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Background Informa/on:
Focus of Every Moment Counts

A mental health promotion initiative

To help ALL children be 
mentally healthy!

Children with and without 
disabili/es and mental health 
challenges

For more informa/on about Every 
Moment Counts, refer to 
www.everymomentcounts.org

http://www.everymomentcounts.org


What is Mental Health?



Definition

“Mental health is a state of successful 
performance of mental func2on, resul2ng in 
produc2ve ac2vi2es, fulfilling rela2onships with 
other people, and the ability to adapt to change 
and to cope with adversity.”

h<p://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/mentalh
ealth/home.html

http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/mentalhealth/home.html


Being Mentally Healthy is a Positive 
State of Functioning

Feeling good emotionally – happy, content, positive 
about life, etc. (Observe children’s affect; note significant 
changes)

Doing well functionally – academically, socially, 
physically (Tune into children’s schoolwork, friendships, 
interaction during lunch & recess)



How Can we Help Children be 
Mentally Healthy at School?

Help children enjoy what they’re doing 
throughout the school day
• Why?  Enjoyment contributes to mental health
• Happy and optimistic people are healthier (Fredrickson, 2004) 
• When children enjoy doing something, they will want to do it 

again

Tune into their feelings
Show you care about their well-being



Recess is an important part of the 
school day for children to:
• Have fun playing; be exposed to 

healthy games and ac;vi;es
• Enjoy spending ;me with peers and 

adults who care
• Have a break from schoolwork; be 

physically ac;ve

Remember, ‘enjoyment’
contributes to mental health!

So What Does Recess Have to do With 
Mental Health and Well-Being?



Benefits of Recess

• Life Balance: Develop a healthy apprecia4on for 
play, leisure, and the development of hobbies

• Academic: Improved a=en4on to academic tasks 
a?er recess (Holmes, Pellegrini, & Schmidt, 2010)

• Improved classroom behaviors (Baroos, Silver & 
Stein, 2009)

• Physically: Ac4ve play helps prevent obesity and 
enhances physical fitness



Benefits of Recess

Socially:
• time to get to make friends
• learn important social skills such as 

entering and leaving groups, empathy, 
& emotional regulation

• Opportunities for inclusion of students 
with disabilities 

Emotionally: 
• Active play helps students recharge 

their bodies and minds  (Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation, 2010)

• Helps reduce stress  & improve mood 
(Miller & Almon, 2009)



Recommendations for Recess

The CDC recommends that 
children take part in at least 1 
hour of moderate exercise 
every day (Centers for Disease Control & 
Prevention, 2010)

Elementary school students 
should have at least 20 
minutes of recess each day 
(National Association for Sport and Physical 
Education, 2004)



• Recess is either limited or removed due to increased demand for 
instruc3onal 3me

• Lack of awareness of the academic 
and health benefits of recess

• Some3mes recess is withheld
from students as a form of
punishment

Problem



Refreshing Recess 
Vision Statement

Our school will provide 
posi0ve play and social 
ac0vi0es during indoor and 
outdoor recess so that all 
students have fun doing 
healthy ac0vi0es and enjoy 
0me with their peers. 



Refreshing Recess Principles

A commitment to providing a positive recess 
experience is based on the following four principles: 
1. Promote positive social interaction and friendship
2. Promote positive behavior & prevent bullying
3. Provide both unstructured and adult guided play 
opportunities
4. Providing attractive and safe play materials



Principle One:
Promote Positive Social Interaction

and Friendships

Recess supervisor should foster friendships and inclusion of students 
with disabili5es who might need addi5onal support to par5cipate and 
make friends. Supervisors:
1.Develop posi2ve, caring rela2onships with children (smile, call them 
by name, show an interest); teach kindness by being kind
2.Promote posi2ve social interac2on and foster friendships between 
all students; teach friendship skills. Friendships are sources of 
happiness and support!
3.Promote inclusion, ensuring that children with disabili5es and/or 
those at risk of being socially excluded are welcomed and included in 
all ac5vi5es. Look out for the ‘loners’. 



Principle One:
Promote Positive Social Interaction

and Friendships

4. Provide opportuni/es for 
enjoyable structured play ac/vi/es 
or games. 
Invite everyone to play!
Students who struggle with social 
interac/on or friendships benefit 
from par/cipa/ng in adult-led 
structured play ac/vi/es (e.g. those 
with au/sm spectrum, anxiety 
disorders, developmental 
disabili/es)



Principle Two:
Promote Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

Recess supervisors need informa1on on how to promote 
posi1ve behavior and help resolve conflicts.
1.First and foremost – teach students the behavioral expecta<ons 
for recess (indoor & outdoor)
Review expecta1on on Refreshing Recess Poster & Recess Bookmark 
à Recess is the 1me to enjoy fun ac1vi1es and interac1ng with 
friends. In order for this to occur, certain behaviors are expected à
Being responsible (following the rules) and respecAul (polite)

Do not remove recess as a source of punishment!



Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

2. Review behavioral expectations routinely (refer to poster 
and bookmark); model appropriate behavior
Being Responsible means: walking to and from recess, 
listening to supervisors, cleaning up toys when finished, 
following the rules during a game, reporting problems to 
adults
Being Respectful means: saying please and thank you, being 
kind to all peers and adults, respecting differences in skills, 
inviting those who are alone to join in play
Praise students’ positive behaviors frequently!



Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

3. Prevent Bullying!  Be vigiliant – Tune into the 3 types of bullying:
• Direct bullying: physical acts of aggression (hitting); verbal 

(name calling); nonverbal (aggressive gestures)
• Indirect bullying: relationship aggression (peer exclusion, 

spreading rumors, manipulating friendships to hurt the victim)
• Cyberbullying: sending threatening or hurtful messages or 

images using an electronic device (cell phone, internet)
Look out for the signs of bullying: unexplained injuries, frequent 

illness, loss of friends or previous interests
Foster friendships! Having at least one good friend decreases the 

likelihood of being bullied!



Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

OSEP Technical Assistance Center on PBIS

Bully Preven+on Manual: Elementary School Level
Bully Preven+on Manual: Middle School Level

Authors: S:ller, B., Ross, S., Horner, R.
h?p://www.pbis.org

Free downloadable manuals!

http://www.pbis.org


Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

Teach students how to stop 
bullying:

Put hand up and say ‘stop’: 
School-wide ‘stop signal’ for 
problem behavior

‘walk away’ when the 
problem con?nues a@er the 
stop signal

‘talk’ to an adult if the 
problem con?nues



Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

When you see or hear bullying
• Intervene immediately even if you’re not sure it’s bullying

• Respond calmly but firmly. Describe the bullying behavior 
observed and why it is unacceptable; indicate the bullying 
must stop

• Avoid lecturing the bully in front of peers

• Praise any helpful bystanders

• SDck around to ensure the bullying has stopped



Principle Two:
Promote a Positive Behavior and 

Prevent Bullying

Follow up after the bullying event:
• Bullies must be told that bullying will not be tolerated.  They must 
understand what they did, why it was wrong, and how it affects their 
victims and others.  Assist the bully in apologizing or making amends 
with the victim.
• Victims must know that adults care and support them.  Listen to 
what happened; offer support; help them develop strategies for 
preventing further bullying
• Record incident and inform appropriate staff: Follow procedures at 
your school.  Parents must be informed.
• Check up regularly with the victim, bully and staff to ensure the 
bullying does not continue.
Eyes on Bullying (Storey, Slaby et al. 2008)



Principle Three:

Provide Structure and Unstructured Play

• Provide a balance between 
adult-led (structured) and child-
initiated (unstructured) activities 

• Encourage as much active play as 
possible during outdoor recess

• Provide games, puzzles and 
simple crafts for indoor recess

• Use the Every Moment Counts 
Pinterest site to find more fun-
filled activities



Principle Three:

Provide Structure and Unstructured Play

Unstructured Play 
Provides Opportunities 
For:
• Creative thinking
• Self-initiated play
• Freedom of choice
• Exploration

Structured Play Provides:
•Adult ‘presence’ and 
monitoring of behavior
•An invitaDon for all children 
to parDcipate
•Suggested play/games
•Adult adaptaDons for 
children with disabiliDes



Principle Four:
Provide Attractive and Safe Play 

Materials and Games

Provide a1rac2ve and safe play materials (chalk, hula 
hoops, jump ropes, games)
•Ensure all playground equipment is updated and safe
•Paint playground pavement with games
•Offer games that are accessible to students with disabiliAes
•Teach children how to play a variety of games during indoor 
and outdoor recess
•Find ‘free’ play materials and games (see Pinterest at 
www.everymomentcounts.org) 
•Seek financial support to replenish recess materials from the  
parent-teacher organizaAon 

http://www.everymomentcounts.org


How Can Occupational Therapy 
Help?

• Provide support to the recess supervisors; share games and 
materials to play with; offer activity suggestions

• Help analyze the sensory, motor, or emotional factors that might 
prevent participation

• Modify activities and the environment to support successful 
participation at lunch

• Problem-solve and offer suggestions for promoting positive 
behavior

• Offer activities that foster social interaction
• Help ensure the inclusion of students with disabilities and prevent 

bullying



Refreshing Recess Process

• Orientation using this PPT
• Discuss: Recess supervisor challenges and needs –

What would help you create a positive recess 
experience for all children

• Weekly recess activities (6 weeks, 1 day/week) planned by 
the occupational therapist (OT); OT coaching to assist with 
conflict resolution and to make adaptations for students 
with social, physical or challenges

• Supporting materials: Recess poster, bookmarks and 
handouts to support the weekly theme



Refreshing Recess Weekly Themes

Week #1: Kickoff. Let’s get started! Orient students. 
Week #2: Let’s make friends and have fun together. 
Friendship scavenger hunt
Week #3: Teamwork! Let’s play and work together. Build a 
tower!
Week #4: Let’s get fit and get along. Fitness trail
Week #5: Let’s respect differences and include everybody. 
Magic tag
Week #6: Let’s make sure everyone has fun! Untying Knots 
game



Discussion

• What are your biggest 
areas of need?

• Sugges4ons for 
implementa4on?

• Introduce Week 1’s 
theme!



Get Ready for Week #1!

What to do before the 1st session:
• Hang up Recess Posters in the hallway or classroom
• Read handouts:

• www.everymomentcounts.org

Make sure to refer to all of the free downloadable materials 

such as: Refreshing Recess bookmarks, poster, newsle:ers, 

and Lesson Plans!
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For more information about Refreshing 

Recess visit

www.everymomentcounts.org

http://www.everymomentcounts.org
http://www.everymomentcounts.org

