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Recess Before Lunch 

A school schedule where students go to recess before eating lunch 
 
 
Why Recess Before Lunch? 
	  
Recess Before Lunch is simply a change in the traditional scheduling order 
of lunchtime and recess. This change has little or no cost for schools and 
families. The biggest challenge tends to be scheduling logistics. It is do-able 
and just takes some creative planning and flexibility. Schools that have been 
successful in implementing Recess Before Lunch recommend looking past 
the scheduling logistics and concentrating on what is best for the students. 
 

After a morning of classes, students are ready to play! 
Recess gives the brain a break and then lunch provides fuel for the afternoon. 
	  
“When students go to recess before lunch they do not rush through 
lunch and tend to eat a more well-balanced meal including more foods 
containing vitamins such as milk, vegetables and fruits” 
- The National Food Service Management Institute 
	  
	  
 
 
Frequently Asked Questions   
 
Q: What are the benefits of Recess Before Lunch? 
A:  When recess is before lunch, students: 

• Waste less food, 
• Consume more calcium and protein, 
• Have decreased number of nurse visits for headaches and stomachaches after recess, 
• Are more settled and ready to start class,  
• Have increased attention and ability to learn, 
• Have decreased discipline referrals from the playground, cafeteria, and hallways, and 
• Perform better in the classroom. 

 
Q: What do we need to do to change our schedule to implement Recess Before Lunch? 
A: Here are a few suggestions: 

• Build support within your school and community. 
• Plan the new recess and lunch schedule. 
• Include plans for hand washing, homemade lunches and lunch cards, and cold weather clothes in 

the lunch schedule. 
• Allow adequate time for the children to eat lunch. 
• Initially, increase the presence of school staff in the lunchroom. 
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Making the Change to Recess Before Lunch  
 
Plan – New Recess and Lunch Schedule 
• Start with one or two grades to pilot. 
• Visit or make contact with another school administrator who has successfully implemented 

Recess Before Lunch. 
• The schedule is a work in progress and may need to be modified. 
• Allow for adequate time to adjust to the change, at least one semester. 
 
Communicate – Build Support  
• Within school – Meet with, educate, and involve all appropriate school staff in planning, 

includes teachers, aides, secretaries, food service, and custodians. 
• Parents – Build support, send sample letter (included), include information on Recess Before 

Lunch benefits with school communications. 
• Community – Share your successes and troubleshoot any challenges by communicating with 

other schools. 
• Students – Involve students in the planning and give them responsibility for making Recess 

Before Lunch successful. 
 
Commitment – Success  
• Recess Before Lunch schedule changes require careful planning and efficient communication as 

well as a strong commitment to make the change successful, 
• Gain commitment from school administrators, school staff, and food service staff. 
 
Hand Washing 
• Hand washing is an important food safety issue that should not be overlooked, especially during cold 

and flu season. 
• Allow extra time so students can use the restrooms and wash their hands before lunch. 
• Most schools schedule time for students to come in from recess, put coats away, wash hands with 

soap and water, and then enter the lunchroom as a group. 
 
Homemade Lunches and Lunch Cards 
• Students place their labeled homemade lunches in the classroom bucket each morning. The bucket is 

taken to the cafeteria by student helpers or custodians.  
• Lunch cards are left on a table in the classroom so students can collect them as they come in from 

recess. 
 
Adequate Time for Children to Eat Lunch 
• It is recommended that children have at least 20 minutes from the time they sit down with their lunch 

tray to eat. 
• Younger students require more time to get through the serving line and to eat. 
• Many schools find it helpful to use a clock to count down the minutes until the students are released 

back to their classrooms. 
 
School Staff Presence in the Lunchroom 
• Plan to increase the presence of school staff or parent volunteers in the lunchroom initially, at least 

the first two weeks to practice this new routine with students. 
• Initially extra supervision can help ease the transition into and out of the lunchroom. 



rmc.org Healthy Eating Active Living (HEAL) Strategies for Schools Page 3 
	  

Sample Parent Letter Regarding Recess Before Lunch 
	  
Dear Parents and Guardians, 
 
Name of Elementary School is creating a healthier school environment by implementing a new 
schedule during our lunch break: Recess Before Lunch. Recess Before Lunch offers many benefits 
for our students and school. Several Denver Public Schools have already implemented this type of 
lunch schedule. Before eating lunch, our students will be dismissed to the playground for play, and 
then they will be brought in to eat. Following lunch, students will return to class, ready to learn. 
Students will have the same play time and time in the lunchroom for eating during the new schedule. 
 
There are many benefits to this type of program.  

• Schools report greater nutrient consumption, as children eat a more balanced diet;  
• Less plate waste or food thrown away, as children pay more attention when they are not 

hungry;  
• Better lunchroom, playground, and classroom behaviors, as children are focused on lunch 

rather than the playground and they return to class feeling more full and settled. 
 
This new schedule promotes better nutrition and student achievement for all of our students. We will 
pilot this schedule this semester and, if successful, will implement it for the next school year.  
 
We welcome parent involvement through our School Wellness Team. For more information on the 
School Wellness Team, please contact the School Wellness Team Co-leaders at phone # and e-mail. 
 
Sincerely, 
Principal 
 


