no-recess 

policies pointed out that recess, often arbitrarily placed in the school schedule, disrupts 

children’s sustained work patterns and encourages children’s aggression and antisocial 

behavior on the playground.  

Pellegrini and Smith (1993) disputed this claim by stating “that children are more 

active in spacious, compared with restricted, environments” (p. 54), and increased 

activity does not necessarily lead to increased aggression. However, they found that 

correlations between social interaction and cognitive performance tends to indicate that 

social activities during play have important cognitive implications. The fact that 

children’s play is not only imitative but also creative suggests that play and its absence 

may have profound effects on children’s development of cognitive and academic 

knowledge and skills (Pellegrini & Smith, 1993). 

Jarrett, Maxwell, Dickerson, Hoge, Davies, and Yetley (2001) conducted a study 

to determine the effects of recess on classroom behaviors, specifically the ones they 

classified as working, fidgeting, and listlessness. In this study, the authors measured 

children’s attention to task activities such as seatwork and direct instruction activities 

during periods of group work in the classroom. Two groups were used for the study. One 

group was given a 20-minute recess period, and the other group was denied recess. In the 

group without recess, students were on task 85% of the time and fidgety 16% of the time. 
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Conversely, the group with recess was on task 90% of the time and fidgety only 7% of 

the time. There was no difference in listless behaviors between the two groups. 

In this study, Jarrett, et al. (2001) suggested that recess affected children’s 

attention to task behavior and had what the authors termed a renewing effect. This 

renewal allowed the children to pay closer attention to teaching-learning tasks after being 

allowed the opportunity to have a break. In addition, the authors concluded that children 

in both classes were less on task and more fidgety when denied the recess break and 

suggested that children think and work less efficiently when engaged in long periods of 

uninterrupted instructional time. Armed with these findings, the researchers advised that 

educators could more effectively use instructional time in the classroom by allowing 

recess within the context of the school schedule.  

 
Additional Connections Between Play and Cognitive Development 

In their review of the play research, Pellegrini and Bjorklund (1996) determined 

that young children can be taught skills usually acquired much more easily by older 

children.  However, the authors cautioned that skill and drill instruction for young 

children fails to provide necessary opportunities for children to reflect on the content 

presented. Without those necessary interactions with others with which to equilibrate 

information, retention of information is unlikely. However, the idea that young children 

can retain information presented in skill and drill formats gives administrators and policy 

makers the impression that more directed instruction results in enhanced cognition for 

young children as well; if older children can do it, then with sufficient training, the 

younger children should be able to do it, too. The notions that young children are capable 



 

33 

of the same types of learning and retention as older children and that with more direct and 

intensive instruction they can accomplish these learning goals earlier go against child 

development theory and practice; however, these notions drive efforts to abolish recess 

and play from the school day.  

In spite of the theory and research supporting play, many educational policies are 

based on the premise that play is not necessary and many adults who make educational 

policy decisions have great anxiety concerning the frivolity of children’s play. Treating 

play and recess as something frivolous has added momentum to the movement toward 

adults organizing the kinds of play experiences through which children are expected to 

develop properly. As Sutton-Smith (1997) points out, it is through this lens that many see 

recess as unnecessary and as a potentially unproductive part of the school day. 

Arguing the counter position that recess is not only a productive but also a 

necessary part of the school day, Frost, Wortham, and Reifel (2004) summarized research 

that establishes play as an essential component of child development. They reviewed a 

large and long standing body of evidence which indicates that play strongly promotes 

cognitive (Gardener, 1993;Sylwester, 1995), language (Blakeslee, 1997; Long, 1997), 

social (Brownlee, 1997; Hartup, 1992), emotional (Begley, 1997; Goleman, 1995; 

Landreth, 1991), and physical (Angier, 1992; Underwood & Plagens, 1997) development,  

and they drew upon these research findings on effects of play across all these domains to 

challenge the argument that play is superfluous. 

In addition, Frost et al. (2004) and others have begun to explore research in 

cognitive neuroscience that provides a biological foundation for arguing that play is 

necessary and not frivolous. Neuroscientific evidence indicates that play is a natural, 
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necessary, and synergistic force in the development of young children (Frost et al., 2004; 

Clements & Fiorentino, 2004; Gardner, 1993; Jarrett, 2002; Shore, 1997). Before children 

are born, their brains are pre-wired with billions of neurons that transmit and receive 

electrochemical signals. Each of these neurons contains one axon and one dendrite. In 

order for learning to take place, a connection must be made between the axon of one 

neuron to the dendrite of another. This connection, or synapse, is essential for learning 

and development to take place. However, young children have the capacity to create 

thousands more synapses than they will need in a lifetime, but the ability to make 

synaptic connection decreases and with age. This process of discarding unused synapses, 

called pruning, is a lifelong process. Without the opportunities to create synapses while 

the ability is present, the less likely the synapse will form later (Jambor, 2000). 

 Therefore, the choices children make and choices that are made for children not 

only have the potential to enhance synaptic growth at early stages of development, but 

they may also affect pruning at later stages. The most practiced activities in children’s 

daily lives are likely to be the synapses that survive the brain’s natural pruning process 

(Bergen, 2000). Only those connections which are consistently used and applied to other 

information are retained. Therefore, these connections are ones that become stronger and 

that are maintained.  

Because the formation of synapses is at its peak during the early childhood years, 

acquiring information and engaging in all types of cognitive and affective learning 

experiences during that time is of critical importance. If some experiences are not had 

early, the opportunity to create lifelong learning connections is lost (Frost, Brown, 

Sutterby, & Thornton, 2004). During the first years of life, it is the amount of playful 
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activity that may or may not contribute to differences in brain development and human 

functioning (Frost et al., 2004). Children’s experiences during play greatly influence the 

synapses that form and remain in the brain; these in turn serve as the neurological 

foundation for cognitive, social, and emotional development (Frost et al., 2004).  

Activities such as pretend play, games involving problem solving, critical thinking, and 

social interaction all contribute to the development of synaptic connections and brain 

development (Frost et al., 2004). 

 Dockett (1998) conducted a study to examine how children used pretense play to 

construct understandings of representational “theory of mind” (p. 109). In this study, 

children were given opportunities to play with objects that were both accurate 

representations of themselves and those that were more symbolic. Based on these 

observations, children were then taught to engage in shared pretense play using both 

kinds of objects. The findings were that children who were trained showed more complex 

forms of play and a greater understanding and use of symbolic representations. These 

subjects shared perspectives and understandings that might then be internalized by 

individuals within their group. Dockett stated, “within play, interactions with others 

provide guidance, modeling, opportunities for imitation, opportunities to experiment with 

developing understandings, and strategies to take into account the differing views and 

perspectives of others” (1998, p. 113).  

 Recently, Christie (1980) reviewed studies from three decades that explored the 

relationship between children’s cognitive development and play. One study by Durrett 

and Huffman in 1968 found that there were significant correlations between children’s 

playfulness and measures of divergent thinking. Some of the studies also indicated that 
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playfulness was associated with creativity as well as divergent thinking. Christie (1980) 

also examined an experimental study looking at relationship between play and problem 

solving abilities. He reviewed a study by Dansky and Silverman (1977) that investigated 

the effects of play on problem solving. These findings indicated that giving children 

opportunities to play with objects led to increased performance on problem solving and 

corroborated with other research showing positive correlations between play and 

divergent thinking and findings that play increased children’s performance on divergent 

thinking tasks that involved the same or similar objects.  

In a classic study examined by Christie (1980), Smilansky (1968) attempted to 

train disadvantaged immigrant children to engage in sociodramatic play, a special 

category of symbolic play in which two or more children adopt roles and interact together 

in connection with a common theme. Smilansky noted that disadvantaged children had 

background experiences needed to engage in sociodramatic play but lacked the 

knowledge of the sociodramatic and representational techniques for translating their 

experiences into play. They could participate in play with their play partners, but could 

not relate personal experiences into a play scheme relating those experiences.  Smilansky 

(1968) found that children needed to learn how to engage in sociodramatic play by 

having the social opportunities, time and materials to participate in this type of play. 

Materials such as dolls, play furniture, and dress up clothing, accompanied by 

interactions with a teacher served as play training, and resulted in greater understandings 

of how children imitated the world around them.   

Through his review of research, Christie (1980) surmised that play facilitates 

young children’s cognitive development and subsequent academic achievement. He 
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addressed the importance of playing with or exploring materials, which may then result in 

creative problem solving on the part of the children. Since children do not have the same 

language structure as adults, they cannot as easily express their understandings of the 

world around them through words. Instead children use symbols such as toys and 

manipulatives to express those understandings to others. Based on his reviews of these 

studies, Christie (1980) recommended that opportunities to play as well as play training 

are essential for cognitive growth in children; especially children of low socioeconomic 

status. 

Effects of Recess on Symbolic and Written Language Development 

 Piaget and Inhelder (1969) discussed the connections children make between the 

social context of language and the concrete operations they are developing and applying 

to create knowledge of their world. They found that when children begin to develop a 

language system, they use combinations of signs and symbols to represent their 

understandings of the world. They identify signs as objects that are “arbitrary or 

conventional” (p. 57). In addition, they identify symbols as objects which do relate or 

connect to the intended meaning. In this way, children conceptualize print first as an 

arbitrary set of signs; without a system in place to interpret them, print remains arbitrary 

and non-meaningful. However, when children begin to use and then put these signs 

together to form words and phrases, the signs then become symbols. Children then use 

these symbols to express meaning in a form of communication.  

  Ferriero and Teberosky (1979) found that writing development in very young 

children initially takes two forms: continuous wavy lines or a series of small circles or 

vertical lines. Initially, children do not conceptualize that, when writing, their marks are 
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not interpretable unless the reader knows the writers intent. In addition, younger children 

see drawing as writing. Ferriero and Teberosky (1979) found that when younger children 

were asked to write began by drawing marks and picture-like images on a page. The 

children added strings of letters that appeared as cursive a’s, e’s, or n’s. When explaining 

these markings to the researchers, the children verbally labeled the picture and indicated 

that the strings of letters were elements of their picture, thus writing (Ferriero & 

Teberosky, 1979).  

