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Abstract— One of the core foundations of Peace Engineering is
the education system. In the United States, education has
undergone radical changes since the turn of the century. It’s no
secret that there have been numerous debates regarding the
efficacy of the system. The public discussion has been centered on
the thoughts and opinions of reformers and anti-reformers, with
reformers sharing their reasons why our system is failing children,
and anti-reformers pointing fingers at the people trying to fix the
system. Nevertheless, research and data both signify that the
initiatives which have been implemented in recent years have not
benefitted students, or their teachers. The time has come to forego
the antiquated blueprint and revolutionize our system in a holistic
approach to educating children. This will prepare students to
become successful citizens in a global society.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

The cornerstone of any Peace Engineering process is the
education system. Without an effective education system, the
need for a global citizen, who is tolerant, energetic, willing to
learn
and
engage
cannot
be
developed
or met. Frankly, without a global citizen mindset, the Peace
process cannot be fostered. Therefore, the focus must be on
education. The question herein just lies in whether the focus
needs to be on elementary education or secondary education –
the answer is both. In secondary education systems (e.g. Middle
and High Schools), there is already a shift to experiential
learning and the use of various other innovative methodologies.
However, in elementary education systems, standard initiatives
have remained and continue to be a detriment to the system.
Young students are just not being prepared for what life has to
offer. We are proposing that simple concepts, like extended
recess, are the key catalysts to total child development.
II.

TRANSFORMING TOTAL CHILD DEVELOPMENT

In shifting our paradigm to a holistic approach of educating
children, we refer to human development that is meant to involve

all the parts of a child. This is a pedagogical approach designed
to accommodate physical development, cognitive growth,
emotional well-being and social competencies in every child.
We have found that one example of a value that has gone by the
wayside is the practice of play. Play is not a luxury but is a
necessity. For the younger students, many schools across the
United States have been reducing recess to minutes per day or
canceling it all together, in lieu of more time in the classroom.
Countless schools are eliminating recess to make more time for
test prep, as if childhood development is less important than test
scores [1]. For secondary school students, “recess” or “play”
simply translates to experiential learning methodologies [2].
Ironically, all suffer at the lack of recess. For the younger
generation, the assumption behind the decline of recess and the
over emphasis on sustained instruction is a result of the Common
Core State Standards, which many states had adopted. This
standard puts more pressure on teachers and their students to
score better in the classroom and on standardized testing
protocols. What is necessary is that we redefine the real purpose
of education, especially at an early stage.
“…The fact is that given the challenges we face, education
doesn’t need to be reformed—it needs to be transformed. The
key to this transformation is not to standardize education, but to
personalize it, to build achievement on discovering the
individual talents of each child, to put students in an
environment where they want to learn and where they can
naturally discover their true passions...” – Ken Robinson (2010)
The Element: How finding your passion changes everything.
In 1983, A Nation at Risk misleadingly alarmed our country
that the educational foundations of our society were being
eroded by mediocrity [3]. Since that time, there have been
numerous federal, state, and local reformations to our American
education system, none of which have had measurable results in
improving the quality of American education. Throughout the
last twenty years, states have been incorrectly incentivized to
raise graduation requirements by competing for funding. We
have also seen the implementation of a faulty accountability
system for educators based on test scores. For example, No
Child Left Behind (2001) [4], a program introduced by the Bush

Administration that focused on improving the bottom 10% of all
students, left many more children behind and placed an
unwarranted emphasis on scores of numerical grades which left
teachers questioning their practices. Consequently, the top
students were no longer being challenged, and instructional
emphasis came in the form of drill and kill in an effort to prepare
students for Common Core state assessments.
The Obama administration’s version of corporate education
reform came in the policy of Race to the Top (2009) [4], with
states competing for funds by following the rules of Big Brother.
The implementation of Common Core narrowed existing
curriculum and forced teachers to instruct from the scripts of
packaged programs. These programs, created by profit
mongering corporations, promised to raise test scores, which
would increase teachers’ Annual Professional Performance
review scores, which is designed to ultimately make everything
“better.” The big business model, and ensuing money pit, has
not only set us back at least twenty years (by some estimates), it
has assisted in the creation of a system which has become
dangerously antiquated.
It has yet to be proven that in 1983, when A Nation at Risk
was released, our system was actually failing our children. The
1980’s were a time of threat from a formidable competitor in the
Japanese [5]. They were buying up American institutions
including Firestone Rubber and Tire, Columbia Pictures and
even Rockefeller Center [6]. But, incorrectly, the focus fell onto
the education system as the root cause of our inability to
compete. The hype surrounding American education as a result
of A Nation at Risk was a knee-jerk reaction to global pressure
and not necessarily that our education system was in dire need
of an overhaul. The most famous line of the widely publicized
report declared that, "…the educational foundations of our
society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity
that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people…" [7].
Yet in the wake of that hysteria we have caused the destruction
of our American public education system. We have lost sight of
the true meaning of education, which, according to Webster, is
an enlightening experience [8].
What is predominantly noteworthy is that the changes to a
standards-based, score-based education has not been shown to
improve education [9]. To the contrary, research and education
experts all support that we must change course from this model,
and instead, nurture children in all aspects of their lives if we are
to offer a true holistic, whole-child education [10]. To continue
focusing exclusively on academics, coupled with testing in
limited subject matter, without looking at students’ needs in
every area of their lives, is to ignore what best serves children,
and is, in effect, educational negligence. The current approach
seems to focus on acquisition of knowledge and not the ability
to learn.
The state-led effort to develop the Common Core Standards
was launched in 2009 by state leaders, including governors and
state commissioners of education [11]. The Common Core
Standards were intended to define the reading and math skills
that each student should master at each grade level. They were
officially launched in 2009, and in June 2010 the final Common
Core Standard was released to the public and state education
agencies [12]. By December 2013, 45 states and Washington

