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Abstract
School recess is a daily opportunity for school-age students to be physically active. However, in some territories teachers often 
use recess for other purposes (e.g., children’s poor classroom behavior might be punished with reduced time for recess). This 
study aimed to examine the impact of such practices on children’s physical activity (PA) and the relationships between PA, 
gender, body mass index (BMI), and academic achievement. Forty-six first-grade students from two natural classrooms wore 
an accelerometer over the course of 6 weeks to measure their metabolic equivalent of task (METs) and sedentary behavior 
during school recess. Gender, age, BMI, the classroom to which students belonged, and academic achievement were also 
analyzed in two Generalized Estimating Equations models. Results revealed that boys achieved more METs and spent less 
time participating in sedentary behavior than girls during recess. Children within a healthy weight range of BMI yielded more 
METs than underweight and overweight/obese children. Academic achievement was positively associated with the METS 
and negatively with the sedentary behavior. Finally, withholding all or part of school recess significantly reduced children’s 
PA and extended their sedentary behavior. The literature indicates that school recess plays an important role in promoting 
numerous children’s health outcomes. Therefore, students should not be excluded from participation in all or part of recess.
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Introduction

The benefits of regular participation in physical activity (PA) 
in childhood have been extensively investigated, showing 
inverse relationships between PA and cardiovascular risk, 
and with beneficial effects on several mental health out-
comes (Bull et al., 2020; Penedo & Dahn, 2005). Likewise, 
PA has proved to be an important factor in obesity and 
disease prevention in children (Janssen & LeBlanc, 2010; 
Strong et al., 2005). There is also evidence suggesting that 
PA is associated with several aspects of brain function and 
cognition (Ellemberg & St-Louis-Deschênes, 2010; Fedewa 

& Ahn, 2011; Hillman et al., 2008). Thus, both acute and 
chronic moderate to vigorous PA interventions might pro-
duce changes in brain structure and function in children aged 
6–12 years, as well as cognition, and academic outcomes 
(Erickson et al., 2019, Greef et al., 2018). These changes 
may improve cognitive functions such as concentration, 
attention, executive function, and working memory (Don-
nelly et al., 2016; Hillman et al., 2008) which are impor-
tant for academic success (Fedewa & Ahn, 2011). For 
instance, several controlled studies have confirmed that PA 
can enhance academic content learning such as language 
(Barnett et al., 2008) or mathematics (e.g., Cecchini & Car-
riedo, 2020). Consequently, improvements in these cognitive 
functions as a result of increased PA might, in turn, improve 
children’s academic achievement (Gonzalez-Sicilia et al., 
2019; Mullender-Wijnsma et al., 2016; Zeng et al., 2017). 
In this regard, the relationships between PA and physical and 
cognitive health indicators are more consistent and robust 
for higher versus lower intensity PA (Poitras et al., 2016).

PA intensity can be classified by rate of energy expendi-
ture through a continuous indicator known as metabolic 
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equivalent of task (MET). The MET is a system used to 
calculate the energy requirements for PA. One MET corre-
sponds to the equivalent of the energy needed for the basal 
metabolic rate. It is commonly established that light PA 
(e.g., casual walking, stretching) requires less than 3 METs, 
moderate PA (e.g., playground games, dancing) requires 
between 3 and 5.9 METs, and vigorous PA (e.g., soccer, 
swimming) requires more than 6 METs (Ainsworth et al., 
2011). World Health Organization (Bull et al., 2020) recom-
mends that children accumulate an average of 60 min/day of 
moderate to vigorous PA (MVPA) across the week. How-
ever, some studies have shown that the majority of school-
age children fail to meet these recommendations (Cooper 
et al., 2015; Zimmo et al., 2017), which represents a serious 
concern in public health. Furthermore, after the declaration 
of the COVID-19 global pandemic, most governments have 
imposed several physical distancing measures and contact 
restrictions to fight the sharp rise in coronavirus infections 
(Carriedo et al., 2020). These protective measures have 
resulted in a radical change in the lifestyle of the population 
and could have reduced the PA patterns in children, lead-
ing to increased risk of obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular 
disease (Dunton et al., 2020).

