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In my work as a third grade teacher, I'm out on the school playground a lot.

With an entire grade level usually outside at one time, in my school (as in
most) there’s a certain controlled chaos. Balls fly boldly through the air, this
way and that. There are frequent lengthy, high-pitched yelps resembling
animal screeches. Children run in small groups, crashing into each other and
into stationary objects. Recess is a busy, noisy, chaotic time, and it can be an
introvert child’s worst nightmare.

'm not an introvert, but recess isn’t my favorite time of the day either. It's a
little manic - over 100 children dashing wildly around in different directions.
It’s the opposite of calm. Yet recess takes place before school, in the mid-
morning and again right after lunch - times of day when some of us could
really do with a little bit of quiet.

Introverts in my class often ask me if they can stay in for recess. They ask to
read in the library, draw, play Legos or board games, or to help clean up or
organize a section of the classroom. | used to believe that playground recess
was the only kind of “real” recess and that it was a non-negotiable, fixed
entity. | would tell an introvert child who asked to stay in that the answer was
“no” and remind him/her that recess is an important time for socializing,
play, and exercise. That was before | read the book “Quiet: The Power of
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking”, by Susan Cain.

Cain defines introverts: “Those who prefer quieter, more minimally
stimulating environments. The key is about stimulation: extroverts feel at
their best and crave a high degree of stimulation. For introverts, the optimal
zone is much lower.” Her book helped me empathize with what my introvert
students might be feeling when recess time came around - something the
extrovert in me had never imagined before. My students hadn’t articulated
their feelings to me or challenged my preconceived ideas. They'd always
taken my firm, “You can’t stay in at recess” as a given and headed woefully
outdoors.

Start a dialogue about introverts and recess

| soon began to wonder if | was supporting introvert students at recess as
best as | could. Children need daily opportunities to develop their social and
emotional lives and to learn the skills of socialization and emotional
regulation. As long as kids have a daily opportunity for unstructured social
time where they can choose which activity they’d like to do with their friends,
| see that they are, in actuality, having a recess. Many teachers at my school
already give their students exactly that: “Choice Time,” or “Free Time,” within
which kids get to choose what they do with their time and with whom. But
it's usually on a Friday afternoon, or at the end of the day. What if this choice
time was part of recess, and happened more often? Once | started talking
about the different ways that recess could look, things began to shift.

| know how critical physical movement and fresh is for children and so |
regularly have my students run around or stretch during transitions between
one lesson and another. Sometimes we do specific exercises that are part of
a program for schools called “Brain Gym.” | call these short periods of time
where we move around “Brain Breaks.” Essentially, as long as students do
have the chance to run around, stretch, and get outside regularly, then
recess can, | think, be boundless in its possibilities and manifestations and
not simply an outlet for physical activity or a designated socialization time.
Recess can be just as Dictionary.com defines it: “Temporary withdrawal or
cessation from the usual work.”

Of course, fresh air and exercise is essential for invigorating and reviving us
(introverts and extroverts alike) and | certainly wouldn’t advocate that
children stay inside during every recess. But | really do wonder, are we doing
our best for introverts at recess? What if one classroom per grade level was
designated a quiet zone for just one recess a day? What if we allowed
children to spend one recess a day in the school library? What if we said yes
when an introvert asked to stay in for recess? Your child’s teacher is a great
person with whom to start the dialogue about your little introvert.

Introverts prefer quieter spaces with less stimuli

Think about how your child choose to spend his/her “at play” time when at
home on a play date or with siblings. Do they make a den to retreat into
together or alone? Do they choose to sit in a quiet room? In this vein,
redesigning the physical space of playgrounds can have a wide-reaching
impact. What if the playground wasn’t all concrete? What if there was a
cabana, marquee, or tent just for children who wanted to sit in a more
peaceful place? Or, what if playgrounds had grassy areas where children
could sit somewhere where the ground was soft beneath them and just talk,
play, or do a quiet activity such as reading or drawing - a place to just be,
without fear of being hit by a football just as they've settled into their latest
chapter book? What if every playground had a designated “No ball area” or
“No running” area?

At my school we recently solicited children’s thoughts on an ideal
playground and we now have a grassy area (we're an urban school, so the
grass is fake, but grass nonetheless) where balls aren’t allowed. We have an
area that is fenced off from the main playground, where small groups of
children gather to chat, sit, and be peaceful. They don’t have to worry about
getting hit by a ball while they relax together. It's made a world of difference.
We have a bench now, too - because sometimes children want a
comfortable place to sit down at recess. And some teachers are allowing
children to stay in at recess sometimes - including me. Not every day, but
sometimes.

Introverts are risk takers too - they just do it differently

Schoolis, in many ways, an optimal environment for extroverts - the
playground especially so. Cain talks about how extroverts generally get more
excited than introverts and this is related to risk-taking. Extroverts rule the
playground with their shrieking, loud games, ball games, and risk-taking
endeavors. The introvert child recharges her batteries not necessarily by
being outside, but often by being quiet for a while, sometimes by looking
inward, having quiet time - by having a break from an otherwise busy day
jammed full of stimulation.

