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Abstract
As Canada’s schools reopen, attention to healing the school community is essential. Given the
considerable stressors of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is unsurprising that recent studies find
Canadian children’s mental health in decline. As social connection is tightly entwined with children’s
mental health, supporting school-based spaces for quality social interactions and play will be an
important postpandemic recovery strategy. Children will need opportunities to re-establish positive
social connections at school, and informal spaces such as recess and lunch are an ideal time to afford
these opportunities. Yet many schoolyards have long been challenged by social conflict that can
interfere with children’s need to connect with peers. Therefore, efforts should be directed not only
at mitigating the effects of social harm, but also toward ensuring social and physical landscapes that
are meaningful, inclusive, and engaging for children and adolescents of all ages. Recommendations
for postpandemic recovery are provided.
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Introduction
The sudden onset of the COVID-19 pandemic required immediate action to mitigate the spread of the
virus. As a result, Canadian children experienced a variety of ever-changing disruptions to their
school day including school closings, staggered schedules, smaller classes, online learning, postponed
activities, canceled events, and a significant loss of social interactions. Moreover, many of these
children also experienced family stressors related to food and housing insecurity, abuse, and neglect
(Statistics Canada n.d). Given the considerable stressors, it is unsurprising that recent studies are
finding that Canadian children’s mental health is in decline (see review by Vaillancourt et al.
2021a). For example, Cost et al. (2021) found that the strongest predictor of this mental health decline
was increased stress from social isolation. Supporting school-based spaces for quality social inter-
actions and meaningful play, therefore, will be an important postpandemic recovery strategy.

Though many educators and parents may be concerned about restoring pandemic-related learning
loss, these and other studies remind us that schools are much more than schoolwork. They are
communities where children spend a considerable amount of their waking hours across significant
developmental years. Indeed, it is well-documented in the research literature that children’s
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experiences in the school environment dynamically and cumulatively impact their health and
well-being trajectories (World Health Organization 2021). And importantly, health and well-being
are foundational for optimal learning and school engagement (Govorova 2020). Accordingly, the
World Health Organization has long encouraged schools to extend beyond curricular instruction to
include a reconsideration and modification of the social and physical landscapes to better promote,
protect, and nurture healthy lifestyles. And now, more than ever, this is a critical message.

There is a growing body of research to substantiate that informal school spaces—particularly the
space of recess and lunch—are critically important social spaces for children and adolescents
(McNamara et al. 2018a, 2015; Wilson et al. 2018; Lodewyk et al. 2020; Berggren et al. 2020; Massey
et al. 2021a, 2021b). These spaces are typically the part of the school day that children and youth
are afforded opportunities to connect freely with their peers and engage in a variety of activities such
as play, recreation, conversation, or rest—activities that provide a number of cascading social,
psychological, cognitive, and physical benefits that are foundational for learning and school
engagement (Ramstetter et al. 2010; Ramstetter et al. 2013). As these informal spaces are often
overlooked in board and school-improvement efforts, the purpose of this review is to bring the
context of school recess into the conversation of pandemic recovery efforts, particularly from the lens
of supporting social connections.

From the perspective of children and youth, what happens during recess (breaks) can hold immense
social and emotional weight. They are spaces that represent much more than a break from academics,
fresh air, physical activity, or freedom from class: they are a part of the day that reflects their
fundamental social and emotional needs (Stanley et al. 2012; McNamara 2013; McNamara et al.
2014; McNamara 2018; Massey et al. 2021a, 2021b). Yet, given the variety of conditions and contexts
across schools (McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014; McNamara et al. 2015; London et al. 2015;
McNamara 2018; McNamara et al. 2018a), there is still some question as to whether the potential
benefits of this time and space are valued and realized in schools across Canada, even before
COVID-19 was declared a pandemic.

This is an important question because a sizable body of research on recess (in Canada and abroad)
indicates that this space has long been associated with aggression, bullying, loneliness, boredom,
and social exclusion (Craig and Pepler 1997; Doll et al. 2003; Anderson-Butcher et al. 2003;
McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2018a; Vaillancourt et al. 2021b; Vaillancourt et al. 2010).
Indeed, of all school spaces, a large Canadian study found that children felt most “unsafe” outside
during recess (Vaillancourt et al. 2010). Consequently, such a social landscape can not only under-
mine opportunities for social connection and meaningful play, but also can be a traumatic and fearful
time of the school day (Astor et al. 2001; Vaillancourt et al. 2010; McNamara et al. 2018a; Vaillancourt
et al. 2021b).

