Today’s piece was prepared by Maya Maxym, MD, and comes from a recent article from the NY Times, entitled “The 3 R’s: A Fourth is Crucial, Too: Recess”. http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/24/health/24well.html?_r=1&emc=eta1 
This article discusses the benefits of unstructured playtime for school-age children.  According to the article, recent research suggests that the benefits of recess may include better behavior and increased attentiveness in the classroom.  Thus, changes made by many school districts in response to the No Child Left Behind Act may be counterproductive for children’s education and wellbeing.  Specifically, an article in the January 2009 issue of Pediatrics looked at teachers' reports of the behavior of about 11,000 children with and without regularly scheduled recess.  Approximately 30% of children in the study had little or no recess.  Not surprisingly, the researchers found a significant correlation between lower socioeconomic status and absence of recess, but the differences in behavior persisted even when confounding factors (e.g. parental education, poverty) were controlled for.  

The NY Times article goes on to cite several other research publications that found a correlation between unstructured free time and improved performance, behavior, and/or attentiveness.  The article hypothesizes that the benefits of these breaks are due to the shift between directed and involuntary attention:  unstructured free time allows the brain to rest and return to structured activity with renewed energy.  While the link between unstructured free time and improved performance makes sense intuitively, it is important to remember that the conclusions of the study from Pediatrics may be affected by the pre-existing socioeconomic and other differences between groups, while other studies cited by the article involve relatively well-defined groups of kids (e.g. children with ADHD) and may therefore not be generalizable to the general population.

Despite these weaknesses, the evidence suggests that, in addition to fostering physical health and decreasing the risks of poor health outcomes associated with inactivity, recess may give kids' brains the break they need to excel academically.  Consider the following resources.
RESOURCES ON EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES:

· What Works Clearinghouse http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ (includes a review of the Pediatrics article pointing out that the baseline differences may undermine the conclusions drawn by the study authors
· Education World http://www.educationworld.com/ (includes articles with some great suggestions for recess activities.  Of note, many of these suggested activities can be adapted for home use)   

And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