 Most children begin their attempts to communicate through symbols that carry 

intent by writing their name. In the beginning stages of writing development, children 

expect the written strings of letters in people’s names to be directly proportional to their 

size. For example, an older and fully grown person’s name should appear longer than that 

of a child because the child is not as old or as big. Children then use this foundation of 

knowledge about how their own names function as symbols to build a written symbol 

language system.    

Flavell, Miller, and Miller (1993) described the role play in symbolic 

representation, young children’s use of symbols to represent their understanding of the 

world around them, and the way they acquire the ability to use these symbols. They 

pointed out that preschoolers have trouble tracking the flow of information to acquire 

intelligence. They posited that play acts as the facilitator for taking the world of mature 

information to the immature mind through perceptual access, within the mind through 

making inferences, and from one mind to another through communication. Throughout 

this process of building meaning and knowledge, children begin use symbols to represent 

their understandings to others. Flavell and his fellow researchers discussed three distinct 
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modes for symbolic representation: representational insight, dual representation, and 

representational specificity.   

Through representational insight, a child uses pictures to convey their 

understandings. For example, they may look at a picture of a man and say daddy even 

though it is not their daddy. The child demonstrates through pictures that he understands 

that there is a man in the picture and that, in the mind of that child, a man is daddy 

(Flavell et al., 1993). 

When they use dual representation, the child is thinking about one thing in two 

ways that the same time. For example, a child may use a model of a doll to represent the 

baby within their family. They act as if the doll is indeed their baby and may give it a 

personality and other human characteristics, but they will leave it in the car or drag it on 

the ground, not treating the doll like a real infant would be treated. The child is working 

out understandings of his world through these actions and understands there are 

relationships between the doll and a real child. But s/he has not worked out the more 

operational understandings of how to care for a real infant (Flavell et al., 1993).  

Finally, Flavell, Miller, and Miller (1993) discussed representational specificity. 

This is when a child comes to the realization that a symbol can represent a specific entity. 

The picture and the doll are no longer just daddy or baby; the picture has to actually be of 

daddy and not just a man. The doll is just a model of something that may be real to them 

one day. It is the understanding that symbols represent many items in our everyday world 

and that as their development occurs and their minds mature, they are able to make these 

distinctions for themselves.  
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But this process of delimiting representational abilities cannot happen unless 

children interact with others and with objects. Without the opportunity to decenter and 

consider the perspectives of others, these models and pictures and what they represent 

will remain static and exactly as the children perceive them. The most appropriate way 

for this decentration to occur naturally is through play (Flavell, Miller & Miller, 1993).  

Summary 

Throughout the past few decades much research has been done to investigate the 

effects of recess and free play activities on children’s physical, social, and cognitive 

development. However, despite the research conducted in these areas, recess and free 

play continues to be eliminated from school days across the country.  

The purpose of this study was to determine whether children who engage in 

recess and free play before and after instruction and practice aimed at cognitive outcomes 

demonstrate differences in cognitive performance, specifically as manifested in their use 

of drawings and symbols in written products related to story content they heard and 

discussed in a read-aloud lesson. The main research question for this study asked: Do free 

play opportunities before or after read-aloud lessons and writing sessions lead to greater 

evidence of cognitive performance as indicated by written representation?  
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHOD 
 

 “Education is not simply a technical business of well-managed information processing, 
not even a matter of applying ‘learning theories’ to the classroom or using the results of 
subject centered ‘achievement testing.’ It is a complex pursuit of fitting a culture to the 

needs of its members and its members and their ways of knowing to 
the needs of the culture.” (Bruner, 1971, p. 43 ).  

 
 
 This chapter presents the methodology used in this investigation of the effects of 

play during recess on first graders written work. First, an overview of the study is 

presented, and then a demographic description of the sample and setting is provided. 

Then instruments used to collect the data are discussed, and a discussion of the research 

design follows. Finally, the chapter concludes with a description of the procedures used 

to administer the treatment and collect data for the statistical analysis. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between play and 

academic performance for first grade students in an elementary school in the southeastern 

part of the United States that had eliminated recess. Observations and assessments of one 

academic skill, writing, provided measures and indicators of academic performance 

between groups as well as over time. This quasi-experimental study was designed to 

focus on empirical findings and more clearly identify and describe the relationship 

between play during recess and academic performance as measured by each student’s 

written products. 
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Statement of the Research Questions 

 This study was designed to examine the effect of recess on children’s use of 

symbols to represent thought as they began to develop literacy skills. Additionally, the 

study was designed to examine the effects of recess on children’s drawings and printed 

letters and words in classroom writing tasks. The following questions guided the study: 

1. To what extent do students who get a recess break before versus after literacy 

lessons write retellings of a story in a complete, clear, and organized fashion as 

determined by scores on a story retelling rubric?  

2. How does recess before as compared to after literacy lessons affect children’s 

abilities to demonstrate story comprehension in drawings that convey story 

content and written work that provides evidence of the use of comprehension 

processes such as drawing conclusions, recalling details, inference and 

sequencing events?  

3. How does a recess break before literacy lessons compare to a recess break after 

literacy lessons on total word count, conventional spelling count and total 

sentence count in writing samples? 

Overview of the Study 

 This study was conducted to examine the effects of recess before or after literacy 

lessons on children’s use of written symbols. Writing tasks were conducted with two 

groups over a 14-day period.  Participants were given either a short recess period before 

or after a story was read aloud and writing tasks were conducted. During the recess 

period, participants were given opportunities to play freely with toys or objects and 

socialize with classmates. Data were collected in the form of writing samples and 
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analyzed for: 1) productivity using frequency counts for words, conventional spellings 

and sentences, 2) content, clarity, and structure using a retelling rubric and the scores 

derived from it, 3) children’s abilities to demonstrate story comprehension using counts 

for drawings that conveyed story content and evidence of comprehension processes such 

as drawing conclusions, making inferences, and sequencing (see Chapter I: Definition of 

Terms). 

Participants 

Participants were 32 six and seven-year-old first grade children attending the only 

elementary school serving a small town in central Alabama, USA. This school had only 

three first grade classes with approximately 12 children in each. Participants were 

recruited from all three first grade classes within the school (see Appendix A). Special 

permission was given to the researcher to conduct the study for a 15-day period only (see 

Appendix B). The school was required by district policies to adhere to a curriculum and 

schedule which had to be directly instructional in nature. Therefore strict adherence to 

time constraints was required as a condition for conducting the study.  

 Participants were recruited by having teachers send a letter explaining the 

purposes and procedures for the study and an informed consent form (see Appendix C) 

home with all of the first graders in the school. Only students who returned forms with 

signatures from parents or guardians giving permission for participation were invited to 

be a part of this research project. For each of the tests or activities included in this study, 

children were given the opportunity to personally assent to participation. Of the 33 

students, 29 were African American, three were Hispanic, and one was Caucasian. All of 

these students were given the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-IIIA) and all but 
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one was assigned to one of the two treatment groups. There were seven boys and nine 

girls in Group A, Recess Before Lessons, and eight boys and eight girls in Group B, 

Recess After Lessons. 

 After viewing the results of the PPVT-IIIA and the baseline writing samples, one 

child who was an English Language Learner (ELL) was not included as a participant 

because his scores on the PPVT-IIIA indicated that his English language proficiency was 

not sufficient to understand or complete the tasks. This child was not assigned to either 

treatment group. 

In this school, the curriculum required the classroom teachers to engage children 

in representational writing practice everyday. The writing samples collected from 

students who had informed consent and participated in this study were available as 

evidence that this curriculum requirement had been met, and they were used as data that 

were analyzed to produce results for this study.  

For the three students who did not return consent forms as well as the ELL 

student who did not participate, their teachers and the principal requested that they stay 

outside during the first recess period and come inside during the second recess period. 

These children did not participate in either treatment; however, they were given paper 

and pencil and permitted to draw or write if they chose. Their writings were not used as 

data in this study, and their papers were used by the classroom teachers as evidence that 

they also had classroom time to practice representational writing as was required by the 

curriculum.  
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Setting 

The study was conducted at a rural school in the southeastern United States that 

included kindergarten and grades one through twelve on the same grounds but in 

different buildings. The entire school received Title 1 funding from the federal 

government because of the high percentages of low socio-economic status students who 

received lunch for free or at reduced fees. The school was located within a county system 

that abolished recess several years ago. According to Mr. Eddie Clark, Coordinator of 

Special Education programs and Elementary Curriculum for this system, there had been a 

no recess policy in this county for over 8 years. The students functioned according to a 

structured schedule each day of the school year. Each minute of the day had to be 

accounted for and documented in the teacher’s lesson plans and put on file in the school’s 

office. There was no flexibility in the routine. Except for lunchtime, the children attended 

classes conducted by teachers using direct instruction methods and materials from 7:30 

a.m. until 2:45 p.m. daily. All students were permitted one 35-minute block of time each 

day with a certified teacher for Physical Education that included instruction and 

assessment on rules and procedures for games and sports activities in the school 

gymnasium. There was a playground on the school grounds but it was used only as a 

reward for good behavior in Physical Education and occasionally as a Fun-Friday 

activity. 

Instruments 

Prior to treatment, each child was given the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 

(PPVT-IIIA) to determine basic language ability. It was important to have a measure of 

language development that could be used to assess vocabulary word knowledge and 
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language development prior to treatment in order to evaluate equality between treatment 

groups. The PPVT-IIIA provided the researcher with this information as well as 

providing a baseline to ensure all participants would be able to understand the stories read 

and the instructions needed to complete the writing tasks. 

Participants were given a preliminary writing task that was similar to those given 

during the treatment. These writing samples were used to determine the children’s 

conception of written language and how that is derived from an oral language activity. 

These preliminary writing samples provided the researcher with additional knowledge of 

any English language deficiencies or limitations prior to the implementation of the 

treatment. 

