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Abstract 
School grounds are critical places because they are some of the few play areas available for children to develop 
and transfer peer culture. Moreover, school playtime, which is often called “recess”, offers children daily 
opportunities for physical activity in the outdoor environment. During school years, age has always been 
presented in the studies on children as a fundamental component of their development. Children of different ages 
are interested in different play styles and have various play priorities. However, few studies have compared play 
patterns in children within age groups. This study explores play behaviors during recess in elementary school 
children overall, and secondly examines the differences in the play behavior of children, considering first graders 
who enter elementary school and the last graders. This study uses quantitative design and naturalistic 
observational approaches. An ethnogram recorded the observations of the play activities preferences of the 
children. The results of this study showed that girls spend the majority of their recess talking and socializing with 
peers generally. Older children, particularly those in grades fifth and sixth, spend more time socializing than 
other age groups. Children in the first grade spent much time in active free play, such as chasing and running, 
during recess and tend use their playtime as an opportunity to perform a physical activity; therefore the 
significance of combining recess and provisions for physical activity to reach health goals becomes clearer. 
These findings are interesting considerations for further research; such information could help to develop 
appropriate interventions to improve the recess. 
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1. Introduction 
Play is a significant factor for social, emotional, physical, and cognitive skills development in children (Jenvey 
& Jenvey, 2002). It is described as the behavior and different activities of children during their free time 
(Pellegrini, 2009). In general, play is naturally motivated by oneself, chosen freely, as well as flexible and 
enjoyable (Armitage, 2001; Pellegrini & Smith, 1998; Titman & McGill, 1992). It represents a significant part of 
the opportunities for physical activity in toddlers and school children (Pellegrini & Smith, 1998; Rippe, 
Weissberg, & Seefeldt, 1993). 

In this regard, school grounds become significant sites which are critical places; because they are some of the 
few play areas available for children to develop and transfer peer culture (Factor, 2004). Moreover, school 
playtime, which is often called “recess”, offers children daily opportunities for physical activity in the outdoor 
environment. Despite certain limitations, recess is the only time for them to play informally with other children 
during the school day (Thomson, 2004). Recently, Ramstetter et al. (2010) considered the play time of children 
as their personal time when they gain physical, mental, and social benefits thoroughly.  

During recess, the behavior of a child, regarding to his interaction to physical and social environment, is counted 
as a result of the individual’s attributes (Armitage, 2001; Pellegrini & Smith, 1993). Previous studies have shown 
a difference between genders in both their physical activity and play behavior, which suggests that children use 
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play time to be involved in various types of behaviors. In this regard, children’s play choices could be influenced 
by their gender (Benjamin, 1932; Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000; Caldera, Huston, & O’Brien, 1989; Pellegrini & 
Smith, 1993). A portion of the research on school grounds demonstrated that, in this context, boys and girls have 
extremely different play choices and preferences (Blatchford, Baines, & Pellegrini, 2003; Pellegrini, 2004). 

For instance, boys often tend to be involved in higher physical activity level and more vigorous activities 
(Benenson, 1993; Parrish, Iverson, Russell, & Yeatman, 2009; Willenberg et al., 2010; Zask, van Beurden, 
Barnett, Brooks, & Dietrich, 2001); compared with boys, girls mostly engage in socializing (Peter Blatchford, 
Baines, & Pellegrini, 2003b). Rough-and-tumble play, as well as ball games, is the typical play choices of boys 
(Peter Blatchford et al., 2003b), whereas girls are more engaged in sedentary games, jump skipping, and verbal 
games. Similarly, Jarrett et al. investigated the play preferences of students in urban elementary schools during 
outdoor recess; girls preferred to play with equipment and boys played games (Jarrett, Farokhi, Young, & Davies, 
2001). 

Overall, previous research on play choice and gender theory showed that boys and girls like to spend time with 
their peers, even if the aspects of the socialization vary according to age and gender. Boys seem to prefer intense, 
high-performance, competitive, and rough-and-tumble types of play (Maccoby, 2000, 2002; Pellegrini, 2004). 
Conversely, girls have a tendency to be more intimate and more involved in sedentary activities such as sitting 
and talking, which are based on social interaction and relationship-based support (Maccoby, 2000; Pellegrini, 
2004). Some play activities are not specifically gendered, such as chasing, catching and seeking, racing (Peter 
Blatchford et al., 2003b, p. 491), counting-out rhyming (Ackerley, 2003), playing water games (Ferré, Guitart, & 
Ferret, 2006), playing tag, building a hut, cycling, and roller skating (Karsten, 2003, p. 469). 