DC, under pressure from the Obama administration’s Race to
the Top initiative, had adopted the Common Core Standards for
ELA/literacy and math [13]. By the 2014-15 academic year,
every state was required to have in place Common Core aligned
assessments to ensure that students were “college- and careerready.” According to Singer, in fall 2015 the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tested a
representative sample of high school seniors in the graduating
classes of 2016 [14]. After seven years of Common Core
curriculum and assessment, the NAEP tests showed:
 The average performance of high school seniors
dropped in math and failed to improve in reading from
2013 to 2015. Performance was also down on both tests
from 1992, the first year that similar tests were used.
 There was a decline in the percentage of students in
both public and private schools that are rated as
prepared for college-level work in reading and math. In
2013, 39% of students were considered ready for
college math and 38% were prepared for college-level
reading. But in 2015, only 37% were prepared for
college.
In a 1943 paper called “A Theory of Human Motivation,”
Abraham H. Maslow presented the idea that human actions are
directed toward goal attainment [15]. Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs has often been represented in a hierarchical pyramid with
five levels. The four levels (lower-order needs) are considered
physiological needs, while the top level of the pyramid is
considered growth needs. The lower level needs must be
satisfied before higher-order needs can influence behavior.
Maslow’s hierarchy levels include Self-actualization, Esteem,
Belongingness, Safety, and Physiological needs. According to
Maslow, an individual is ready to act upon the growth needs if
and only if the deficiency needs are met. Thus, we cannot expect
children to become self- actualized unless their basic needs are
being met. Those needs include physiological, esteem and
belongingness. Self-actualized people are characterized by
being problem-focused, incorporating an ongoing freshness of
appreciation of life, having a concern about personal growth, and
the ability to have peak experiences. Applying Maslow’s
Theory, schools and school districts should be focusing on the
development and growth of children’s basic needs before they
can expect them to succeed academically.

Figure 1. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Pyramid.

The Common Core’s early childhood requirements, such as
reading emergent texts in kindergarten, have been criticized
from the start as beyond the developmental ability of a
significant portion of young children. In other words, teachers
are forced to spend even more time on math and ELA with
kindergarteners to learn these advanced skills. Not only is this
counter to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, but this is misaligned
with Piaget’s Theory of Development [16] as well, which is a
staple for proper early childhood education. Piaget’s Theory
suggests that children move through four different stages of
cognitive development. His theory focuses not only on
understanding how children acquire knowledge, but also on
understanding the nature of intelligence. In Piaget's view, early
cognitive development involves processes based upon actions
and later progresses to changes in mental operations. Piaget’s
Theory consists of four distinct stages of development;
Sensorimotor, Preoperational, Concrete Operational and the
Formal Operational Stage of Development. It is important to
note that Piaget did not view children's intellectual development
as a quantitative process; that is, kids do not just add more
information and knowledge to their existing knowledge as they
get older. Instead, Piaget suggested that there is a qualitative
change in how children think as they gradually process through
these four stages. [16}.