 During the treatment, students participated in literacy lessons in which they heard 

and responded to multicultural folktales that came from an anthology of children’s 

literature (Lippert, 1993) specifically designed for first and second grade students. The 

researcher, prior to conducting the literacy lessons, read the stories to be shared to 

determine appropriate language and content. Table 1 includes the story read, questions 

asked as prompts, and vocabulary highlighted for writing samples for each day of the 

treatment. 

Common terms were substituted for vocabulary that was deemed difficult or so 

unfamiliar that students would not be able to readily understand the meaning. For 

example, the term mademoiselle in the story “The Banza,” was substituted with the term 

miss. Each day one folktale was read to the children, and one open-ended question was 

asked. Participants could respond to the question in written sentence form, in pictorial 

form, or both.  
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Table 1: Story, Questions, and Vocabulary 
Study Day Story Read Question Asked Vocabulary 

Reviewed 
Preliminary Day “The Clever 

Earthworm” 
What was your 
favorite part of the 
story? 

No vocabulary 
reviewed- the word 
copiously omitted 

Day 1 “The Upside Down 
Farm” 

What do you 
remember about the 
story? 

dawn- very early 
morning 

Day 2 “Cooperation” Why did the birds 
work together? 

quail- a small bird; 
quarrelling- arguing 

Day 3 “Why we have Dogs in 
Hopi Villages” 

What did the dogs 
do? 

mesa- a flat land 
with steep edges 
that some Native 
Americans build 
villages upon; kiva- 
a gathering place 

Day 4 “How the World Got 
it’s Wisdom” 

Why did the spider 
want all the wisdom 
for himself? 

tortoise- a land 
turtle; hare- a 
rabbit; gauze- a thin, 
see through material 

Day 5 “The Golden Touch” What did King 
Midas learn about 
loving gold? 

yearned- wanted or 
longed for 

Day 6 “Mt. Baker and the 
Great Flood” 

What happened to 
the Squamish 
people? 

Squamish people- a 
tribal people much 
like Native 
Americans; 
guardians- adults 
who watch out for 
children 

Day 7 “The Banza” How did the Banza 
protect Cabree? 

Banza- a small 
string instrument 
like a guitar; 
ferocious- growling 
and scary; 
madamoiselle- 
substituted miss 
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Day 8 “Rumpelstiltskin” Why did 
Rumpelstilstkin 
want the queen’s 
child? 

miller- a person who 
grinds grain into 
wheat 
 
 

Day 9 “The Monkey and the 
Crocodile” 

Who was more 
clever, the monkey 
or the crocodile? 
Why do you think 
so? 

clever- very smart 
and tricky; figs- a 
small fruit 

Day 10 “Kuratako the Terrible” Why was Kuratako 
so terrible? 

spinning wheel- a 
wooden machine 
used for spinning 
yarn; bayonets- 
guns with long 
pointed ends 

Day 11 “The Discontented 
Fish” 

Why did the fish 
want to leave his 
small pond? 

haughty- bragging; 
solemn- sad; 
crevice- crack; 
contented-  happy, 
satisfied 

Day 12 “Brother’s Who were 
Both Wise and 
Foolish” 

Why were the 
brothers both wise 
and foolish? 

Scoffed- to think 
stupid of, buffoon- a 
stupid person; 
coppersmith- a 
person who made 
pots and pans of 
copper; spectacles- 
glasses; simpleton- a 
stupid person; 
vessel- a boat 

Day 13 “How Little Owl’s 
Name was Changed” 

Why was the little 
owl considered to be 
good luck? 

Hover- to view from 
above; alighted- to 
land softly 
 
 

 
Day 14 

 
“Momotaro, the Peach 
Boy” 

 
Why did the animals 
refer to Momotaro 
as “My Lord” after 
the battle of the 
ogres? 

 
fagot (of sticks)- 
changed to bundle, 
stout- big, strong; 
millet dumplings- 
boiled dough like 
oatmeal; pheasant- 
a bird 
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After the completion of each story, the researcher reviewed the events in the story 

to help children with comprehension. Each child was then given a blank sheet of paper 

and a sharpened pencil with an eraser and asked to respond any way they wished. All 

children were encouraged to record responses to the question asked. One of the three 

classroom teachers remained in the classroom as an observer to monitor time spent on 

each task as well as ensuring the consistency of instruction. The researcher and teacher-

observer then collected responses and recorded an identification number on the individual 

writing sample for that day. Students who chose not to participate on a given day were 

noted.  

After all data were collected, writing samples were evaluated for productivity 

using a checklist to provide for total word count, conventional word count, and total 

sentence count. An example of the checklist is in the appendix (see Appendix D). 

An adapted retelling rubric (Moss, 1997) was used to evaluate student’s responses 

for content, clarity and structure. This rubric had to be adapted from its original form to 

add a section for no response. The original was designed to evaluate children’s retellings 

by describing criteria indicating a range of comprehension from the lowest level to very 

detailed, clear and organized retellings. As there were several children who were unable 

to write according to the criteria of the original rubric, it was adapted to include a section 

for no response.  

The rubric was used to provide scores indicating a wide range of responses from 

very incomplete retellings of events in the stories, to providing poor or irrelevant 

information to full use of main ideas as well as details, or at the highest level, to sequence 
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of events in correct order and summarize most of the material. An example of this 

adapted rubric is found in the appendix (see Appendix E). 

Research Design 

The treatment site had a total of three first grade classrooms. Due to the small 

number of possible participants and ethical concerns of denying the treatment to produce 

a control group, the design chosen for this study was quasi-experimental. According to 

Goodwin and Goodwin (1996), the quasi-experimental design was appropriate due to the 

ability to administer only one pre-measure for both groups as a relevant index with which 

to determine the equivalence of all subjects prior to the start of treatment in addition to 

the absence of a control group for a true experimental design. The quasi-experimental 

design enabled all participants the opportunity to participate in the recess period as well 

as listen to the stories read by the researcher. No participant was denied any possible 

benefits of the research study.  

Based on participant’s PPVT-IIIA scores, students were equally matched and 

assigned to treatment groups using a number generator and electronic sorter. In addition, 

groups were reviewed for gender, average age and number of children from each 

classroom teacher to ensure equal distribution of these factors within and between the 

groups. Sixteen children were assigned to each group. These children were given the 

opportunity to choose not to participate in the treatment implemented by the researcher 

every day of the study. One child chose not to participate and was excluded from the 

treatment group. He remained with the classroom teacher during the treatment time. His 

data was eliminated from the study; thus, the number of participants was 15 in one group 

and 16 in the other.  
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Procedure 

Stories were read by the researcher from a read-aloud anthology of multicultural 

folktales (Lippert, 1993). Read-alouds lasted approximately three to five minutes per day. 

Treatment Group A was given a 15-minute recess before being asked to respond to 

questions from stories read aloud by the researcher. Treatment Group B was asked to 

respond to the same questions before being allowed to participate in the recess period. 

Each group was allowed a minimum of 10- minutes to write after listening to the stories 

and 15- minutes to play with a five-minute exchange between the two environments for a 

total of 30- minutes of treatment per day. Classroom teachers and student interns 

supervised children on the playground while one of the classroom teachers remained in 

the classroom to serve as a teacher-observer. The teacher-observer worked with the 

researcher to monitor time constraints, maintain the fidelity of read-alouds, questions and 

directions for responses, as well as provide assistance such as sharpening pencils and 

locating a place to work to the children in both groups.  

 Group A attended to the writing task after a 15-minute recess period. Group B 

attended to the writing task prior to a 15-minute recess period. Each day, both groups 

were read the same story and asked the same questions. In addition to being written on 

the classroom chalkboard, questions were read to each group of participants both before 

and after the story. Children were instructed to respond to the questions using sentences, 

pictures, or both. Participants were assigned a number for identification purposes, and 

those numbers were recorded to identify each student’s responses on the writing task 

daily. The date was recorded on the writing task for identification as well to 

chronologically order tasks. 
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Each group gathered in the classroom where the literacy lessons took place daily 

at approximately 1:00 p.m. The literacy lessons took place one hour after the Physical 

Education class and immediately following the direct instruction Math lesson. This was 

the daily writing time for all three classes. Group A was allowed to go outside with their 

classroom teachers while Group B remained in the classroom with the researcher and the 

assigned observer for that day. The recess period was exactly 15- minutes with a 5-

minute transition interval for movement from the courtyard to the classroom and vice 

versa. 

Children were read one story from the Children’s Read Aloud Anthology  

(Lippert, 1993) and asked one open-ended question per day. The question was written on 

the board and read before the story and after the story for clarification. Details from the 

story were reviewed quickly to aid comprehension before the writing tasks took place by 

using verbal open-ended questions from the researcher. This was done for both groups.  

The children were provided with a blank sheet of paper and a sharpened pencil 

each day to record their responses. Several of the children who were students in the 

classroom where the writing tasks took place used crayons from their desks occasionally 

to emphasize their pictures. The students were permitted the time after the story was 

completed, approximately 10-12 minutes, to write their responses. The classroom 

observer watched the clock daily for accuracy in timing. The entire literacy lesson lasted 

15 minutes. 

Two days were allotted for pre-testing with the PPVT-IIIA and 15-days were used 

to collect writing samples including the baseline sample. No additional post-testing 

measures were used. 
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Analysis 

A rubric for scoring writing samples was adapted from a retelling rubric 

developed by Moss (1997). The rubric was used to evaluate the information contained in 

daily writing samples. Each day of attendance, the participants were assigned a numerical 

score for the writing sample on the retelling sample in order to quantify results. If a child 

chose not to participate in the literacy lessons, the child was given a score of zero on the 

rubric. A score of zero for non-participation was not averaged into the total group mean; 

the zero score was excluded from any analysis and was not factored into any analysis. 

Each sample was then analyzed using the checklist for productivity to measure the 

numbers of words, sentences, and conventional spelling. Each day of attendance 

participants were assigned a numerical score for each factor on the checklist and a score 

for the written retelling quantify results. If a child chose not to participate in the literacy 

lessons, the child was given a zero for the productivity checklist and for the written 

retelling rubric score. However, a zero was not averaged into the overall group mean; the 

score of zero simply eliminated these scores from the statistical analyses. 