Another well-documented variable that influences play choice is age (Benjamin, 1932). While children gain new 
motor and cognitive abilities, they absorb new and complex ways to play, and these new skills in selecting more 
complex play are exhibited over time. Developmental studies have shown that younger children tend to engage 
in chasing, whereas older children usually prefer more formal play such as sportive games. In addition, these 
studies suggest that the preference for rough-and-tumble play, as well as pretend and social play, changes with 
age (Scarlett, 2005).  

For example, Blatchford (1996) suggested a considerable difference between the activities of primary and 
secondary level children during recess. Comparing 16-year-old with 11-year-old children, the researcher found 
the most important change to be their loss of interest in all other games except football; football was played by 
only 26% of the students, and other ball games were forgotten among 16-year-olds. In this age group, talking to 
friends, hanging around, and being social with peers were the most popular activities (72%). Similarly, another 
study on the development of the playground games between 8-year-olds and 9-year-olds starting junior schools 
showed a progressive decrease in the range of games and the development of a few dominant ones during their 
first year (Peter Blatchford & Sumpner, 1998). Study of Pellegrini (1993) on preadolescents examined the 
change in the preferences of boys and girls regarding their intensive outdoor activities when they transferred to 
middle school. Younger children were found to prefer playing outdoors for a longer time compared with older 
children and boys tended to stay outdoors to play longer than girls. Young boys are also originally interested in 
rough-and-tumble play, probably to assert their dominance and determine their social status among peers. 

Therefore, age has always been presented in the studies on children as a fundamental component of their 
development. Although play among larger multi-age groups is undoubtedly a vital means of informal learning, it 
is not investigated sufficiently despite its usual occurrence in playground communities, including school grounds 
for different age groups. In fact, children of different ages are interested in different play styles and have various 
play priorities. However, few studies have compared play patterns in children within age groups.  

Every play space should be considered to have its own lifetime. It has its specific structure and history which 
children mostly make in their terms (Thomson, 2004). In this regard, understanding the play behavior of children 
through the same environments becomes important (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005; Ridgers, Stratton, Fairclough, & 
Twisk, 2007). These findings could be beneficial for school playtime in terms of developing interventions that 
not only increase the physical activities of children but also improve their overall health by considering 
developmental factors on a daily basis (Ramstetter, Murray, & Garner, 2010).  

Therefore, this study explores the differences and indicates the changes in the physical activity and play behavior 
of first-grade children, who recently entered elementary school, and the last-grade students, who will leave for 
middle school in subsequent years, during recess in the school grounds. 



www.ccsenet.org/ass Asian Social Science Vol. 12, No. 1; 2016 

19 
 

2. Method 
2.1 Design and Procedure 

This study uses quantitative design and naturalistic observational approaches. An ethogram recorded the 
observations of the play activities preferences of the children. Preparation of the ethogram occurred over a pilot 
period of two weeks. Study began in September 2013 and ended in October 2013. Observers recorded the play 
activities of children using an ethogram extracted from Jarrett et al. (2001). Their work included the following 
categories: chasing, playing with the equipment, talking in groups, rule games of children, symbolic play, and 
solitary behavior; similarly, these play types also were documented in previous research (Holmes, 2006). The 
frequencies of behavior and age group of the child or children demonstrating the behavior were noted during 
playtime. 

Time sampling was used to record behaviors uniformly. Rather than recording observations at spontaneous and 
inconsistent times, time sampling records observations at fixed, regular intervals of time and notes the 
occurrences precisely at these moments (Pellegrini, 2004). For this project, a time-sampling period of five 
minutes was selected partly because of its use in other studies in the literature (Jarrett et al., 1998). For pilot trials, 
five minutes seemed sufficient to cover the entire playground. The playground was divided into two quadrants, 
which are rectangular spaces in front of the two parish buildings. These divisions facilitated the ease of recording 
observations. 

Data were gathered during only recess when children were able to access the school grounds. Observers went to 
the school grounds before the first recess and asked for information about the recess schedule. Prior to playtime, 
an observer located himself in a proper place in the school grounds where he would be able to observe the entire 
area. After children came to the school grounds alone or with their peers and started to play, recording the 
observations started. All the activities of the children were documented in right-to-left and back-to-front 
directions. 

2.2 Setting 

A public elementary schools in Tehran were selected to observe the children’s behavior in playtime. The school 
has one playground, which consists of a tarmac surface area with a fence inside and two fixed sportive 
equipment that are available to children during playtime. The school does not provide portable equipment to play 
with. The only equipment that children have is a ball, which some children use during recess. In total, school 
recess is approximately 50 minutes and is subdivided into three 15- to 20-minute periods. During recess, children 
are not allowed to stay in the classrooms. 

2.3 Participants 

Participants were included students of a public elementary school from District three in Tehran. The population 
of the school is 533 children, mostly from middle-class socioeconomic backgrounds. Grades statistics are 
presented in Table 1. 