It is now well-established that social relationships are inextricably linked to overall health, well-being,
learning, and school engagement—for better or for worse (Umberson and Karas-Montez 2010;
Eisenberger 2013; Lieberman 2013; Govorova 2020; Yang et al. 2016). Therefore, efforts should be
directed not only at mitigating the effects of social harm, but also toward ensuring a social and physi-
cal landscape that is meaningful, inclusive, and engaging for all children and adolescents of all ages.
Fortunately, there has been considerable research development in this setting, particularly in the last
10 years, to help us better understand this setting and provide direction for our change efforts.

The potential of recess to benefit health, well-being, and learning
A converging body of international research highlights the potential cognitive, social, emotional,
physical, and academic benefits of regularly scheduled breaks throughout the school day. These
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benefits are thought to dynamically contribute to children’s overall well-being, long-term health
trajectories, and academic success.

Cognitive and academic benefits
It is understood that children, especially younger children, need regular breaks from focused
instruction to reduce stress and return to class more with enhanced focus and attention that, in turn,
can cumulatively influence their overall academic performance (Ramstetter et al. 2013). Optimal
cognitive processing is thought to require intervals of concentrated instruction followed by breaks
(Pellegrini and Bohn 2005; Barros et al. 2009; Godwin et al. 2016; Chen et al. 2018). To alleviate
stress and distractions that can interfere with cognitive processing, these breaks are thought to be best
served by unstructured activities, as opposed to simply shifting from one cognitive task to another
(Bjorklund and Brown 1998; Sibley and Etnier 2003; Barros et al. 2009; Jarrett 2011; Ramstetter
et al. 2013).

Opportunities for movement and physical activity
Recess is thought to provide regular outlets for movement and physical activity. It is well-established
that regular physical activity contributes to both short- and long-term health benefits through a
variety of physiological pathways, including boosting circulation, increasing energy, reducing stress,
stimulating neurological activity, and enhancing feelings of well-being. Although not all children play
vigorously at recess, even minor activity can be beneficial to offset time spent sitting at their desks
(Tremblay et al. 2016; Saunders et al. 2016; Bull et al. 2020).

Time outdoors in nature
It is well-established in the research literature that outdoors- and nature-based play is associated with
positive health impacts (Tremblay et al. 2015; Dankiw et al. 2020). Even in small amounts, time
outdoors in nature has been shown to improve mood, focus, and physiological markers such as heart
rate and blood pressure (Genevive et al. 2019). Notably, recent evidence indicates that children rate
schoolyards with abundant natural elements more restorative than built environments, and
subsequently experienced enhanced attention and focus (Bagot et al. 2015).

Opportunities for unstructured play
Unstructured play is so fundamental to human development that the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 2013) has long deemed it a fundamental human right. Although the
definition of play continues to evolve, play is something children do because they want to, not because
they have to (see Gray 2011). Unstructured play means children are afforded the opportunity to
follow their own instincts, ideas, and interests without an imposed or predetermined outcome
(Canadian Public Health Association 2019).

Unstructured play encompasses a range of play types that change as children grow and mature,
including physical play, imaginative play, exploratory play, object and loose parts play, rough and
tumble play, restorative play, risky play, and so on (Gibson et al. 2017; Loebach and Cox 2021).
Each form of play provides an array of contributions to overall well-being and many overlap—
physically active play benefits children’s motor skills and cardiovascular and musculoskeletal health;
risky play allows children to calibrate their physical capabilities and emotional reactions to fear and
uncertainty; social play affords opportunities for language development, social competence,
self-awareness, and negotiation (CPHA 2019).

All kinds of play activate the brain’s reward circuitry and release endorphins that contribute to feel-
ings of happiness and calm, which serves to mitigate the effects of anxiety and stress (Wang and
Aamodt 2012). And for many children, particularly those in urban and low-income neighbourhoods,
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recess may be the only time of day that they have an opportunity for free, unstructured play (Jarrett
2003; Dubroc 2007; Barros et al. 2009)

Opportunities for social interactions
Recess provides opportunities for regular social interactions with peers. It is well-documented that
early and regular social interactions with peers influence attitudes and behaviour that shape learning
and engagement with school as well as mental and physical health-related behaviour across the
lifespan (Sullivan 1953; Bukowski et al. 1993; Bagwell et al. 1998; Hoza et al. 1995; Hartup 1996;
Doll et al. 2003; Bukowski et al. 2010; Umberson and Karas-Montez 2010; Bagwell and Schmidt
2011; Durlak et al. 2011; Leiberman 2013; Wentzel et al. 2018).