Independent samples t-tests were used to compare the scores of each factor 

between the two groups. Data from rubric assessment of writing samples were analyzed 

and are reported in the results section. Additional data regarding the daily productivity 

between the subjects is also presented in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESULTS 
 

“You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year of 
conversation” Plato (427 BC - 347 BC). 

 

 This chapter presents the results of this quasi-experimental investigation into the 

effects of timing for recess, either before or after literacy lessons, on students’ amount of 

writing, comprehension processes, and use of symbols in written responses to folktales 

read aloud. The data  answered the following questions: 

1. To what extent do students who get a recess break before versus after 

literacy lessons write retellings of a story in a complete, clear, and 

organized fashion as determined by scores on a story retelling rubric?  

2. How does recess before as compared to after literacy lessons affect 

children’s abilities to demonstrate story comprehension in drawings that 

convey story content and written work that provides evidence of the use of 

comprehension processes such as drawing conclusions, recalling details, 

inference and sequencing events?  

3. How does a recess break before literacy lessons compare to a recess break 

after literacy lessons on total word count, conventional spelling count and 

total sentence count in writing samples?
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 The chapter begins with a description of the quantitative analysis for data used to 

determine the effects of timing for recess on four specific categories of writing products 

which are discussed in detail throughout this section. The following section presents the 

analysis of descriptive data and detailed information on the measures obtained for these 

variables. 

Data Analysis  

 Data collected from the writing samples were analyzed using conservative 

Independent Samples T-Tests and a One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to 

compare the means of the groups across the four variables: total words, conventional 

spellings, total sentences, and  written retellings. To guard against Type I error, a very 

conservative alpha level of .01 was set for determining statistical significance of T-Test 

results. Analyses using the T-Tests and ANOVA produced the same results so the 

outcome and statistically significant differences will be reported for the Independent 

Samples T-Tests. A doctoral student in English Education assisted the researcher by 

analyzing selected writing samples under the same criteria as the researcher to establish  

inter-rater agreement among scores for the outcomes measured. Originally five areas 

were measured: Total Count of all words used, Conventional Spellings of all words used, 

Non-Conventional Sentences used, Conventional Sentences used, and a Written Retelling 

score as defined by an adapted retelling rubric (Moss, 1997). However, after initial 

analyses were discussed, it was determined that Non-Conventional Sentences and 

Conventional Sentences did not need to be dichotomized as two separate entities for the 
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research questions addressed in this study, and those scores were then combined into a 

total sentence count. 

 To measure inter-rater agreement, both the researcher and the doctoral student 

who assisted with the analyses rated the data from the first, baseline writing samples and 

the samples for the overall highest scoring day Highest Scoring Day (day 8) to determine 

if there was consistency across the ratings done by different evaluators or writing samples 

for each child. Correlations were run using SPSS 12.0. The mean, standard deviations 

and correlations for the initial, baseline writing samples were recorded using Pearson’s r 

and are reported in Table 2. Correlations between the two rater’s scores ranged from a 

high of .999 for total word counts to a low of .879 for counts of number of sentences. 

Table 2 

Correlations Between Baseline Writing Samples 

Researcher’s Scores  Doctoral Student’s Scores

Student Samples (n= 31) 

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Correlation 

Total Word 13.06 9.161 13.00 9.125 .999 

Conventional Sp. 10.68 8.207 10.81 8.134 .997 

Sentences 1.81 1.493 1.58 1.689 .879 

Retelling 1.26 .815 1.19 .703 .957 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Since the correlation between the raters’ total sentence counts was below the .9 level, 

results for the highest scoring day were also examined and correlations for inter-rater 
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agreement were established. The results were statistically analyzed using SPSS 12.0. 

Correlations between scores of the researcher and the doctoral student on day 8 were 

established using Pearson’s r and were recorded and are reported in Table 3. In this case, 

raters’ scores were highly correlated for all four measures with a range of .979 for 

sentence counts and a 1.000 for Written Retelling scores. 

Table 3 

Correlations Between Highest Scoring Day Samples 

Researcher’s Scores Doctoral Student Scores 

Student Samples (n=31) 
 

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Correlation_ 
Total Words 22.16 15.659 22.42 15.972 .998  

Conventional Sp. 18.97 14.930 19.03 15.143 .999  

Sentences 3.45  2.173 3.52 2.379 .979  

Retelling 1.58 .620 1.58 .620 1.000 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

The correlations for evaluations of writing samples on both days were statistically 

significant in all areas at the .01 level in a 2-tailed design. Therefore inter-rater agreement 

was established, and since scores produced by both raters were nearly identical, the 

writing samples evaluated only by the researcher were used in subsequent analyses.  

 After establishing inter-rater agreement, scores for each writing sample were 

entered into SPSS and analyzed as the dependent variables that follow: Total Word (TW) 

Count, Conventional Spelling (CS) Count, Total Sentence (S) Count, and a Retelling 
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(RT) Score based on the Retelling Rubric (Appendix A) adapted from Moss (1997). Each 

of these items was then given a numeric value for count and the numbers were used to 

perform a comparison analysis using Independent Samples T-Tests. Each value yielded 

statistically significant differences. Group statistics for the four variables are reported in 

Table 4: 

Table 4 

Comparison of Recess Timing Between Groups 

 
Variable Recess BeforeLessons Recess After Lessons  

(n) Mean SD (n) Mean SD df t_____ 
TW 15 17.83 6.7 16 10.19 4.53 29 3.739* 

CS 15 13.81 5.73 16 8.37 4.40 29 2.973* 

S 15 2.77 1.11 16 1.60 .060 29 3.666* 

RT 15 1.50 .285 16 1.17 .246 29 3.448* 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

*p<.01 

The alpha level used in the quantitative data analysis was at the .01 confidence level, 

even less than the .05, to guard against Type 1 error (Harris, 1998). All four t-tests met 

these stringent criteria.  

 Total Productivity in the four areas of total word count, conventional spelling 

count, total sentences, and retelling scores were combined for all group members across 

each day and reported in Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4. These figures represent the differences 

between the variables over the course of the 14 days of the study. 

 



 

 

Figure 1 

Total Word Count Per Day Across Groups
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 In Figure 1, the total number of words written per day by both groups was 

combined to obtain a numerical score by group per day. The Recess Before Lessons 

Group showed greater productivity during the days 3, 4, 5, and 6 of the treatment. By day 

7, the Recess After Lessons Group began to make significant progress on their total 

scores for output. Day 8 indicated a dramatic improvement for both groups with a sharp 

decline in productivity on day 9. Only on  day 13, was there a higher score for the Recess 

After lessons Group than for the Recess Before Lessons Group. 

 The story “Rumplestiltskin” was the story read to both groups on day 8. It is a 

possibility that this story was familiar to the children, therefore they were all able to 

respond more productively to it.  
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Figure 2 

Total Conventional Spellings Per Day Across Groups
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 The productivity of conventional spellings is very consistent with productivity of 

total word count. This indicates that not only were the children writing words, most of the 

words they were writing were spelled correctly according to conventions of the English 

language. 
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Figure 3 

Total Sentence Count Per Day Across Groups
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 Productivity in total sentences written shows large differences between the groups 

over the treatment period. Day 8 and day 13 were both still very productive days for the 

Recess After Lessons Group; however, the Recess before lessons Group also wrote many 

sentences to respond to the researcher’s questions on day 3 of the treatment. Consistency 

in productivity levels was much more apparent in the Recess After lessons Group for this 

variable. 
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Figure 4 

Total Retelling Scores Per Day Across Groups
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 Productivity for retellings shows the largest growth for the Recess After Lessons 

Group. The data show both groups gaining in retelling scores for most of the first 8 days 

of treatment. However, after day 8, there was a steady decline for both groups with a 

spike in scores on the last day for the Recess Before Lessons group and a slight increase 

in scores for the Recess After lessons Group on day 12 and day 13 of the treatment.  

   

Evidence of Comprehension Processes 

 In addition to being analyzed for productivity counts, data were analyzed for 

frequency in the areas of use of detail, sequencing, inference, using pictures to support or 
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convey meaning, and drawing conclusions. Identifying these five factors in children’s 

writing helped to present the findings in a holistic context and were indicative of 

comprehension processes being applied to story content and recorded in writings. 

 Students were asked questions (see Table 3 in Chapter III) after the readings that 

provided opportunities to respond using the five components of writing identified as 

evidence of comprehension processes and more complex thinking skills. Several times 

children were not able to convey all of their understandings through written words or 

sentences, and instead used pictures to illustrate additional information and more fully 

show their understandings. For matters of clarification, the Table 5 has been included to 

compare the differences between the groups on each of the five categories assessed in 

writing samples. 

Table 5 

Differences in Comparisons of Evidence of Comprehension Processes 

     Recess Before Lessons Recess After Lessons 
    
      
 Details     60    48 

 Drawing Conclusions   36    11 

 Inference    32    30 

 Pictures    29    1 

 Sequencing    7    1 

 Use of Two Categories  49    6 

 Use of Three Categories  4    0  

____________________________________________________________________ 
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 The children’s responses were often simple details they were able to recall from 

the oral reading of the story. The large numbers in the Details category show that when 

asked to respond to a question regarding the story, most often children typically included 

specific detail to convey their understanding or specifically answer the question which 

was asked. Pseudonyms are used in references to all participants in this report.   

 The story “Mount Baker and the Great Flood” is about a flood that washed out an 

entire tribal village except for two adults and the children of the village who managed to 

escape in a canoe to a mountain top. Mark, of the children in the Recess Before Lessons 

group wrote responses with specific details such as: 

 

“They called the Squamish people. They was living on the land. They was smart.” 