On the other hand, sedentary behavior, defined as “any 
waking behavior characterized by an energy expendi-
ture ≤ 1.5 METs while in a sitting or reclining posture” 
(Sedentary Behavior Research Network, 2012), is an inde-
pendent construct with different potential health conse-
quences (Lopes et al., 2017). It has been reported that large 
amounts of sedentary time prolonged might contribute to 
increase body mass index (BMI) and fatness (Cliff et al., 
2014; Marques et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2016), and it is one 
of the most important predictors of morbidity and mortality 
risk (Biddle et al., 2016; World Health Organization, 2004). 
In this regard, it should be noted that obese children partici-
pate in significantly less daily MVPA than healthy weight 
children (Page et al., 2005) and that normal or healthy BMI 
has been positively associated with the intensity of PA dur-
ing school recess (Ridgers et al., 2014). Although causal-
ity in this relationship remains unclear (Greca, 2017), it is 
highly recommended to break up long periods of sitting and 
avoid sedentary time as frequently as possible during the 
day (Carson et al., 2016; Júdice et al., 2017). Several studies 
indicate that sedentary behavior contributes to overweight, 
that children with obesity keep their unhealthy weight, and 
that healthy weight children might be more likely to become 
overweight (Page et al., 2005; Tremblay et al., 2011).

Elementary school children, who spend a considerable 
part of the day at school, are predominantly seated during 
traditional lessons, between 76 and 97% of the time (Cardon 
et al., 2004; Mooses et al., 2017). Therefore, school recess 
is not only a necessary break from the rigors of academic 
tasks in the classroom or a period where students have an 

opportunity to freely experience socialization and commu-
nication but it also plays a crucial role in contributing to the 
children’s PA levels and subsequent health and cognitive 
benefits (Ramstetter et al., 2010). School and specifically 
physical education lessons have been widely examined to 
identify (Júdice et al., 2017; Mooses et al., 2017) or enhance 
(Graham et al., 2014) PA levels and sedentary behavior 
in children. However, recess symbolizes a daily free play 
opportunity and children should be encouraged, but not 
required, to be physically active during playtime (Ramstet-
ter et al., 2010), which might contribute to 5–40% of recom-
mended daily PA levels when no interventions have been 
utilized (Ridgers et al., 2006).

It has been detected that in some countries the pressure 
to improve academic performance often leads to allocating 
more instructional time for subjects such as language and 
mathematics; likewise, other school policies allow teach-
ers to withhold all or part of the recess to punish children’s 
misbehavior or to finish classwork (Ramstetter et al., 2010). 
Together, these practices might cause some students to not 
reach the recommended PA levels for health (Bull et al., 
2020). Hence, to understand PA patterns in school-age stu-
dents it is important to know how different school policies 
[e.g., using recess for other purposes such as to punish chil-
dren’s misbehavior or to finish classwork (Ramstetter et al., 
2010)] might impact on the student’s PA levels.

Therefore, considering this background, five objectives 
were proposed: (1) assess first-grade students’ PA levels 
and sedentary behavior during school-recess; (2) examine 
the relationships between sedentary behavior and METs 
achieved during school recess with the academic achieve-
ment, day of the week, and weeks; (3) analyze gender dif-
ferences; (4) examine the METs and sedentary time yielded 
by students during school recess according to their BMI; 
and finally, (5) examine whether the use of recess to work on 
other educational issues has a significant impact on the PA 
levels and sedentary behavior of first-grade students during 
school recess.

Material and Methods

Participants

Nineteen boys and 27 girls (N = 46) enrolled in two first-
grade classrooms selected by convenience from one school 
located in northern Spain returned signed parental informed 
consent to participate in a 6-week longitudinal observational 
study. All were Caucasian. The ages ranged from 5 years 
and 10 months to 6 years and 10 months (M = 6 years and 
5 months, SD = 4 months). Forty-eight children were invited 
to participate; however, two children did not return signed 
parental consent (4.16%). Thus, the equations related to 
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finite populations lead to a 2.98% margin of error with 95% 
confidence level.