And again, for many children, particularly those in urban areas and low-income neighbourhoods,
recess may be the only chance in their day that they have a regular opportunity to meet up with peers
in an unstructured setting (Jarrett 2003; Dubroc 2007; Barros et al. 2009). Regular social interactions
provide children with opportunities to develop and maintain positive relationships. Relationships
provide a context for laughter, joy, exploring, and play; they mediate cognitive development, influence
psychosocial health, and facilitate the development of social and emotional competencies such as
empathy, problem-solving, emotional regulation, and coping strategies (Umberson and
Karas-Montez 2010; Bagwell and Schmidt 2011).

Furthermore, regular relationships provide children with acceptance and understanding that contrib-
utes to a sense of connectedness and belonging that has long been recognized as a powerful contribu-
tor to healthy development (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Leary and Baumeister 2000; Osterman 2000;
Gere and MacDonald 2010; DeWall and Bushman 2011).

The importance of considering recess from the lens of belonging
What happens during recess can have a powerful influence on children’s overall health, well-being,
and academic success. Importantly, children place a high priority on the social element of recess.
What happens at recess matters to them; it holds considerable social and emotional weight. This
warrants our attention, both for understanding the setting more fully as well as providing direction
for pandemic recovery and long-term change efforts.

The power of children’s social bonds can be explained by the conceptual framework of the need to
belong (Baumeister and Leary 1995). Specifically, Baumeister and Leary (1995) claimed that “human
beings have a pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive,
and significant personal relationships” (p. 497). The framework is intended to highlight why belong-
ing is a fundamental need (not merely an optional desire or want) that drives human motivation and
behaviour. They reviewed the empirical literature in search of evidence to support the belongingness
hypothesis and subsequently linked the need to belong with a range of cognitive, emotional, biologi-
cal, and behavioural processes. The framework is now well-established in the empirical literature
(Gere and MacDonald 2010).

The motivation to have lasting, positive relationships can be considered an evolutionary adaptation,
as close relationships would have provided early humans with both survival and reproductive benefits.
Belonging to a group provided protection, shared resources, and reproductive opportunities.
Conversely, it would have been difficult to survive in isolation (DeWall and Bushman 2011). An
evolutionary perspective, therefore, explains why social interactions trigger an array of cognitive
processes and emotional responses that are dynamically connected to the neural, endocrine, meta-
bolic, and lymphatic systems: genetic selection would favor attachment and closeness behaviour that
promote survival and reproduction.
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For example, when our need to belong is fulfilled, we experience feelings of acceptance and inclusion
that are associated with a variety of positive emotions such as happiness, elation, contentment, and
calm (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Timmons et al. 2011). Conversely, when our need to belong is
unfulfilled, our well-being is impacted in many ways. It is well-documented that social exclusion
and isolation are associated with poor self-regulation, negative affect, self-doubt, loneliness, anxiety,
depression, and suicide (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Cacioppo and Hawkley 2003; Baumeister
2005; Steger and Kashdan 2009; DeWall et al. 2011). This is the social and emotional weight of
relationships.

Belonging and recess
Despite the range of potential benefits of recess, problematic social conflict is consistently
documented in the research in Canada and abroad—specifically bullying, exclusion, hitting, alterca-
tions, cliques, and power struggles (Astor et al. 2001; Nansel et al. 2001; Doll et al. 2003; Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation 2010; McNamara 2013; Zumbrunn et al. 2013; McNamara et al. 2014;
McDougall and Vaillancourt 2015; McNamara et al. 2015; McNamara et al. 2018a; McNamara 2018).

Bullying among school-aged children, for example, is a chronic public health crisis in Canada (Inchley
et al. 2018). Attawell (2019) indicates that one-third of students are affected worldwide.

