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 To the Board of Education,  

Berkeley Unified School District 

 

November 13, 2014 

I am a Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrician who lives in the community, I am 
Chairperson for the Committee on Development and Behavior of the California 
Chapter 1, American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), and I am representing the 
California Chapter 1 AAP in my comments.  I have reviewed the proposed Berkeley 
Unified School District Policy on Recess Restriction dated November 5, 2014 and 
strongly object to its ratification by the Berkeley Department of Education.  

 

As noted in the Policy Statement of the national American Academy of Pediatrics 
entitled “The Crucial Role of Recess in School” (Published in Pediatrics, Volume 131, 
Number 1, January 2013), recess at school is not a reward for good behavior, but 
rather an important part of the educational program for school children offering 
significant cognitive, social, emotional and physical benefits.  Recess in not a 
substitute for physical education but rather a complement to it and a necessary 
component of a child’s educational program. It should therefore NOT be withheld for 
punitive or academic reasons.  

 

As noted in the policy statement, “recess represents an essential planned respite 
from rigorous cognitive tasks, and affords a time to rest, play, imagine, think, move 
and socialize”.  The policy statement references several scientific studies that 
demonstrated that “recess, whether performed indoors or outdoors, made children 
more attentive and more productive in the classroom. “ It notes that a student’s 
ability to refocus cognitively was stimulated by the recess period. In addition, recess 
plays an important part in the social and emotional development of children, enabling 
them to engage in peer interactions and develop their social skills.  
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As a Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrician, I see children daily who benefit educationally 
both from the cognitive breaks and opportunities for social skill development that recess 
provides. Some of these children have been identified as needing extra educational or 
behavioral supports, such as through the RTI or IEP or 504 process.  Such children may 
have learning disabilities, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder or autism spectrum 
disorders, with or without behavioral challenges that might suggest to a teacher that 
withholding recess might be used punitively.  I strongly suggest to you that withholding 
recess is not only counter-productive for their learning, but also counterproductive to a 
positive behavioral support environment that schools should provide. While your proposed 
policy seeks to limit the use of this punishment, it should be clear to all educators that 
punishment is never as effective as positive behavioral approaches to helping children 
learn.  
 
In summary, the AAP CA Chapter 1 strongly support a policy that prohibits the use of recess 
restriction for behavioral punishment, and the encouragement of positive behavioral 
supports in the classroom. Recess is an important part of the educational program that 
should not be limited, especially for children who need it the most.  
 
Respectfully,  
 
 
Renee C. Wachtel MD, FAAP 
 