 

Table1. Statistics by grade of child 

Grades Total 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th  

90 88 85 92 83 95 533 

 

3. Result 
3.1 Play Preference in the School Grounds 

In this section, the playground behavior and activities of children are considered. The findings are in terms of 
total and age group frequencies over the entire research period. Figure 1 presents tallied frequencies of all play 
types across all grades and the general play preferences of children during recess in the school grounds. In fact, 
most of the children in this primary school are girls, who preferred less physically vigorous play such as 
socializing. The figure shows the typical recess activities for these girls. These activities account for nearly 75% 
of all the observed play activities. Observers consistently found girls sitting and talking or walking arm in arm 
across the playground.  
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by the fence to rest in between chases, often leaning on it. Older children stood by the fence and conversed. 
Furthermore, younger children tended to use any flat stage in the playground as an area to gather and do 
symbolic play; they also used the sportive equipment mostly in pretend play. 

4. Discussion 
This study examines the differences in the play behavior of children during recess, considering first graders who 
enter elementary school and the last graders. The results of this study agree with those of earlier studies stating 
that girls spend the majority of their recess talking and socializing with peers (Peter Blatchford et al., 2003b; 
Renold, 1997; Swain, 2000). They mostly tend to be engaged in playground games (e.g., rule games and verbal 
games), sedentary activities, and loco-motor behavior (Ridgers et al., 2007; Stratton & Mullan, 2005). Older 
children spent more time socializing than other age groups. In addition, the school grounds is socially structured 
and established obviously by children who have reached the latter years of primary school (Peter Blatchford & 
Sumpner, 1998), as they have stayed with the same classmates and friends over a longer period of time. In this 
regard, researchers need to increase their knowledge in designing recess interventions. 

Younger children spent much time in active free play, such as chasing and running, during recess; this type of 
play is more than just a recreational activity; the child is developing motor and coordination skills and testing 
their physical strength, while learning about their relationship with the physical environment (Tan, 1978; Stine, 
1997). This observation shows that younger children use their playtime as an opportunity to perform a physical 
activity, and therefore the significance of combining recess and provisions for physical activity to reach health 
goals becomes clearer (Ridgers et al., 2007). This study also supports the findings of Jarrett et al. (2001) that 
younger children spend more time chasing than older children. Blatchford (1998b) considered that such games 
may appear childish or boring in the view of children over time, as they eagerly play more complex games such 
as rule or ball games, instead of basic ones (Pellegrini, Kato, Blatchford, & Baines, 2002). 

Solitary play seemed minimal compared with social play, which would suggest that children enjoyed recess and 
sought out play partners to join them in their play activities. Older children accounted for most of the solitary 
play, and only a few children notably accounted for the frequency of solitary play. Jarrett et al. (2001) reported 
similar findings in their work with urban children from public elementary schools.  

The preceding review of the changing goals and behaviour of children as they pass through the phase of 
childhood has helped to highlight some of the activities and encounters that take on increased significance at 
various points during this period. It has been established that children are inherently motivated to develop, and 
their interests revolve around certain patterns of environmental interactions that are compatible with their current 
developmental goals. 

5. Conclusions 
Recess in school grounds provides opportunities for children to be involved in free play on a daily basis, in an 
environment that is safe and approximately unstructured. Overall, as previous research indicates, girls tend to be 
engaged in sedentary play behavior, and loco-motor activities. Some changes in the play behavior and activity 
levels of children were indicated during their transition from their first to their last school years. The decline 
occurred when students who participated in physically active games, such as chasing and running during the first 
grade, engaged in more sedentary activities, such as sitting and talking. Decreasing or omitting play time from 
the school-day schedule because of study priorities or behavioral problems could negatively affect the play 
choices, physical activity levels, and social behavioral development of children. These findings show that recess 
is an opportunity for children to be involved in and develop their social behaviors, and decreasing or omitting 
playtime may affect both the physical and social health of children. 

The physical, social and cognitive advances that result from these activities further impact their environmental 
behaviour. It is therefore clear that both their motivations and interactions change as they progress through the 
sub-stages of middle childhood. The changing nature of a child's engagement with their physical and social 
environments over the course of childhood demonstrated that they value opportunities provided by their 
environments that are supportive of their current set of goals. Both their changing capabilities and motivations 
impact the affordances that they perceive or desire; children will attend to or seek out the functional 
opportunities in an environment that support their developmentally motivated intentions. These findings are 
interesting considerations for further research; such information could help to develop appropriate interventions 
to improve the recess. 

6. Limitations 
Several children from different grade levels played in the playground at the same time, so we observed several of 
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them together and had no way of distinguishing students of different grade levels. The playground consisted of 
an asphalt surface with limited playground equipment. The setting clearly drove the behavior that occurred 
within it, and comparisons of different types of playgrounds would be interesting to examine in future studies. 
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