Instruments and Measures

METs and Sedentary Behavior

ActiGraph-GT3X (ActiGraphTM, LLC, Fort Walton Beach, 
FL, 154 USA) activity monitors were used to provide esti-
mates of energy expenditure (i.e., METs) and time spent 
in sedentary behavior (< 1.5 METs), light PA (1.5–3.99 
METs), moderate PA (4–5.99 METs), vigorous PA (6–8.99 
METs), and MVPA (≥ 4 METs) of children (Saint-Maurice 
et al., 2016) during school recess. Activity monitors were 
initialized to measure triaxial acceleration and to collect data 
in 10-s epochs. There is no consensus on the best cut-points 
for the children’s MVPA classification (Kim et al., 2012). 
In this study, Freedson et al. (2005) cut-points were used to 
determine children’s energy expenditure and PA intensity 
categories because they have demonstrated good agreement 
with measured PA intensity and good accuracy in classify-
ing MVPA, specifically for children ages 6–10 years (Kim 
et al., 2012).

Other Measures

Other measures included in the analysis were age; gender 
(0 = boys, 1 = girls); group (0 = B, 1 = A); participant’s BMI 
[0 = underweight (< 5th percentile), 1 = normal or healthy 
weight (5th percentile to the 85th percentile), 2 = over-
weight/obese (> 85th percentile)] was calculated from the 
ratio weight/height2 (kg/m2) and percentiles were deter-
mined using the Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(2015) criteria according to a child’s gender and age (in 
this sample, 6.5% were underweight, 78.3% were normal 
or healthy weight, 10.9% were overweight, and 4.3% were 
obese [> 95th percentile]. The physical education teacher 
measured the children’s stature and body mass using stand-
ardized procedures. For data analysis in this study, the over-
weight and obese group were merged to form one group 
termed overweight/obese (> 85th percentile); academic 
achievement [the average of the grades obtained in all core 
subjects (mathematics, language, natural sciences, social 
sciences, first foreign language), score range 1–10 points]; 
day of the week (1 = Monday, 2 = Tuesday, 3 = Wednesday, 
4 = Thursday, 5 = Friday); and weeks (ordinal variable rang-
ing from 1 to 6).

Procedure

First, the research ethics committee of the University 
reviewed and approved this study, whose procedures fol-
lowed were in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki 

1975, revised Hong Kong 1989. Then, the principal of the 
school authorized the study. Finally, informed consent was 
obtained from all participants’ parents.

All participants wore an adjustable belt containing an 
accelerometer around the non-dominant hip for 6 weeks 
that included 23 school days (from 9 a.m. to 2 p.m.). Verbal 
instructions were given by the researchers regarding how 
the accelerometer had to be worn and a demonstration was 
given. Participants followed their normal daily school rou-
tines, with PA being monitored during the complete school 
day. Recess time was determined as the time that school bell 
rang to start recess (12:00 p.m.) until the time it rang to con-
clude recess (12:30 p.m.). Thus, it was considered 30 min 
wear time as the criterion for a valid recess. During the 6 
weeks, some students missed some days of class, resulting 
in 17.49% of missing data. All students participated in at 
least 20 recess periods.

A researcher visited the school every day for 6 weeks and 
tried not to interact with children and teachers. The visits 
formed part of a longitudinal study which was investigat-
ing the PA levels of first-grade children during recess time. 
Thus, the research design of this study (i.e., longitudinal 
study using a natural experiment) implied that the research-
ers did not interfere with students or teachers and several 
observations (i.e., 23 time points during 23 school days) of 
the PA levels were registered over 6 weeks. Thus, the data 
collected in this study could determine patterns efficiently 
and connections can be made in a clearer manner. However, 
participants belonged to two different classrooms (A group, 
n = 23; B group, n = 23) and they had two different teachers 
who used different methodological practices. Consequently, 
different patterns of PA were observed between the class-
rooms in the first week. In order to understand such dissimi-
larities, the researcher carefully observed the normal daily 
school routine of students and detected that all students from 
the “B” group were in the playground from almost the time 
the school bell rang (12:00) to the time it rang to conclude 
recess (12:30) whereas, students that belonged to the “A” 
group tended to stay in their classroom for an undetermined 
period of time when the school bell rang. Furthermore, stu-
dents from the “A” group began to leave the classroom inter-
mittently. That is to say, students left the classroom when (a) 
they finished the classwork, (b) when they eventually under-
stood the content, (c) when the teacher lifted some type of 
punishment, or (d) when students freely decided to go to the 
playground. This pattern did not happen on Fridays because 
the teacher of the “A” group had to supervise students during 
recess time (i.e., playground duty) and therefore, students 
could not stay in the classroom.

