March 29, 2009 - More Play, Less Work for Kids
News reports in recent years paint a poor picture of the health of children in the United States.   Obesity rates are increasing, diabetes is on the rise and exercise is decreasing.   Children spend much of their time in school where physical activity has been a casualty of the emphasis on learning.   But it may be that more attention to keeping fit and active can have a positive impact on learning.
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 focused on increasing children’s reading and mathematics skills but reduced time committed to recess, arts and physical education.   While the goal is worthy, implementation may have backfired a bit by neglecting these other important parts of child development.   Children have less time to socialize, are missing mental breaks which are necessary every hour or so and are lessening their chance to develop healthy habits of playful exercise.
Recess and physical education classes give children a short time to burn off some energy while having fun with their friends.   When I was a child in elementary school I recall every day there were recesses of 15 minutes in the morning and a half hour in the afternoon.   Additionally, after eating lunch we were encouraged to visit the playground until our lunch break was over.   We got all sorts of exercise on the monkey bars, slides and by playing games like tag.   Back in the classroom we were ready to learn and much more calm than if we hadn’t taken a break.   We often hear of how well children learn in Japan and other Asian countries.   Interestingly, these countries typically have a ten minute break from studying every hour.   
Some recent studies have found better classroom behavior among those who have recess breaks during the school day compared to those who did not.   So many children are prescribed drugs to help control their inability to concentrate when a little more exercise and play may be a prescription that can help with some of their difficulty.   Research suggests that “recess may play an important role in the learning, social development, and health of children in elementary school," the research team said in a recent study published in Pediatrics, the journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics.
This discussion just scratches the surface of the relationship between learning, play, exercise, recess, health and obesity among our children.   But hopefully it will encourage more thought on this important topic.   A sound mind and healthy body can grow in tandem and emphasis should be placed on both.   Inattention in one area can lead to negative consequences in the other.   The future of our children is too important to ignore this issue.