A large Canadian study of school spaces (Vaillancourt et al. 2010) reported two notable findings: first,
bullying has been found to occur most frequently during recess, and the second is that children felt
most “unsafe” outside during recess. Research on recess in Canadian schools indicates similar preva-
lence rates (McNamara et al. 2018a, 2018b, 2020; Lodewyk et al. 2019). As well, Lodewyk et al. (2020)
and McNamara et al. (2018b) found that children with disabilities had significantly higher rates of
victimization and negative feelings toward recess. These rates are particularly concerning because of
the potential cumulative impact overall health and well-being (Bukowski et al. 2010; Hoza et al.
1995; Umberson and Karas-Montez 2010).

Because children perceive recess as an important social space, this has important implications. In
several recent Canadian studies, children indicated that one of the most enjoyable parts of recess is
being with friends (McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014; McNamara et al. 2018c). With friends
they were more likely to engage in play, particularly physically active play. Conversely, not having
friends in this space—even on a single day (if a friend was sick or chose to play with someone else,
for example)—is problematic, as those without a friend are vulnerable to feeling bored, lonely, socially
anxious, and fearful of being a target of bullying. Not surprisingly, research has found a significantly
negative correlation between victimization and feelings of belonging during recess (Lodewyk et al.
2019, 2020; McNamara et al. 2018a) and victimization and enjoyment during recess (Boulton et al.
2009). As well, several studies have found a significant positive correlation among peer belonging,
physical activity, outdoor recess enjoyment, and positive affect (Hyndman et al. 2016; McNamara et al.
2018a; Lodewyk et al. 2019, 2020).

What is also interesting, but not terribly surprising, is that reports of bullying, victimization, and
perpetration are considerably lower during the pandemic than before the pandemic (Vaillancourt et al.
2021b). This is likely due to decreased class sizes, increased supervision, and fewer opportunities to
interact socially at school during the pandemic than before the pandemic. Consequently, these and
other studies continue to highlight that social harm, in all forms, undermines children’s opportunities
to connect and engage meaningfully during recess. This is especially the case for children from some
groups—such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or questioning (LGBTQ); children and youth
with disabilities; children from low-income neighbourhoods; and children from communities of
colour—as they are disproportionally represented in the literature on victimization.
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When social interactions are consistently difficult, it can be more challenging for children to engage in
respectful, collaborative, and inclusive play—compromising all the potential health benefits of recess.
Negative social experiences such as isolation, exclusion, and victimization are linked to feelings of
loneliness, sadness, anxiety, and anger. These negative feelings can then contribute to the progression
of self-doubt and poor self-regulation as well as maladaptive coping strategies that further complicate
attempts to connect positively with others. The result is often a negative feedback loop of intense
stress and social disconnection (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Baumeister 2005; Umberson and
Karas-Montez 2010; Korpershoek et al. 2020).

As well, this has important implications for children who prefer to be alone and engage in creative,
quiet activities that are restorative and energizing for them. At a time of increased concern about
the mental and social health of young people, such a setting is problematic for children’s mental
health trajectories. As schools move forward, it will be critical to ensure that recess is a positive time
for students where they can find acceptance and opportunities to connect and engage with their peers
(or not) in a safe and supportive setting that is rich in play and activity options. Recent research on the
setting of recess—most notably in the last 10 years—provides considerable information that helps us
better understand and appreciate many of the long-standing challenges of recess that contribute to a
negative social climate. This information provides important direction for change efforts.

The challenges of recess: what’s getting in the way of connection?
Although recess has the potential to support children’s overall well-being, research indicates that there
are several long-standing challenges inherent in traditional practices—challenges that often
undermine the potential of recess to support children’s physical, cognitive, social, and emotional
development. Schools were historically designed to focus primarily on learning and instruction, and
the traditional design of schools is reflective of this ideology—as are the daily organizational routines
and practices. Arguably, the assumption is that schools provide time and space for recess, but there is
little documentation as to recess practices and requirements across boards and schools in Canada.
What follows, however, is a summary of key constraints that are consistently attributed to recess,
broadly speaking, primarily from elementary and middle schools in Canada and abroad (see
McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014; McNamara et al. 2015; London et al. 2015; McNamara et al.
2018b; London 2019).

Minimal training, planning, and supervision.
Similar to our U.S. counterparts, recess and lunch in Canadian schools are often given minimal
priority in board and school planning and improvement efforts—presumably because curricular
needs tend to take precedence. Consequently, minimal training, planning, and supervision have been
consistently documented as a key challenge, with problematic and cascading effects on social behav-
iour and engagement (Dubroc 2007; Jarrett and Waite-Stupiansky 2009; Pytel 2009; Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation 2010; Vaillancourt et al. 2010; Stanley et al. 2012; McNamara 2013; McNamara
et al. 2015; Vaillancourt et al. 2021b).