 

The word Squamish was written on the board as part of the unknown vocabulary. Mark 

remembered that the Squamish people lived on the land before the flood came. But he 

took this detail one step further by saying that the people were smart. This statement was 

scored as an inference that the people were smart enough to escape to the top of the 

mountain in a canoe or even realize that the entire tribe could not survive the flood but 

that the children, with the help of two guardians could rebuild the tribe. In comparison, 

Alice, of the Recess After Lessons group said of the same story: 

 

“the people had dided in the water” 
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Alice stated a specific detail from the story; yet, she stopped short of drawing any type of 

conclusion or inference concerning the characters beyond the specified detail. In the same 

story, Shanna, of the Recess After Lessons group said: 

 

 “some of them had dide”  

 

And Dharma of the Recess After Lessons group said: 

 

 “the Squamish peoples dide.” 

 

Only Monica, of the Recess After Lessons group went one step further by adding an 

evaluative opinion to her comments. She said: 

 

“Some of the people had did and some of the people den’t I love that story.” 

 

Monica used two details as well as adding her personal opinion to represent her 

understanding. However, opinions were not counted among the comprehensive processes 

as they were not indicative of actual story knowledge. 

  Sometimes two categories of responses were used in a writing sample from a 

single student for a single story. In addition, the categories Pictures and Drawing 

Conclusions indicated distinct differences between the groups as to how the participants 

responded. For example, several times the participants used pictures to convey specific 

and very clear understandings their verbal writings were not able to represent. For 
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example, the story “Cooperation” is a folktale about a group of birds that must work 

together so not to get caught in the net of a hunter and thus eate. Lamar, of the Recess 

Before Lesson Group, said: 

  

“the bird work togther Becauses they did not want to die” 

 

This fact was implied in the story, but not stated; therefore the participant was given 

credit for inferring this detail. However, in addition to the statement showing he 

understood the purpose for cooperating within the story, he drew a picture with the hunter 

standing, mouth agape, while 3 birds that appear to be caught in a net are smiling and 

flying away. The statement the child made showed that he not only understood the role of 

cooperation in the story, but that he could visually represent it as well.  

 There was an example of the use of two categories from the Recess After Lessons 

group as well. Alexa said: 

 

“The huntr was still picking the net out of the thorn bush. The birds worked together so 

the huntr would not eat them.” 

 

Within the context of the story, the fact that the hunter pulled the net out of the bush and 

the birds had to work together to escape was stated; however, the detail of the hunter 

eating the birds was inferred, so this child received credit for two categories. Although 

both students used two categories in their responses, Lamar’s response visually 

represented his comprehension of the context of the story as well as the content within it.  
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 Additional examples of the use of two categories came from the story of “The 

Discontented Fish.” Sandy, of the Recess Before Lesson Group, was asked to respond to 

a story about a fish who was so superior in thought that he felt too good to remain in his 

small pond with the smaller fish who lived there. The discontented fish swam out to a 

larger pond. Once there, he realized that he was no longer the big fish in the little pond 

but just a small fish among many and he had to fight for his life. The discontented fish 

did make it back to his small pond, but the other fish made him promise to be nice to 

them in order to stay. Sandy responded by saying: 

  

“He was sad he want to be in the tall pond He want to be in the tall pond becus all the fish 

was gon.” 

 

Then she drew a very large fish with a big smile on his face. To the side of the paper 

were three much smaller fish, swimming away from the large fish with the words “fish 

gon” by each one of them. This indicates that although Sandy understood that although 

the fish was unhappy about being in the small pond, when he went to the “tall pond” he 

was still unhappy. Her understanding that the fish wasn’t happy until he was back in his 

small pond with the other little fish shows that she not only comprehended specific 

details but through her pictorial representation, drew the conclusion that when the fish 

returned home to the small pond, he was finally happy. Her writing stated specific details 

while her drawings actually represented her understanding of the fish’s motivation to 

return to his home. 
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 In addition to using two categories to convey understanding, several of the 

children in the Recess Before Lessons Group used up to three categories to convey their 

understanding. In the story “How Dogs Came to Hopi Villages,” 

Samantha responded: 

 

 “The dogs kept the peols from fing. The dogs smoked the poip they tossted it to 

the other dog. The dogs get the food. The man fed the dogs The dogs was friends the 

dogs played well the dogs liked each other” 

 

In her response, Samantha tried to explain how , a young boy in the story went to a 

village of dogs to see if they could help him find a way to keep the people in his own 

village from fighting. The dogs smoked the peace pipe with the boy and told him that he 

would have to find a way to make some of the dogs go back to his village with him. He 

did this by feeding them when they became hungry. When the dogs ate his food, they 

were bound to him and thus had to follow him back to his village. There he gave each of 

the dogs to a villager. The villagers were so happy with their new pets, they stopped 

fighting.  

 Samantha made an attempt to sequence the events of the story. She was given a 

score for drawing conclusions about the dogs playing well and becoming friends because 

those details were not stated as such in the story. She brought out specific details such as 

smoking the peace pipe. And finally she drew a picture of a home. Even if the picture did 

not represent any specific comprehension processes, this child still used a minimum of 

three categories to respond to the question and let the reader know her understanding. 
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There were no responses in the Recess After Lesson group that used any more than two 

categories to represent comprehension processes. 

 The story of “Kuratako, the Terrible” is about a rooster who is raised by an old 

man and an old woman. The rooster eats and eats until one day he eats his owners and 

goes off down the road to eat everything that comes in his path. For this story, Monica of 

the Recess After Lesson group wrote: 

 

 “He ate the grampo I think he was mad becoue he was hogre and I ate peple” 

 

Monica showed that she was trying to figure out why Kuratako would eat those who 

loved him and was given credit for drawing conclusions. By stating that the rooster 

actually ate the grandpa (old man) she earned credit for details as well. But there was no 

picture to support this understanding; there were no additional details that could have 

shown sequencing. She stopped at what happened and why she thought this did indeed 

happen. 

 One of the most interesting findings came from the two children who were 

classified as English Language Learners (ELL) in the groups of participants. They were 

both assigned to the Recess Before Lessons Group. The first child, Robert, wrote very 

extensive responses every day. He counted the number of sentences he wrote. If he did 

not feel he had enough, he continued to write until he ran out of time. For example, “How 

the Spider Got his Wisdom,” related an Ananse tale of how all the stories in the world 

came from one place and the king who possessed those stories was considered the wisest 

of all. On that day, Robert wrote: 
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 “He wanted to be king. 

 He wanted to be ruler. 

 He needs to be a star. 

 He had to have it. 

 He needed to be rich. 

 He wanted a machin. 

 He wants to be a movie star.” 

 

He continued writing the word “He” down the side of the paper to let him know he still 

had things to write. This child seemed to equate more with better. Then at the bottom of 

his paper, under the last “he” Robert drew a spider. The spider had an angry look on his 

face. In the story, the spider was angry because he could not keep the wisdom of the 

world in a jar all for himself. Robert was given credit for Inferring details, Drawing 

Conclusions, and using a Picture to convey meaning. It was noted that Robert was a child 

whom the other children liked to sit close to and he was always talking out his responses 

while he wrote. 

 In contrast, Jessica, the other ELL child in the study, was significantly quieter. 

The first few days of the study, she wrote nothing. Then when she began to write, she 

usually could not read back what she had written. It was impossible to tell if she was 

writing for meaning or because she felt that she had to write something. When her 

behaviors indicated she was getting frustrated by having to write, she was asked to draw a 

picture if she wanted to. The story “How the Little Owl Got His Name” is an Inuit tale 
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about a family who almost froze to death on the ice because some thieves stole their fire 

from their igloo, Jessica listened intently to the story. However, she seemed unsure as to 

what to write. She tried writing a response: 

 

“I hti The hwe mom” 

 

But she drew an igloo with a little girl standing inside with a very sad look on her face. 

She drew a house (a conventional house with sides) beside the igloo, but then erased that 

house and kept the igloo. There was a hole in the top of the igloo, because in the story, 

the eagle flew down in through the hole and got the fire back from the thieves to save the 

family. Jessica understood the elements of the story, even though she was unable to 

represent her understandings through conventional writing using words and sentences.  

 Differences among the children’s responses to all stories were similar to the 

examples described. These descriptive results also indicate distinct differences for all 

variables between the groups as evidenced by data showing that symbolic representation 

and complex understandings were consistently produced more frequently by the children 

in the Recess Before Literacy Lesson group than by the children in the Recess After 

Literacy Lessons Group
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CHAPTER V 
 

LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS 
 

“When a child has lost the ability to play, he is physically dead and a danger to anyone 
who comes in contact with him. It is an intriguing thing, yet most difficult, to assess the 

damage done to children who have not been allowed to play as much as they wanted to.” 
(A.S. Neill, 1960). 

 
 

 The findings in this report are consistent with those produced by research on 

physical, social, and cognitive development and from play studies done over the past 50 

years. In spite of the limitations inherent in this study, the results indicate that several 

conclusions may be drawn about changes in educational policy that need to take place to 

accommodate for recess within the school day.  First, as the results in Chapter 4 showed, 

when given a recess break before literacy lessons, children are more productive and more 

thoughtful with their writings and representations then when children are given a recess 

break after literacy lessons. Second, writings and representations became more 

productive and thoughtful, for both groups over the time span of the 14 days indicating 

that the recess treatment was a benefit to all participants. Results of this study suggest 

that recess may be most beneficial when it is consistently given over time whether recess 

occurs before or after academic lessons such as listening to read alouds and producing 

written retelling. Sporadic implementation of the recess period may provide some benefit 

to students, but for maximum advantage, recess probably should be implemented within 

the course of every school day. Third, children are able to more fully comprehend 
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material presented to them in classroom settings when given the opportunity to process 

and reflect on that information. Recess may provide opportunities for children to not only 

reflect on material presented in class, but to interact with their classmates and exchange 

ideas and point of view. The result of this study support Piaget’s (1962) theory that 

interaction between children helps to build cognitive structures and encourages 

decentration that allows children to produce more representational writing that shows 

greater comprehension and complexity of thought. Finally, the children in this study 

demonstrated that when teachers set expectations for responses that encourage children to 

can reason through what they know, they can demonstrate cognitive growth that can be 

measured in written retellings. 