Susan Cain notes that some of the world’s riskiest professions (traders,
police offers, etc.) are done by introverts. It’s not that they don’t take risks -
it’s just that they’re more considered and thoughtful about the risks they
take. They’re less impulsive. To be this way, they need down time - alone or
just with one or two friends to think, consider, or reflect. In the same way
that you allow the time and space for your child to have the down time they
need at home, encourage him/her to seek out and speak up for this time and
space at school if they need/want it.

Ideally, our schools and our playgrounds should allow for introverts to
retreat from the world for a little while. It doesn’t always have to be you
starting the dialogue with your child’s teacher or principal - you can
encourage your child to ask for what he/she needs at school, too.

Introverts aren’t anti-social - they're socially different

There are a few children in my class who spend most recesses together,
sitting in a quieter part of the playground, reading their books together. They
always read the same book, sharing a copy or reading identical copies, and
they discuss it together as they read. Sometimes they play a talking game
together such as, “I'm going on a picnic” or take a slow walk around the
playground looking for interesting things in nature. A nature walk, if you will.
Or they’ll get some chalk and play a quiet game of hopscotch. They want to
be together, not alone, but being introverts they rejuvenate by being
together doing something calming or enjoyable for them - something which
isn’t always a physical activity.

Being “at play” is different for every child and | know to honor the introverts
at recess as diligently as | honor the extroverts.

Questions to ask your child’s principal about recess

» |sthere a designated no ball “Quiet Zone” on the playground where
children can choose to read or talk or play together quietly?

e Can my child bring a book, notepad or sketchbook out to the playground?

o Can playground chalk, jump ropes, and hula-hoops be provided? These
can be great tools for solo, partner play, or small friend group play.

» |sindoor recreation time in a quiet room ever an option for recess?

o Are there places to sit down on the playground - benches, stools, or
chairs?

GECED GICD GECED GEED

TACCED Ik
Al ELY TN

books and reading Cognitive creativity culture and society education friendship

nature and outdoors personality


http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS8=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS93cml0ZS1wYXJlbnQtY28v
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly9wYXJlbnRjby50dW1ibHIuY29tLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS9jYXRlZ29yeS9wYXJlbnQtY28tcHJvZHVjdC1yZXZpZXdzLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS9jYXRlZ29yeS9zY2llbmNlLXdlbGxuZXNzLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS9hdXRob3IvYW15LXNjaHJlaWJtYW4td2FsdGVyLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmFjZWJvb2suY29tL3NoYXJlLnBocD91PWh0dHBzJTNBJTJGJTJGd3d3LnBhcmVudC5jb20lMkZoZWxwaW5nLXlvdXItaW50cm92ZXJ0LW5hdmlnYXRlLXJlY2VzcyUyRiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RmYWNlYm9vayUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0Rzb2NpYWwlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RTb2NpYWxXYXJmYXJl
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly90d2l0dGVyLmNvbS9zaGFyZT9vcmlnaW5hbF9yZWZlcmVyPS8mdGV4dD1IZWxwaW5nK1lvdXIrSW50cm92ZXJ0K05hdmlnYXRlK1JlY2VzcyZ1cmw9aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS9oZWxwaW5nLXlvdXItaW50cm92ZXJ0LW5hdmlnYXRlLXJlY2Vzcy8lM0Z1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEdHdpdHRlciUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0Rzb2NpYWwlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RTb2NpYWxXYXJmYXJlJnZpYT1oZWxsb3BhcmVudGNv
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly9hbXpuLnRvLzJ3cWhVVmc=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly9hbXpuLnRvLzJ3cWhVVmc=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZmFjZWJvb2suY29tL3NoYXJlLnBocD91PWh0dHBzJTNBJTJGJTJGd3d3LnBhcmVudC5jb20lMkZoZWxwaW5nLXlvdXItaW50cm92ZXJ0LW5hdmlnYXRlLXJlY2VzcyUyRiUzRnV0bV9zb3VyY2UlM0RmYWNlYm9vayUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0Rzb2NpYWwlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RTb2NpYWxXYXJmYXJl
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly90d2l0dGVyLmNvbS9zaGFyZT9vcmlnaW5hbF9yZWZlcmVyPS8mdGV4dD1IZWxwaW5nK1lvdXIrSW50cm92ZXJ0K05hdmlnYXRlK1JlY2VzcyZ1cmw9aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS9oZWxwaW5nLXlvdXItaW50cm92ZXJ0LW5hdmlnYXRlLXJlY2Vzcy8lM0Z1dG1fc291cmNlJTNEdHdpdHRlciUyNnV0bV9tZWRpdW0lM0Rzb2NpYWwlMjZ1dG1fY2FtcGFpZ24lM0RTb2NpYWxXYXJmYXJlJnZpYT1oZWxsb3BhcmVudGNv
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvYm9va3MtYW5kLXJlYWRpbmcv
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvY29nbml0aXZlLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvY3JlYXRpdml0eS8=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvY3VsdHVyZS1hbmQtc29jaWV0eS8=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvZWR1Y2F0aW9uLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvZnJpZW5kc2hpcC8=
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvbmF0dXJlLw==
http://getfireshot.com/pdf_aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucGFyZW50LmNvbS90YWcvcGVyc29uYWxpdHkv