In Canada, provincial collective agreements ensure that teachers have time allocated for their own
breaks—which typically happen in tandem with recess and lunch times. As a result, staff schoolyard
training, planning, and supervision hours are minimal (McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014).
Consequently, the ratio of staff to children is inconsistent, ranging from one supervisor to anywhere
from 50–220 students on the playground, including kindergarteners. The inconsistencies vary across
school boards, schools, and even days—as principals have reported that the ratio of teachers to
students can change very quickly if a supervisor is late or does not show up at all. Schools generally
have the option of hiring part-time yard duty supervisors to fill this gap, yet the qualifications and
experience required are very minimal (often a high school diploma).
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As well, yard supervisors (both occasional and permanent staff) typically do not require any extensive
training about their role and how best to support children during unstructured play. The challenge is
not necessarily minimal supervision, rather minimal supervision combined with minimal planning,
supervisors’ uncertainty of their roles and responsibilities, and rotating shifts that prevent continuity
and familiarity with practices and routines.

Minimal equipment
Research in Canada and abroad indicates that equipment is often withheld during recess for several
reasons: concerns of safety and issues of liability, theft, arguments, breakage, and difficulty managing
the equipment. Supervisors report that they are uncertain about what is “safe” use and what isn’t; they
indicate that feel responsible for many children and often err on the side of caution by withholding
the equipment. Those schools who do provide some equipment often restrict the use of the equipment
with various rules, designated locations, and forms of use—often to a degree that can greatly reduce
the benefit to the students.

Moreover, when equipment is regularly missing or stolen, administrators report that they are reluc-
tant to purchase new equipment (Dubroc 2007; Jarrett and Waite-Stupiansky 2009; Pytel 2009;
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2010; Stanley et al. 2012; McNamara 2013; McNamara et al.
2014). Research indicates that equipment availability influences children’s engagement and activity
levels (Escalante et al. 2013; Hatfield and Chomitz 2015; Hyndman et al. 2016).

Minimal space
Many school playgrounds, particularly those in dense, urban neighbourhoods, do not have the
capacity to provide ample space for children to run freely and engage in active play. Consequently,
such a setting results in crowded conditions that contribute boredom, sedentary behaviour, and social
conflict (Knowles and Gardner 2008; Huberty et al. 2012; Stanley et al. 2012; D’Haese et al. 2013;
McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014). Such conditions, when coupled with minimal equipment
and minimal supervision, create tension and invite social dysfunction among the children and
discipline challenges for the supervisors. Frustrated supervisors reportedly react by imposing strict
rules such as no running (walk-and-talk only), withholding equipment, and assigning difficult or
delinquent children to “the wall” for the duration of recess (Turner et al. 2013; McNamara et al. 2014).

Barren spaces
Although there is little scholarly documentation available with regards to the description of school-
yards across Canada, the traditional built environment of many schoolyards, particularly those in
urban or low-income neighbourhoods, tends to be lacking in natural landscape elements such as trees,
shrubs, grass, hills, logs, sand, and rocks. Schools were historically designed to focus primarily on
learning and instruction, and the traditional design of schoolyards is reflective of this ideology.
Efforts to address barren spaces can be reflected in the growth of organizations such as Evergreen
and Green Schoolyards Canada.

It is not uncommon, particularly in low-income areas, to see “playgrounds” created from parking lots,
sharing space with school dumpsters and lacking any fixed equipment or ground markings
(McNamara et al. 2015). Principals indicate that minimalist design of outdoor environments is neces-
sary for supervisors to maintain clear sightlines across the schoolyard. In other words, they indicate
that for safety reasons, children must be visible at all times. This is consistent, for example, with the
Ontario Principal’s Council (2007) recommendation that supervisors have continuous and direct
sightlines to the students that they are supervising.
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Minimal funding for schoolyard design
It is traditional practice that individual schools and their Parent Advisory Councils are tasked to raise
the funds for structures and equipment to furnish the schoolyard1. This is a significant equity issue for
schools in low-income neighbourhoods, as high mobility and community disengagement often
influence parent attendance at parent council meetings. Moreover, it seems inconceivable that all
parents would have the knowledge and wherewithal to create an outdoor space informed by universal
design principles, knowledge of healthy outdoor play, child development, accessibility standards, and
environment–behaviour relationships.