Limitations 

This study was done on a very small scale. Due to time constraints placed on the 

researcher by the school and school system, it was not possible to conduct the study for a 

longer period of time or to have a control group to isolate recess as the actual contributor 

to the change in productivity and thought processes. However, the data all showed 

statistically significant benefits of providing a recess period before literacy lessons 

despite these limitations. Although this study was not longitudinal and could not provide 

compelling evidence to support the effects of recess before literacy lessons over the long 

term, it did provide some very conclusive evidence. Even in the short term, recess served 

to benefit the participants and enhance academic outcomes in the writing domain and it 

was not the detrimental influence identified by proponents of the conservative view of 

play that are leading the trend to eliminate free play during recess from schools across 

this country.  



 

74 

The children with Recess After the Literacy Lesson seemed less willing to write. 

They did write or draw when asked, but often they just put something down on paper in 

order to then go out to play. Many times the representation given was either arbitrary in 

that it had nothing to do with the story being read, or it was a simple detail; something 

that could very easily answer a simple question. Students in the Recess After Lesson 

Group seemed more unfocused and restless than the group with Recess Before Literacy 

Lessons. Their attention was not on writing or responding; rather it was on just getting 

finished with the task. Even though they were given the exact same amount of time to 

write or draw, the same directions, and knew that they were going to have a recess break 

within a few minutes, many preferred to wait by the door quietly than use all of the time 

given for attention to the writing task. 

On the other hand, students in the group with Recess Before Literacy Lessons 

seemed to be able to think in more complex ways. When they could not express 

themselves through verbal symbols, they often turned to pictorial representations to 

convey their understandings. For example, when responding to the story of King Midas 

in “The Golden Touch,” Zendrae not only wrote details to show that he understood that 

King Midas was greedy in his lust for gold, but also drew an elaborate picture complete 

with King Midas wearing a large crown and carrying a golden staff (which looked more 

like a knife). He thought beyond the basic details of the story to visually show that King 

Midas was a man motivated by a quest for immeasurable wealth and acquisition of gold. 

This substantiates Piaget’s (1962) statement “Play is an assimilation of reality to the ego 

as distinct from serious thought in which the assimilating process is in equilibrium with 

accommodation to other persons and other things” (p. 148). Zendrae may not have been 
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able to understand the reality of or the serious aspects of greed. But in his reality, he 

understood in that kings wear crowns and rule with power, as he represented through the 

drawing of the staff. He used his knowledge of this reality to represent his understanding 

through this drawing. In Zendrae’s drawing, King Midas did not look like an ordinary 

man. He looked like a king.  

The written representations of children in the group with Recess Before Literacy 

Lessons were more detailed and sophisticated and showed evidence of student 

communication and cross-fertilization of ideas from students. This supports Frost’s 

(1998) statement, “Through a negotiation during play, [children] develop mental and 

emotional mastery and learn cooperation and leadership skills. [Their] imaginative or 

make-believe play is a powerful medium for socialization, allowing them to simplify a 

complicated world and make otherwise complex and frightening events manageable and 

comprehensible. Such play assists the development of cooperating, sharing, negotiating, 

and problem solving skills and helps the child to get along in an increasingly complex 

world”(p. 10). By allowing the children the opportunity to play and negotiate situations 

such as sharing the materials provided, they were able to concentrate and focus on more 

specific details when asked. The children had to negotiate both on the playground as well 

as in the classroom. As this classroom belonged to only a few of the participants, others 

had to learn to cooperate to find seating to listen to the story, to work on writing, and how 

figure out how to get and maintain supplies. During the first few days of the treatment, 

just finding a place to sit could easily turn into chaos or a fight. By the end of the 

treatment, the children had negotiated where and with whom they felt the most 

comfortable listening, working, and interacting. The process of negotiation was also 
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evident in the way they worked, and the amount of work produced by both groups 

increased over time. This supports Frost’s (1998) statements and may account for the 

greater quantity as well as quality of written work toward the middle and end of the 

treatment period. 

The research questions formulated for this study specifically addressed the extent 

to which the children who had the recess treatment before or after the lessons differed in 

the quantity and quality of their writings. Stories that may have frightened them, such as 

“The Banza” in which a little goat was about to be eaten by tigers, were responded to by 

focusing on how the little goat outsmarted the tigers. The children in the group with 

Recess Before the Literacy Lesson focused on how the goat got away where as most of 

the children in the Recess After Lessons group focused on how many tigers there were in 

the story. But a consistent pattern was evident as the group with Recess After Literacy 

Lessons negotiated a solution to how the main character in this story was able to outsmart 

her enemies. For these children, there was much less talking during the writing time than 

for the children in the group with Recess Before Literacy Lessons. 

Children who were permitted a recess break before the literacy lesson were 

clearly more productive in using written or drawn symbols than those children who were 

asked to perform the literacy tasks first. The quantitative analyses indicate that the 

children who were given a break before the literacy lesson not only performed using 

more complex writing, but also produced greater quantities of writing. 

 Children during preoperational stage of development use the stages of 

representation: deferred imitation, symbolic play, drawing, mental imagery, and spoken 

language, to communicate their understandings of the world around them to adults and 
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peers. Without the opportunities to interact socially and physically with the world around 

them, these stages may be hindered in their development and the child may be unable to 

reach more advanced stages of cognition and development 

Implications 

 Perhaps rather than eliminating recess from the school day, it would serve 

education better to examine the school day to see where time could be readjusted to 

accommodate this important play period for exercise and interaction. In addition, lessons 

could be re-evaluated to provide more social interaction and opportunities to act upon 

objects and the environment to encourage behaviors that young children need to form 

synapses that will strengthen and mature into a more developed knowledge system. 

However, without a careful re-examination of the current national and local school 

attitudes and policies concerning appropriate instructional techniques for young children, 

the United States may continue to be a nation struggling with an education system that 

perpetuates failure and graduates ill prepared adults. 

 Testing has become the central focus of our current education system; and testing 

is important. It provides information concerning our students’ knowledge as well as 

teaching practices which may contribute to success or failure. But to use testing as the 

central indicator, and recently the only indicator of all academic achievement, discounts 

decades of research showing that other factors, too, are important to consider. Testing, 

however informative, is unable to account for development. Without considering the 

element of development, education is severely limited, and children’s achievement is 

hindered. 
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 Play has long been assumed as a right of passage in childhood; as a time honored 

tradition that is freely given to all children. However, the current trends in education are 

greatly diminishing the right to play for children, particularly in elementary schools. 

Accountability for academic improvement has been imposed on school administrators, 

teachers, and students and has all but eliminated this tradition of play during recess that 

has been around for hundreds of years (Mulrine, 2000). In the words of one of the most 

notable educational theorists of all time, Piaget, play is easily seen by traditionalists as a 

waste of time:  

 In spite of the prophetic visions of the great educationalists, 

play has always been considered, in traditional education, as a 

kind of mental waste-matter, without functional significance, and 

even harmful to children, keeping them from their homework 

(Piaget, 1962, p. 151).  

 

 With the emphasis on high stakes testing and student performance in schools 

taking precedence over the developmental aspects of a child’s education, more and more 

school environments are eliminating the time for play in school. Recess, specifically, has 

been targeted as a waste of time that is better spent on academics (Johnson, 1998). The 

value of play has taken a direct hit with current policy makers debunking the necessity of 

recess and in lieu of free time, recommending or requiring more academic tasks in all 

school environments.  

 As stated in Chapter II, cognitive neuroscience research provides the framework 

in which to view the role that play has on synapses formed in the brain. During the first 
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few years of life, it is playful activity, not direct instruction or deprivation from that 

activity that makes a positive difference in brain development and subsequent human 

functioning (Frost, 1998). A child is born with trillions of neurons that are ready to create 

these synapses, and if left unused, the neurons do not survive. Early experiences 

determine which neurons are to be used and which are to die thus determining whether 

the child is to become brilliant or dull, confident or fearful, articulate or unable to 

communicate (Begley & Hager, 1996). Simply put, “if you don’t use it, you lose it” 

(Jambor, 2000).   

 Many researchers have outlined connections between play and child development 

(Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2005; Jambor, 1995; Pelligrini & Glickman, 1989). Children 

need opportunities to act on materials and individuals within their environment through 

play in order to fully develop these neurological connections and become more fully 

developed adolescents and eventually adults.  

Brain development and cognitive achievements of very young children are well 

disguised in the seemingly innocuous cloak of play. Essentially, only 

neuroscientists see the physical evidence [through brain scans] that reveal the 

relative consequences of environmental stimulation or neglect. The casual 

observer does not grasp the profound relationships between achievement and the 

endless games that are very young play, that in reality are storehouses or 

machines for programming the brain for language, art, music, science, kinesthetic, 

and interpersonal abilities and intelligence (Frost, 1998, p. 9).  

Without opportunities to play and interact with objects as well as individuals, children are 

greatly hindered in all aspects of their development; cognitive, social and physical.  
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 Pelligrini and Bjorklund (1997) discussed a study which lead them to claim that 

young children do not process information as effectively as older children and adults due 

to the immaturity of their nervous systems and lack of experiences. Frost (1998) agreed 

and he stated that “Merely filling the child with information or scheduled activities may 

lead to overstimulation” (p. 9). Direct instruction environments have some role in a 

classroom, but children need opportunities to reflect on the information given and process 

in order to represent it through alternate means effectively. The children in this study who 

had the opportunity to process information through a recess period before their literacy 

lessons were more likely to represent story content and their own ideas more elaborately. 

The children given the recess break before listening and responding to the stories could 

more fully develop ideas and recreate those ideas through symbols such as letters, words, 

sentences, and pictures. The children who went from a direct instruction environment to a 

literacy lesson and then to recess were less productive and less creative than their 

counterparts who were given a short break before the literacy lesson. They still produced 

writing; they still functioned adequately for their age; but they were not nearly as creative 

in how they accomplished this task. The group with recess after the literacy lessons were 

more likely to re-produce straight facts than critically think about those facts and use 

them to explain their understandings in greater detail to an outside audience. 