Consequently, this particularity allowed us to conduct a 
natural experiment (i.e., quasi-experiment) to examine the 
relationship between using recess time for other purposes 
and children’s PA levels. Hence, in this quasi-experimental 
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design, the “B” group was the group of students that used the 
full time of recess freely and the “A” group was the group of 
students that used some or all part of the time of recess for 
other purposes. Likewise, recess time on Fridays was used 
as control day to conduct nonequivalent comparison group 
analyses. Hence, this natural experiment cannot be intention-
ally replicated. In this regard, ethics was gained because the 
procedure of data collection was not modified. As aforemen-
tioned, all students followed their normal daily school rou-
tines, with PA being monitored during the complete school 
day. Only the data analysis was adapted to this particularity 
that required a comparison between the two groups.

Data Analysis

All data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 24.0 soft-
ware (IBM, Chicago, IL). Descriptive analysis of the time 
spent in sedentary behavior, light PA, moderate PA, vigor-
ous PA, and MVPA during school recess were executed. 
This study aimed to examine the behavior of two response 
variables along a specific period (23 school recesses), which 
generates a certain dependence between the observations 
of the same subject or cluster. Therefore, Generalized Esti-
mating Equations (GEE; Liang & Zeger, 1986) were used 
because this data analysis technique considers such asso-
ciation. The association structure is incorporated into the 
process of estimating the average response which allows the 
researchers to obtain more accurate estimates and to execute 
accurate statistical analysis (Stokes et al., 2000). Further-
more, using the GEE method allows for observations to be 
examined with different sample sizes or when there is miss-
ing data which cannot be done by the method of weighted 
least squares (Stokes et al., 2000). Since the response vari-
ables (i.e., METs and sedentary behavior) follow a normal 
distribution, a GEE model was performed following Liang 
and Zeger (1986). Therefore, two GEE models were used to 
analyze both the repeated observations of the METs (i.e., 
dependent variable) and the repeated observations of the 
sedentary behavior in which the effects of the variables 
gender, group, day of the week, week, BMI, and academic 
achievement were specified.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 shows the average METs and sedentary time yielded 
during school recess according to gender, age, BMI, and 
group to which students belonged (i.e., A or B). Likewise, 
average METs and sedentary time yielded on Fridays (i.e., 
control day) are represented for both groups.

Students spent 60.8 ± 19.2% of school recess in MVPA 
(62.01% boys and 59.6% girls) and 26.6 ± 18.26% of school 
recess in sedentary behavior (26.46 ± 19.63% boys and 
27.73 ± 17.73% girls). The different periods they were 
involved in the different PA intensities are shown in Table 2. 
It can be observed that after the 23 recess periods recorded, 
students from the “A” group spent more time in sedentary 
behavior and less time in moderate and vigorous PA than 
students from the “B” group.

Generalized Estimating Equations Analysis

The repeated measures of METs in school recess show that 
there is a significant relationship between the PA intensity 
and the following variables (see Table 3): gender, (boys 
scored higher than girls); BMI (children within a normal or 
healthy range had higher levels than overweight/obese chil-
dren and underweight children); day of the week (students 
yielded the highest METs on Friday and the second-high-
est on Thursdays); weeks (there are significant differences 
between the 6th week in regard to the 4th and the 5th week); 
groups (students from the “B” group yielded higher METs 
than the students from the “A” group. Figure 1 shows the dif-
ferent patterns of METs observed between both groups); and 
finally, academic achievement showed a positive relationship 

Table 1  Average METs and sedentary time (minutes) yielded during 
school recess according to gender, age, body mass index (BMI) and 
group to which students belonged; and results from control day (i.e., 
Fridays)

*No child was deprived of recess at any time

N METs M (SD) Sedentary 
behavior M 
(SD)

Overall 46 3.79 (1.04) 7.98 (5.48)
Gender
 Boys 19 3.84 (1.05) 7.94 (5.89)
 Girls 27 3.76 (1.02) 8.02 (5.18)