Outdated Education Acts
Education Acts provide direction to Canada’s provincial education system. Policies are generated
based on the Education Acts, and practice generally follows policy. Furthermore, collective agree-
ments are designed around the Education Acts and provincial/territorial policies. Although many
Education Acts address the health and well-being of all students, currently only two, Ontario and
Quebec, explicitly mention recess in their Education Acts and very minimally in that there is no men-
tion or recommendations with respect to the setting. None of the other provincial Education Acts
mentions recess at all. Moreover, at this time, it appears that there are no publicly available provin-
cial/territorial or board-level formal standards or policies explicitly created for recess. As a result, it
is entirely possible that individual boards and schools may reduce or eliminate recess in favour of
instructional demands. There is little evidence available as to whether there is consistency across prov-
inces and school boards as to the practices, duration, and timing of recess in the school day.

When considered together, we can gain an appreciation of how traditional organizational routines
and practices contribute to boredom, discipline issues, social conflict, disengagement, and sedentary
behaviour—which, in turn, compromise the social environment, making it difficult for children to
play and interact in ways that allow them to connect positively with one another. The children
complain of boredom, teachers complain of loitering, and the combination of mixed ages, tempera-
ments, social skills, and play/socialization preferences further contribute to a context that hinders
meaningful interactions and play among the children (Doll et al. 2003; Pellegrini and Bohn 2005;
McNamara et al. 2014). Further, such conditions trigger administrative concerns about safety,
liability, theft, and discipline issues (Jarrett and Waite-Stupiansky 2009; Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation 2010; McNamara 2013; McNamara et al. 2014).

Recommendations
As Canada’s schools reopen after prolonged closures and restrictions due to COVID-19, attention to
healing the school community is essential. Although there will likely be considerable variation in the
timing and formats with which schools plan to reopen, it is clear that when students return, they will
be looking forward to reconnecting with friends and teachers. Recess is an ideal time to support
children’s fundamental need for connection—ensuring rich and positive opportunities interaction
and all forms of play should be a priority—at all ages. Efforts should be directed not only at mitigating
the effects of social harm, but also toward creating social and physical environments that are mean-
ingful, inclusive, and engaging for children and adolescents of all ages.

1Though scholarly data are unavailable to document this statement, the following news releases are reflective of
this practice: cbc.ca/news/canada/london/london-ontario-neighbourhood-decision-making-schools-1.5353521,
cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/school-playgrounds-who-pays-and-how-expensive-are-they-1.2822828,
ottawacitizen.com/news/local-news/playgrounds, nationalpost.com/news/canada/saskatchewan-parents-who-
want-playgrounds-at-their-kids-schools-have-to-raise-funds-themselves.
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For children and youth, peers are important socialization agents who affect each other in a variety of
ways. As Vygotsky (1978) suggested, children learn from each other and generate a shared under-
standing, and their shared knowledge becomes internalized and subsequently influences their
thoughts, choices, behaviour, and actions. Connecting with friends in school and feeling a subsequent
sense of acceptance and belonging is associated with multiple factors including academic motivation,
school engagement, attitudes, and health behaviour. Furthermore, the important work of Yonezawa
et al. (2009) suggests that by changing the social settings that surround children, we can change
how the children interact in those settings.

The following recommendations are carefully aligned with United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNCRC 2013), particularly with Article 31, the right to healthy spaces for play, rest, and
leisure and Article 29, the right to be protected from social harm.

Above all, a prevention approach is recommended to encourage meaningful and engaging spaces for
socialization and play. Schools should include recess in their wider school improvement efforts. The
overarching goal should be to change the playground culture to one that fosters friendships, inclusion,
and meaningful interaction patterns. When approached proactively in this way, recess can be
designed to promote the health and well-being of all students, inclusive of the differences in ages,
stages, ability, and preference. Furthermore, a preventive approach ensures a focus on protective
factors and developmental assets rather than remedying specific challenges as they arise.

Drawing on the UNCRC recommendations, setting research, social neuroscience, sociocultural
theories, as well as the contemporary research and recommendations specific to recess (McNamara,
2013; McNamara et al. 2014; London et al. 2015; McNamara et al. 2018a; Lodewyk et al. 2019, 2020;
McNamara and Zakaria 2020; Loebach and Cox 2021), a well-designed recess should, broadly, pro-
vide a continuum of opportunities for children to be active, engaged, and protected from the effects
of bullying and social harm.