 The literature review included a study by Jarrett et al. (2001) that discussed the 

effects of the recess break on classroom behaviors, specifically those that require 

attention to detail. The results of this study concurred with this investigation’s findings 

that the children who were given the recess break before the literacy lesson added more 

detail to their writings and drawings. Additionally, they used more advanced literacy 
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skills such as inference and drawing conclusions to communicate their understandings.  

The children who were given a break before the literacy lesson used multiple literacy 

skills in conveying understandings. Although both groups had exactly the same amount 

of time to write and draw, the researcher observed that children who had a break before 

the literacy lessons were less fidgety and inattentive than their non-recess classmates. The 

data showed that those without breaks before the literacy lessons often wrote only one 

detail or expressed themselves in much less sophisticated ways. They rarely used pictures 

or sequenced events. Several times, the children wrote only the question that was written 

on the board; no response; no detail. Very little, if any, attention was given to an outside 

audience. The children who wrote before the recess period were demonstrated little 

creativity and imagination. 

 This study yielded interesting social effects as well as cognitive effects. Two of 

the participants were ELL students. One of those students was very English proficient 

even though English was not the primary language spoken in his household. The other 

was not proficient in the English language. She had difficulty in communicating through 

written symbols in words and sentences. However, through informal observations 

throughout this study it was noted that being given an opportunity to play with her 

classmates seemed to open her up to attempting to convey her understandings through the 

responses she gave. At the beginning of the study, there were several days when she had 

no response to the questions asked. But as time progressed, she began to write letters and 

phrases, although they were not easily interpreted by the researcher. When questioned 

about her responses, she would often pull away and lower her eyes. Throughout the 

treatment she began to draw pictures to show that she did indeed understand and 
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comprehend the details of the story. She became excited about participating in both the 

outdoor recess period as well as the writing tasks. By the end of treatment, she smiled and 

showed off her work instead of hiding it as she did in the beginning. She wanted to show 

what she represented to others and often tried to communicate, although haltingly, to do 

so. Without the opportunity to interact through a play environment, this child may have 

remained silent or very cautious in her willingness to produce utterances and use of the 

English language. This substantiates Jambor’s (1995) results and his insistence that, 

without opportunities to interact with other children, reciprocating relationships, the 

ability to view events from different perspectives, and social competence are less likely to 

be established. 

 Additionally, the children in this study were rarely given the opportunities to 

interact socially with each other during the normal school day. Informal observations  

noted during the first few days of data collection suggested that the constrained 

background of structured, direct instruction environment with known-answer responses 

expected made the participants unable to understand that a response to questions posed in 

this study could be whatever they chose it to be. They consistently asked “What do we 

write?” and sometimes whined “I don’t know what to do!” They become frustrated with 

the lack of direct instruction during the time to respond to questions from the story. The 

participants were consistently encouraged to respond in any way that they wished and 

informed that answers were completely their own choice. When they realized they could 

in fact talk and interact with each other to write, without fear of incorrectly responding, 

they then began to draw, use colors, and write in non-conventional and conventional 
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ways.  The responses became more child centered and more relaxed, thus more creative 

for all participants than those first tedious writing attempts during the first few days. 

 Throughout the study, the research questions were a consideration in both 

planning and implementation. To really determine if the children were going to be able to 

express themselves in a creative yet clear fashion, the stories had to be carefully screened 

and very specific types of questions had to be asked. The questions that accompanied the 

stories had to provide opportunity to think, recall, examine, comprehend, and finally 

represent both what was asked of them and elicited writing that showed how well 

children were able to express their ideas to others. Without all of these factors taken into 

account, the possibilities for the types of representations that were produced in the end 

would have been severely limited. Procedures and questions used in this investigation 

were adequate and appropriate for determining the provision that a recess period provided 

those opportunities to write in a creative yet coherent fashion.   

Conclusions 

The way young children learn is very different than that of adolescents and adults. 

Children must be given opportunities to interact socially with peers and adults in order to 

construct understandings of the world around them. To expect children to gain all 

knowledge from direct instruction situations within school and home settings is 

unrealistic. This type of transference greatly hinders the advancement of social and 

emotional skills and decreases opportunities for synapses to form and lead to greater 

cognitive growth.  

The results of this study support school policy changes that need to be made to 

recognize the importance of free play on children’s development. Rather than instituting 
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policies to deny children a fundamental right to play, school policy makers should be 

considering the importance of time for children to develop at their own pace and in their 

own ways.  Direct instruction methods do have a role in a classroom setting. However, 

using purely direct instructional techniques disregards the need for free play and use of 

symbolic representation in a child’s development. Social interaction provides 

opportunities to reflect on information, encourages children to negotiate understandings 

with peers and adults, and allows children to build on that knowledge in a developmental 

context in order to reach their full potential as individuals. Until policy makers and 

administrators recognize and value the necessity of children’s play as a fundamental 

element in classrooms on an everyday basis, our education system as we know it will be 

far behind environments that do recognize the importance and value of a child’s play. 



 

85 

REFERENCES

Alabama Department of Education website (http://www.alsde.edu/html/home.asp) 

Alexander, K. (1999). Playtime is cancelled. Parents, Nov, pp 114-118. 

Angier, N. (1992, October 22). The purpose of playful frolics: Training for adulthood. 

New York Times, pp. B5-B-6.  

Barbour, A. (1996). Physical competence and peer relations in second graders:  

Qualitative case studies from recess play. Journal of Research in Childhood  

Education, 11, (1), 35-46. 

Begley, S. (1997, Spring-Summer). How to build a baby’s brain. Newsweek Special  

Edition, pp. 28-32. 

Begley, S. & Hager, M. (1996). Your child’s brain. Newsweek; 2/19/96. 27, 8, 54-62. 

Bergen, D. ( 2000) Play’s role in brain development.  ACEI Speaks. 

Bjorklund, D., & Pelligrini, A. (2000). Child development and evolutionary psychology.  

Child Development, 71, 1687-1708. 

Blakeslee, S. (1997, April 17). Studies show talking with infants shapes basis of ability to  

think. New York Times, p. A-14. 

Bratcher, S. (2000). Evaluating children’s writing: A handbook of communication  

choices for classroom teachers. New Jersey: Erlbaum. 

Brownlee, S. (1997, February 3). The case for frivolity. U.S. News and World Report, pp.  

45-49. 



 

86 

 

Brodrova, E. & Leong, D. (1996). Tools of the mind: The Vygotskian approach to early  

childhood education. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Merrill- Prentice Hall.  

Bruner, J. (1971). The culture of education. In J. A. Palmer (Ed.), Fifty modern thinkers  

on education: From Piaget’ to the present (p.90). London and New York:  

Rutledge. 

Christie, J. (1980). The cognitive significance of children’s play: A review of selected  

research. Journal of Education, 162, 4, 23-34. 

Christie, J., Enz, B., Vukelich, C. (2003). Teaching language and literacy: Preschool  

through the elementary grades. Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Clements, R. & Fiorentino, L. (editors) (2004). The child’s right to play: A global  

approach. Westport, CN: Praeger.  

Council on Physical Education for Children (July, 2001). Position paper from the  

National Association for Sport and Physical Education, an association of the  

American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation and Dance. 

Dansky , J., & Silverman, I. (1977). Play: A general facilitator of associative fluency.  

Developmental Psychology,  11, 104.  

Dockett, S. (1998). Constructing understandings through play in the early years.  

International Journal of Early Years Education, 6, (1), 105-116.  

Dunn, L, & Dunn, L. (1997) Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. Pearson Assessments,  

Circle Pines, Minnesota: AGS. 

Dunn, L. & Herwig, J. (1992). Play behaviors and convergent thinking skills of young  

children attending full-day preschool. Child Study Journal, 22, (1), 23-34. 



 

87 

Durrett, E., & Huffman, W. (1968). Playfulness and dirvegent thinking among Mexican- 

American children. Journal of Home Economics, 60, 355-358.  

Eliakim, A., Kaven, G., Berger, I., Friedland, O., Wolach, B.,  & Nemet, D. (2002). The  

effect of a combined intervention on body mass index and fitness in obese  

children and adolescents: A clinical experience. European Journal of Pediatrics,  

161, 449-454.  

Flavell, J., Miller, P. & Miller, S. (1993). Cognitive development/3rd Edition. Englewood  

Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Ferreiro, E. & Teberosky, A. (1979). Literacy before schooling. Exeter, NH: Heinneman  

Educational Books. 

Frost, J. (1998). Neuroscience, play and child development. Prepared for presentation at  

the IPA/USA Triennial National Conference, Longmont, CO. June 18-21. 

Frost, J., Brown, P., Sutterby, J., Thornton, C. (2004). Developmental Benefits of  

Playgrounds. Olney, MD: ACEI. 

Frost, J., Wortham, S.,  & Reifel, S. (2004). Play and child development. Upper Saddle  

River, NJ: Prentice Hall.  

Gallagher, J. (1997). Reading and language; Piaget’s symbolic function and the  

foundation of reading (part 2). Kindergarten Education: Theory, Research, and  

Practice. 1, (1), 1-15.  

Gardner, H. (1993). Multiple intelligences: The theory in practice. New York: Basic  

Books. 

Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional intelligence. New York: Bantam.  



 

88 

Goodwin W., & Goodwin, L. (1996). Understanding quantitative and qualitative  

research in early childhood education/ early education series. New York and  

London: Teacher’s College Press. 

Griffiths, R., Duncan, J., Ward, R., Hood, H., Hervey, S., Bonallack, J. (1992). Dancing  

with the Pen: The Learner as a Writer. Wellington: Learning Media Ministry of  

Education. 

Harris, M. (1998). Basic statistics for behavioral science research/ 2nd ed. Boston: Allyn  

& Bacon. 

Hartle, L. (1996). Effects of additional materials on preschool children’s outdoor play  

behaviors. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 11, 1, 68-81. 

Hartup, W. W. (1992). Having friends, making friends, and keeping friends:  

Relationships as educational contexts. ED 345 854. Urbana, IL: ERIC  

Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education. 

Hyson, M. (2004, Fall). From words to sentences: Play as the powerful connection. Play,  

Policy, and Practice Connections, VIII, 6-7.  