Age
 5 8 3.08 (0.84) 9.78 (6.48)
 6 38 4.10 (1.20) 7.16 (6.89)

Group
 A 23 3.50 (1.04) 9.52 (6.16)
 B* 23 4.14 (0.93) 6.14 (3.77)

Control day
 A* 23 4.02 (0.99) 6.37 (4.26)
 B* 23 3.90 (0.93) 6.98 (3.59)

BMI
 Underweight 3 3.58 (0.97) 8.57 (5.86)
 Normal/healthy 36 3.88 (1.04) 7.59 (5.94)
 Overweight/obese 7 3.43 (0.95) 9.73 (6.15)
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with the METs yielded during school recess. On the other 
side, age (measured in months) was not related to the METs.

Regarding the repeated measures of sedentary behavior 
during school recess, it can be also observed in Table 3 that 
there is a significant relationship between sedentary behavior 
and the following variables: gender (girls scored higher than 
boys); day of the week (students spend less time in sedentary 
behavior on Fridays than on other days of the week); weeks 

(there are significant differences between the 6th week in 
regards to the 4th and the 5th weeks); groups (students from 
the “A” group spend more time in sedentary behavior than 
the students from the “B” group); and finally, the academic 
achievement showed negative associations with the sedentary 
behavior spent during school recess. On the other side, age 
(measured in months) and BMI were not related to sedentary 
behavior during school recess.

Table 2  Time (minutes) and 
percentages in sedentary 
behavior, light physical activity 
(PA), moderate PA, vigorous 
PA, and moderate vigorous PA 
(MVPA) during school recess

Elementary school recess lasted 30 min. Means were calculated from the 23 recess periods

PA intensity Overall total time Overall 
percentage

A Group B Group

M (SD) % M (SD) % M (SD) %

Sedentary behavior 7.98 (5.48) 26.6 9.52 (6.16) 31.7 6.14 (3.77) 20.46
Light PA 3.78 (1.54) 12.6 3.78 (1.51) 12.6 3.77 (1.58) 12.56
Moderate PA 15.47 (4.68) 51.56 14.51 (5.26) 48.36 16.62 (3.55) 55.4
Vigorous PA 2.77 (2.54) 9.23 2.18 (2.17) 7.26 3.47 (2.76) 11.56
MVPA 18.24 (5.76) 60.8 16.7 (6.28) 55.66 20.09 (4.41) 66.95

Table 3  Generalized estimating 
equation model predicting 
METS and sedentary behavior

Factor METs Sedentary behavior

OR 95% CI p-Value OR 95% CI p-value

Gender
 Boys 1.55 1.34–1.80 .000 0.20 0.09–0.45 .000
 Girls 1.00 1.00

BMI
 Underweight 0.74 0.54–0.99 .048 2.11 0.37–11.9 .397
 Normal/healthy 1.28 1.08–1.53 .000 0.34 0.11–1.02 .054
 Overweight/obese 1.00 1.00

Day
 Monday 0.68 0.55–0.84 .000 9.25 3.37–25.42 .000
 Tuesday 0.56 0.45–0.71 .000 35.47 11.61–108.33 .000
 Wednesday 0.77 0.61–0.97 .025 8.72 2.78–27.38 .000
 Thursday 0.84 0.68–1.04 .112 4.77 1.73–13.71 .003
 Friday 1.00 1.00

Week
 1st 0.88 0.66–1.17 .376 2.95 0.59–14.8 .188
 2nd 0.96 0.73–1.27 .774 1.88 0.42–8.42 .410
 3rd 0.80 0.61–1.06 .125 2.47 0.54–11.2 .241
 4th 0.72 0.54–0.95 .020 5.09 1.08–24.0 .040
 5th 1.42 1.05–1.91 .022 0.12 0.02–0.52 .005
 6th 1.00 1.00

Group
 B 2.15 1.89–2.45 .000 0.02 0.01–0.04 .000
 A 1.00 1.00

Age 0.99 0.97–1.01 .127 1.07 0.96–1.19 .193
Academic achievement 1.11 1.05–1.17 .000 0.65 0.48–0.87 .004
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Discussion

One purpose of this study was to assess first-grade students’ 
PA levels and sedentary behavior during school-recess. The 
results of this study showed that first-grade students spent a 
large part of recess in MVPA (60.8%) and also a significant 
percentage in sedentary behavior (18.26%). Specifically, 
boys participated in more MVPA and less sedentary behav-
ior during recess time than girls, which is consistent with 
previous studies that have analyzed both PA (Ridgers et al., 
2006, 2010) and sedentary behavior (Greca, 2017; Ridgers 
et al., 2010) in children during school recess. These differ-
ences have been explained by social factors.

