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Recess Before Lunch

What is it?

Where students go to recess first , then 
eat lunch.
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• Benefits
– Improved cafeteria behavior.
– Calmer, more relaxed students in 

cafeteria
– Students return to classroom ready to 

learn.
– Students throw away less food.
– Students drink more milk and eat 

more.
– Fewer discipline problems
– Fewer visits to school nurse
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Principal comments
Ms. Peters McKinley Elementary, 

Washington
– “By having recess before lunch, our 

students make better choices about what 
they eat.  They eat more and always drink 
their fluids.  It’s easier to settle them down 
in to the classroom after lunch.” (Action for Healthy 
Kids Washington-Recess Before Lunch)
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Principal comments
“At Highland Park Elementary, we have 

noticed less time wasted in transition.  
Students are calmer, more settled, and 
ready to begin learning than when they 
come off the playground.”
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Teacher Comments
“We have more uninterrupted teaching 

time.”

“Less fights on the playground and better 
classroom behavior.”

“Students are not rushing through lunch to 
get to recess.”
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Kids say
“I get to soccer sooner; we get to play  

before lunch.”
“If you eat before recess you get a tummy 

ache.
“It takes off all your energy so you aren’t 
moving around at lunch.”
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• Research Benefits
– Recess before lunch 

elementary students
• Ate 24% more food
• Wasted 30% less food
• Ate 8% more calories
• Consumed 35% more calcium 

and          
• 13% more Vitamin A
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School Health Policies and Programs 
Study

In 2001, less than 5% of elementary schools 
scheduled recess prior to lunch

Number of schools implementing Recess 
Before Lunch is rapidly growing.
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Montana Team Nutrition Program 
Research

• Decrease in discipline problems on the 
playground, in the cafeteria, and in the 
classroom

• Children returned to class more settled, calmer, 
and ready to learn

• Focus groups with children found that children 
liked being able to play prior to lunch
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You’re probably thinking …….

“How  do I get started?”

First 
Explore the barriers you’ll face in 
changing a long standing education 

tradition
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Administrative 
Feedback

1. Important kids not be 
rushed through lunch

2. Kids want to get out 
and play.

3. Kids eat quickly and 
waste food

4. Inviting to think 
behavior would 
improve in lunchroom

Adm. Identified 
Barriers

“Difficult to get  people 
to buy in that recess 
before lunch is 
better for students.”
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Teacher Feedback
1. Decreased the 

playground issues 
that spill into 
classroom.

2. Motivates kids to 
get work done so 
they can go play 
and then go eat.

Teacher Barriers
We need to focus on 

testing.
Schedule is already 

set for academic 
subjects.

Serving kids would be 
more difficult.
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Parent Comments
1. Tradition
2. Need for data 

outcomes.
3. Previous 

experience.
4. Logistics. How will 

this work?
5. What about hand 

washing?

Barriers for Parents
• If it’s not broke why 

fit it?
• Scheduling is an 

issue.
• Where will kids put 

their coats?
• They might get tired 

after a full meal.
www.nfsmi.org website

http://www.nfsmi.org/
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• You may be 
realizing that, “O.K. 
this may not be as 
easy as I thought.”

• Let me think about 
this.

What are the steps for 
implementing Lunch 
Before Recess?
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Step 1
Educate Yourself on Recess Before Lunch

Resources to Download 
blog.peacefulplaygrounds.com
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Step 2  
Educate Teachers

• Staff Meeting 
Agenda Discussion

Use guide for staff inservice 
in the RBL : Guide to 

Success
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Step 3
– Educate Parents

• Write an article about 
Recess Before Lunch 
in school Newsletter

• Send home parent 
letter about the 
change

• Sprinkle benefits of 
RBL in lunch menus 
that go home to 
parents.
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• Step 4  Educate Students
– Explain new procedures
– Introduce procedures of hand washing

• Either provide disposable handy wipes
• Provide access to sanitizer depenser
• Provide time to wash hands
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• Step 5
– Plan for new recess and lunch schedule

• Meet with all involved playground supervisors, 
lunch monitors, food service workers, 
custodians, teachers etc.

• Be flexible realize that the initial schedule may 
need revision.

• GIVE IT TIME TO WORK.  Change takes time.
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• Check out our resources at 
blog.peacefulplaygrounds.com

• Do you have some thoughts, questions 
or solutions to share. Post them to our 
comments section of the blog and watch 
them appear.
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