Isenberg, J. P. & Quisenberry, N. (2002). Play: Essential for all children: A position  

paper of the Association for Childhood Education International. Retrieved  

August 16, 2005, from www.acei.org/playpaper.html 

Jambor, T. (1995, May). School recess and social development. IPA Newsletter, 40, 1-4. 

Jambor, T. (2000). Informal, real-life play: Building children’s brain connections.  

Dimensions of Early Childhood, 28(4), 4-8. 

James, R. (date unknown). Please let me play (poem). Obtained through IPA Recess 

Advocate materials. Publication information unknown. 



 

89 

Jarrett, O. (2002). Recess in elementary school: What does the research say? Retrieved  

April 8, 2003, from www.ericeece.org/pubs/digests.html 

Jarrett, O., Maxwell, D., Dickerson, C., Hoge, P., Davies, G., Yetley, A. (2001). Impact  

of recess on classroom behavior: Group effects and individual differences. The  

Journal of Educational Research, 121-126. 

Johnson, D. (1998, April 7). Many schools putting and end to child’s play. New York  

Times, pp. A1-A16. 

Kamii, C. & DeVries, R. (1978). Physical knowledge in preschool education:  

Implications of Piaget’s theory. New York and London: Teacher’s College Press. 

Landreth, G. L. (1991). Play therapy: The art of the relationship. Bristol, PA:  

Accelerated Development. 

Lewis, T., Colvin, G., Sugai, G. (2000). The effects of pre-correction and active  

supervision on the recess behavior of elementary students. Education and  

Treatment of Children, 23, (2), 109-121. 

Lewis, T., Powers, L., Kelk, M., Newcomer, L. (2002). Reducing problem behaviors on  

the playground: An investigation of the application of schoolwide positive  

behavior supports. Psychology of the Schools, 39, (2), 181-190. 

Lippert, M. (1993). Teacher’s read aloud anthology (Anthologist). New York:  

MacMillan/McGraw- Hill School Publishing. 

Long, K. (1997, June 4). Baby’s brain begins distinguishing life experiences very early.  

Austin American-Statesman, pp. E-4, E-6. 

MSN Encarta- Sputnik information. Retrieved from  

www.encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761569642/Sputnik.html. 



 

90 

Moss, B. (1997). A qualitative assessment of … retelling of expository text. Reading  

Research and Instruction, 37, 1-13. 

Montessori, M. (1965). Dr. Montessori’s own handbook, p.133. New York: Schocken. 

Mulrine, A. (2000). What’s your favorite class? U.S. News and World Report, 128, (17),  

50-53.   

National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education  

(2001). Recess and the importance of play: A position statement on young  

children and recess. Retrieved October, 29, 2003 from  

http://ericps.ed.uiuc.edu/position/recessplay.html. 

National Association for Sport and Physical Education (2001). Recess in elementary  

schools, council on physical education for children. A position paper from the  

National Association for  Sport and Physical Education.  

Neill, A. S. (1992). Summerhill school: A new view of childhood. New York: St.  

Martin’s Griffin. 

Nelson, J., & Smith, D. (1995). The effects of a peer-mediated self-evaluation procedure  

 on the recess behavior of students with behavior problems. Remedial and Special  

Education, 16, (2), 117-125. 

Owens, R. (1988). Language development/2nd edition. Columbus: Merrill Publishing. 

Owocki, G. (1999). Literacy through play. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Papandropoulou, I. & Sinclair, H. (1974). What is a word? Experimental study of  

children’s ideas on grammar. Human Development, 17, 241-258. 

Pellegrini, A. (1995). School recess and playground behavior: Educational and  

developmental roles. Albany: State of University of New York Press. 

http://ericps.ed.uiuc.edu/position/recessplay.html


 

91 

Pellegrini, A., & Bjorklund, D. (1996). The place of recess in school: Issues in the  role 

of recess in children’s education and development. Journal of Research in  

Childhood Education, 11, 1, 5-13.  

Pellegrini, A., & Bjorklund, D. (1997). The role of recess in children’s cognitive  

performance. Educational Psychologist, 32, (1), 35-40. 

Pelligrini, A. & Bohn, C. (2005). The role of recess in children’s cognitive performance  

and school adjustment. Educational Researcher. January/February.  

Pelligrini, A., & Glickman, C.D. (1989). Principal, 62, (5), 23-24. 

Pellegrini, A., Kato, K., Blatchford, P., & Baines, E. (2002). A short term longitudinal  

study of children’s playground games across the first year of school: Implications  

for social competence and adjustment to school. American Educational Research  

Journal, 39, (4), 991-1015.  

Pellegrini, A., & Smith, P. (1993). School recess: Implications for education and  

development. Review of Educational Research, 63, (1), 51-67. 

Piaget, J. (1962). Play, dreams, and imitation in childhood. New York: Norton. 

Piaget, J. (1965). The moral judgment of the child. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Piaget, J. (1970). Piaget’s theory. In P. Mussen (ed.), Charmichael’s manual of child  

psychology (vol. 1, pp. 703-732). New York: Wiley. 

Piaget, J. & Inhelder, B. (1969). The Psychology of the Child. New York: Basic Books. 

Plato, (427-327, BC). Quote. Retrieved July 23, 2006, from 

http:\\www.quotationspage.com. 

Pulaski, M. (1971). Understanding Piaget. New York: Harper Row. 



 

92 

Reilly, J., Jackson, D., Montgomery, C., Kelly, L., Slater, C., Grant, S., Paton, J. (2004).  

Total energy expenditure and physical activity in young Scottish children: Mixed  

longitudinal study. The Lancet, 363, 211-212. 

Roskos, K. & Christie, J. (2001). Examining the play literacy interface: A critical review  

and future directions. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 1(1), 59-89.  

Schwandt, T. (2001). Dictionary of qualitative inquiry/ 2nd edition. Thousand Oaks, CA:  

Sage Publishers. 

Scruggs, P., Berevidge, S., & Watson, D. (2003). Increasing children’s school time  

physical activity using structured fitness breaks. Pediatric Exercise Science, 15,  

156-169. 

Shackle, R. (2005, March). Urban living and the erosion of the child’s right to play. In  

Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. (PR.  

XXVI, Nr. 1, p.11-14) Retrieved July 16, 2005 from  

http://www.ipaworld.org/Journals/March2005PlayRights.pdf. 

Shore, R. (1997). Rethinking the brain: New insights into early development. NY:  

Families and Work Institute. 

Sindelar, R. (2002). Recess: Is it needed in the 21st century? ERIC  

clearinghouse/http://eruceece.org/faq/recess.html 

Smilansky, S. (1968). The effects of sociodramatic play on disadvantaged preschool  

children. New York: John Wiley & Sons.   

Sutton-Smith, B. (1997). The ambiguity of play. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University  

Press. 

http://www.ipaworld.org/Journals/March2005PlayRights.pdf


 

93 

Sylwester, R. (1995). A Celebration of neurons: An educator’s guide to the human brain.  

Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  

Thorpe, L., List, D., Marx, T., May, L., Helgerson, S., Frieden, T. (2004). Childhood  

obesity in New York elementary school students. American Journal of Public  

Health, 94, 9, 1496-1500. 

Underwood, A. & Plagens, P. (1997, Spring-Summer). Little artists and athletes.  

Newsweek Special Issue, pp. 14-15.  

Villaire, T. (2001). The decline of physical activity: Why are so many kids out of shape? 

 Our Children, 26,7, 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind and society: The development of higher mental processes.  

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. (Original work published in 1930,  

1933, 1935). 

Watkinson, E.J., Dunn, J., Cavaliere, N., Clazonetti, K., Wilhelm, L., Dwyer, S. (2001).  

Engagement in playground activities as a criterion for diagnosing developmental  

coordination disorder. Adapted Physical Activity Quarterly, 18, 18-34. 

 



 

94 

 
APPENDICES 



 

95 

 
 

APPENDIX A: 
 

IRB Protocol & Approval 
 
 
 



 

96 



 

97 



 

98 



 

99 

 
 



 

100 



 

101 



 

102 



 

103 



 

104 



 

105 



 

106 



 

107 



 

108 



 

109 

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Permission Form 

 



 

110 



 

111 

 
APPENDIX C 

 
Letter of Informed Consent 



 

112 



 

113  



 

114 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

Productivity Checklist 



 

115 

 Checklist for Productivity 
 
Number________________  Treatment Day_____________________ 
 
Definition Count 
Word: a word is any unit of language 
that is made up of graphemes (symbols) 
and phonemes (sounds) which carry 
meaning and can thus be used to form 
phrases and sentences. 
 

 

Conventional Spelling: any spelling of a 
word that fits a widely accepted pattern of 
the letters in the word to make that word 
hold the same meaning by anyone with 
knowledge of that language system. For 
matters of this report, English is the 
language in which conventional spellings 
are judged. 

 

Sentence(s): Any group of words which 
represent a complete thought. Punctuation 
is not necessary for credit to be given for 
a sentence. 
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Retelling Rubric 
Adapted from Moss, B. (1997). A qualitative assessment of…retelling of expository 
text. Reading Research and Instruction, 37, 1-13.  
Student______________________________________________________________ 

 
Student’s Retelling Response Comments Score 
No Retelling 
Student gives no response. 

 0 

Very Incomplete Retelling 
Student gives poor sequencing; 
provides irrelevant information; 
focuses on details only; has very 
incomplete information. 

 1 

Incomplete Retelling 
Student includes a few main ideas and 
details; attempts to sequence events or 
information with difficulties; may give 
irrelevant information or opinion. 

 2 

Fairly Complete Retelling 
Student includes some main ideas and 
details; sequences most material; 
understands text organization; gives 
opinion. 

 3 

Cohesive, Complete Retelling 
Student includes most main ideas and 
details; sequences events or procedures 
in order, understands text organization; 
summarizes; gives opinion and justifies 
it. 

 4 

Very Complete Retelling 
Student includes all main ideas and 
details; sequences all events or 
procedures in order; makes inferences 
beyond text; connects text to 
experiences; understands text 
organization; summarizes; gives 
opinion and justifies it. 

 5 
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