The analysis of PA during recess showed that BMI was 
not associated with sedentary behavior but it was related to 
METs, with normal-weight children achieving higher METs 
than those children who were underweight and overweight/
obese, respectively. These results are consistent with recent 
studies that found that overweight children performed more 
moderate intensity PA and less vigorous intensity PA than 
non-overweight children during school recess (Ridgers et al., 
2014; Stratton et al., 2007). The reasons for these relation-
ships are not widely known, but it has been suggested that 
overweight children might not be able to engage at higher 
intensities due to fitness or low movement skills (Ridgers 
et al., 2014).

It was observed that METs were positively associated 
with the academic achievement of students, and also that 
sedentary behavior was negatively associated with academic 
achievement. In other words, in this sample, children who 
get more involved in more intense PA during recess achieved 
higher academic grades than those that yielded fewer METs 

and than those that spent more time participating in seden-
tary behavior. There is inadequate evidence to conclude that 
increased PA in school may enhance academic achievement 
in all children (Resaland et al., 2016). However, these find-
ings support the idea that PA is beneficially associated with 
cognitive performances (Ellemberg & St-Lous-Deschênes, 
2010; Fedewa & Ahn, 2011), learning processes (Graham 
et al., 2014; Mullender-Wijnsma et al., 2016), and children’s 
academic achievements (Gonzalez-Sicilia et al., 2019; Xu 
et al., 2017; Zeng et al., 2017), which have been explained 
through different hypotheses.

For instance, one approach is that PA may enhance 
arousal and minimize fatigue and boredom (Shepard, 1996). 
Other neurological perspectives state that longer periods of 
regular MVPA lead to changes in brain structure, neuro-
transmitter concentration, and function which may improve 
cognitive functions such as attention, concentration, and 
working memory (Donnelly et al., 2016; Hillman et al., 
2008). Although the results of this study could be explained 
through these perspectives, more research is needed to inves-
tigate the impact of PA during school recess on children’s 
academic achievement.

The literature shows contradictory results regarding the 
relationships between sedentary behavior and academic 
achievement. For instance, some studies have found that the 
time that children spend in sedentary behavior is either, not 
associated (Lopes et al., 2017), or negatively associated with 
their academic achievement (Tremblay et al., 2011). How-
ever, such relationships were established primarily through 
the time spent in screen time (e.g., TV viewing, computer 
use, videogames) and not during school recess time. There-
fore, the results of this study would be more consistent with 

Fig. 1  Different patterns of METs observed across the week
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recent studies that found unfavorable associations between 
long sedentary periods and low MVPA at school with aca-
demic achievement (Mooses et al., 2017).

The other aim of this study was to investigate the rela-
tionship between withholding school recess for academic 
or disciplinary reasons and children’s PA levels. A natural 
experiment was conducted due to the different methodologi-
cal approaches observed between the two teachers in regards 
to their use of the school recess time. The teacher from the 
“A” group had to supervise students during recess time on 
Fridays; as a result, students could not stay in the classroom. 
Preliminary descriptive analysis showed similar patterns on 
the METs and on the sedentary behavior time yielded on 
Fridays between the “A” group and the “B” group. How-
ever, the GEE model for repeated measures revealed that the 
METs yielded on Fridays were significantly higher than on 
the other days of the week (except Thursdays that show non-
significant differences) and, moreover, that students from 
the “B” group yielded higher METs during school recess 
than the students from the “A” group. The same pattern was 
observed regarding sedentary behavior, with significantly 
lower periods of sedentary behavior on Fridays than on the 
other days of the week and with significantly more time 
spent in sedentary behavior among students form the “A” 
group when compared with the students from the “B” group. 
This would mean that students from the “A” group generally 
yielded lower PA intensities during the school recess than 
the students from the “B” group, but even more concerning 
is the fact that regarding sedentary behavior, the differences 
are more noticeable between the groups.