Therefore, school staff need the appropriate training to ensure they have the knowledge to balance
children’s need for independence, challenge, comfort, and support. Specific recommendations are as
follows2.

1. Provincial and board level direction for recess. Guidelines are needed to direct and empower
change efforts at the school level. Strategic and coordinated efforts will ensure that recess is
prioritized and part of the overall board-wide and school-wide improvement efforts. Specific
working guidelines for planning, monitoring, and reporting should be put in place to ensure
continuity and equality across schools.

2. Invest in staff training and capacity building around recess. Specific training in best practices
for recess should be a required and accountable part of staff training, professional learning, and
formal teacher education programs. Resources and templates for recess planning and
implementation should be accessible and abundant.

3. Invest in the built environment to support both indoor and outdoor spaces for recess. The
built environment influences activity, behaviour, and social interaction patterns. Thoughtful
planning and funding allocations need to be directed to spaces that can support social interac-
tion, play, rest, recreation, and restorative activities—inclusive of ages, stages, preferences,
genders, seasonal weather changes, and abilities. When thoughtfully designed, the built environ-
ment can encourage different play types, flow patterns, engagement, and social harmony, as well
as providing variety, novelty, and sensory-rich experiences. Moreover, new spatial layouts can

2For specific resources, including COVID-19 disease mitigation strategies for recess, please visit
globalrecessalliance.org.
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pave the way for new routines, expectations, and social behaviour that serve to reduce social
anxiety, uncertainty, isolation, and loneliness as well as protect children from social harm.

a. Invest in nature and natural materials. School boards are stewards of a considerable
amount of land, yet asphalt is the typical default material of many schoolyards in
Canada. Investments in natural and sustainable materials add to the collective well-being
of children, communities, and the climate. As more and more schools invest in outdoor
learning, ensure that recess is considered when planning for this space.

b. Invest in indoor spaces for a variety of options for recess. While children should be outside
for recess whenever possible, there are parts of the country and times during the year
where decisions are made to hold recess indoors. With limited building space, children
have limited options and are often confined to their desks for the entire school day.

c. Invest in an abundance equipment and materials that are specific to recess, and a system for
managing it. This includes not only traditional recreation equipment and playground
markings, but also loose-parts materials that support creative play (e.g., crates, pots, pans,
sticks, buckets, and other random objects).

4. Invest in planning, staffing, and implementation for recess at both the board and school
levels. Time and forethought are needed to assess, plan, implement, monitor, and sustain a
routine of new practices. Establish permanent committees (or subcommittees) at the board
and school level and ensure staff time allocations to dedicated to committee members.
Establish and invest in a dedicated staff position such as Recess Coordinator. Such a role is
needed to oversee schoolwide direction for planning, designing, purchasing, implementing,
training, and monitoring efforts as well as informing and collaborating with parent advisory
councils.

5. Establish and invest in a student leadership program for recess. Older students can play an
important role in reshaping the social landscape of recess. Younger children look to their older
peers for appropriate social conventions and routines. Therefore, when well-trained and super-
vised, peer leaders can be critical levers for change. Train and empower them to contribute their
ideas, oversee activity areas, manage equipment, encourage inclusive play, and model effective
conflict resolution.

Conclusion
As Canada’s schools reopen, providing opportunities for positive social interactions and play will be
an important postpandemic recovery strategy, as feelings of belonging, acceptance, and social connec-
tion are tightly entwined with overall well-being. Recess, in particular, is the part of school day that
allows children and youth the opportunity to connect with peers and engage in opportunities of their
choice, free of instructional and curricular constraints.

Yet, the information presented this review indicates that the traditional context of recess can be
challenging for children to navigate and consequently may undermine opportunities for positive
social connection, play, and physical activity—depriving children of the potential health benefits that
are so needed at this time.

The setting of recess, therefore, must receive the same level of consideration, attention, and resources
that are given to curriculum and instruction. The recommendations provided are intended to help
direct provide guidance and direction for implementation efforts—efforts that should not only at
mitigate the effects of social harm but ensure that the social and physical landscapes in this setting
are continually meaningful, inclusive, and engaging for children and adolescents of all ages.
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