Recess provides a daily opportunity for students to be 
physically active. Moreover, there is literature suggesting 
that children improve their class behavior and attention after 
recess (Ramstetter et al., 2010). However, several studies 
have reported that in some instances children’s poor class-
room behavior is punished with reduced time for recess 
(Huberty et al., 2012; Ramstetter et al., 2010; Turner et al., 
2013). Thus, this study showed that the teacher of one group 
tended to use all or part of recess for other purposes; and 
this practice had a negative impact on children’s PA lev-
els and extended their sedentary behavior. Several works 
have observed that participation in recommended levels 
of PA promotes children’s health (Penedo & Dahn, 2005) 
and prevents childhood obesity (Janssen & LeBlanc, 2010). 
Likewise, Xu et al. (2017) observed that an increase in PA 
during the morning time had positive benefits for students 
throughout the school day (e.g., increased scores on math 
standard score or greater confidence in their academic abil-
ity). Consequently, since school recess might contribute to 
more than 40% of recommended daily PA levels (Ridgers 
et al., 2006), it should be considered as a unique occasion to 
optimize not only physical but emotional, social, and cogni-
tive development (Ramstetter et al., 2010).

To date, no studies have empirically examined the impact of 
using school recess for other purposes (e.g., to punish children 
misbehavior or to finish class work) on the PA and sedentary 
behavior of children who are 6-years-old. This kind of study 
cannot be intentionally replicated because of the ethical impli-
cations. Therefore, this might be the most important finding 
of this study. On the other hand, this study is consistent with 
studies that found positive relationships between academic 
achievement and different forms of PA such as leisure-time 
PA (González Sicilia et al., 2019), physical education, sports 
(Howie & Pate, 2012), or intervention programs at school 
(e.g., Layne et al., 2021). Thus, this study also shows the posi-
tive relationship between PA intensity during recess time (i.e., 
an unstructured PA) and academic achievement in a natural 
setting with 6-year-old children.

Limitations and Future Research

Though the results provided in this and previous studies con-
tribute to highlighting the importance of school recess for 
children, this research acknowledges some limitations. First, 
the sample size is small and only involved a convenience 
sample of first-year students. Second, PA levels only were 
measured by accelerometry and observational data could 
have enhanced the measurements (e.g., what was the daily 
pattern of students?). Moreover, all measures were collected 
over 6 weeks in the fall and PA patterns might be different 
during other times of the academic year, with other teach-
ers or in other regions or countries. Thus, the longitudinal 
design of this study and the geographic location of the study 
are also potential limitations to generalizability.

Finally, the relationships between PA and academic 
achievement should be taken cautiously because other con-
founding factors should be taken into consideration, such as 
socioeconomic variables or the PA that is undertaken outside 
of recess/school hours. Therefore, further research should 
evaluate the PA levels during school recess with other age 
students, in longer periods, with other data collection strate-
gies, and considering other potential confounding variables. 
However, this study shows interesting findings that allow 
us to better understand the current situation of school-age 
students regarding school recess, and contribute to reflect 
on the importance of school recess and the impact of with-
holding recess to punish children misbehavior or to finish 
classwork at the cost of children’s time for being physically 
active.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the main finding of this study is that it has 
been empirically observed that using some part of the recess 
to work on other educational issues is related with children’s 
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sedentary behavior and PA. Hence, the data presented sup-
ports all those arguments that have led to actively discourag-
ing schools from practices that exclude students from all or 
part of recess and encourage teachers to avoid such practices 
because school recess plays an important role in school-age 
students’ PA and students should not be excluded from par-
ticipation in all or part of recess for punitive or academic 
reasons. Many teachers often believe that withholding recess 
from students is an effective tool for punishing bad behav-
ior, however, they should take into account that such prac-
tice is counterproductive, especially for children that really 
need a break. Thus, instead of “discouraging” from taking 
away a student’s recess time, stronger policies should either 
limit or prohibit a teacher or administrator from withhold-
ing recess for punitive or academic issues. School policies 
should provide teachers training or instruction in strategies 
more effective than simply taking away recess, and teachers 
should only be able to withhold recess for specific reasons.
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