Figure 2. Piaget’s Stages of Cognitive Development
III.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

In moving forward with research-based methods of teaching
that we know will improve children’s academic paths, we must
abandon one-size-fits-all lesson plans and stop drilling to create
high scores on year-end standardized tests. Instead, children
should be involved in play (especially younger learners),
project-based and experiential learning, cooperation,
collaboration, and open-ended inquiry.
Ideally, schools in the United States need to abandon a
testing-based curriculum for an interdisciplinary approach to
learning, with thematic units of study and differentiated
instruction to meet all types of learners. In doing so, students
will be better prepared to become life-long, enthusiastic global
learners. Interdisciplinary instruction promotes critical thinking
and offers students opportunities to make deep connections
across the content areas. With this comes increased student
engagement in the learning process, with the outcome being
greater learning [17]. The key is to leave the mandates of the

current system, which will allow students to engage in
“divergent thinking,” meaning “generating multiple approaches
to solving a problem” [18]. In contrast, Common Core and its
tests promote convergent thinking, where children find the one
right answer to a question, as required for high-stakes testing.
The hypothesis here is that what provides children with
opportunities to refine and enhance skills that will assist them in
their learning is recess.
In this way, by investing in our teachers to help engage our
children in ways that allow their full academic growth, we
facilitate divergent thinking and allow our kids to work
creatively and collaboratively through problems that are
meaningful to them, and not based on a one-size-fits-all
curriculum. Our children are able to connect, seemingly separate
disciplines, in ways that more accurately reflect our world and
their academic successes, and their personal engagement soars.
Teachers will be better able to offer students authentic learning
opportunities and reflect upon teachable moments.
There also needs to be a strong measure of progress and
accountability. This is where key technological concepts come
into play. With the whole world fostering more data-driven
societies, the development of individual student metrics and
milestones provides a more fruitful learning experience for the
child. In addition, the introduction of key technologies like
Internet of Things (IoT) leverages the tracking individualized
curriculum, tracks student progress and even tracks teacher
effectiveness, all on an individualized basis [19]. Through
machine learning and other data analytic algorithms, all of these
can be optimized to foster the success of the student.
In an era of high stakes testing, the stakes will never be
higher than they had been with the Common Core. The
responsibility of a school’s success or failure with the Common
Core Standards has fallen on its leadership. Under state and
federal guidelines, administrators who have not prepared
teachers and students for the Common Core Standards could
have lost their job if students did not perform adequately [20].
Singer, states that, “…these tests, as former U.S. Secretary of
Education John King conceded, are basically designed so that
70% of students will fail, with a much higher percentage among
students with disabilities, English Language learners, and
children who live in poverty,”…” [21] and that, “…there has
been very little, to no substantiated, research which has proven
that more time in the classroom, and less recess, equals better
academic outcomes for children...” [21].
Recent initiatives have morphed into a national curriculum
inclusive of disproportionately high stakes assessments,
whereby quantity superseded the quality of educating children.
This curriculum has forced teachers to become robotic in their
instructional practice with a myopic focus on high stakes tests,
which are not used to determine student knowledge and
potential, but instead the perceived adequacy, or inadequacy, of
teachers as a key metric for their Annual Professional
Performance Review (APPR). According to the Teachers
College Record, (2014), these State assessments have been
outsourced to large corporations leading to a profit margin
estimated at over two million dollars ($2,000,000) as of 2012
[22]. Although independent verification and testing is good
practice, outsourcing millions of dollars to corporations (with

arguably limited domain expertise in educating children) does
not make more sense than spending the money on improving the
education system and measuring via independent committees
with domain expertise.
In 2014, The Record also stated that, “…the relative
advantage of outsourcing assessment to corporations and
external agencies has yet to become apparent, decades after the
switch...” [22]. This attempt at a national homogenization of
student learning across the United States has resulted in lower
teacher morale, narrowed elementary curriculum, convergent
instructional practice, increased childhood anxiety, and the
unscrupulous education of children who will face a society for
which they are unprepared to succeed in [23].
In focusing on an educational vision that supports the entire
child, by offering children varied opportunities at school,
inclusive of ample time for recess, play and breaks from
sustained instruction, project-based learning opportunities,
yoga, and portfolio and performance-based assessments, we
avoid a structure which could increase childhood anxieties and
fears. Each of these components plays an integral role in the
future education and development of children.
Since the implementation of rigorous reformations, schools
and school districts have been overly focused on myopically
improving test scores by increasing instructional time through
the reduction of recess. In spite of the fact that current educators
and educational leaders have memories of recess (e.g. playing
tag, capture the flag, swinging on swings and flying high up on
a teeter totter, the children of today), our future leaders and
citizens, may end up having very few, if any memories of these
types of activities. In many districts across the United States,
recess in elementary school is being questioned, reduced, and
even eliminated [24, 25]. In an effort to meet federal and state
standards, the days of recess are dwindling, yet the reality is that
recess may not be the problem, but the solution.
Orchestrating change requires all stakeholders to commit to
the reform. The findings of this study offers educational leaders,
teachers, the Boards of Education, parents and community
members the data they need regarding the values of recess and
holistic education and its impact on children’s social, emotional
and cognitive growth, so that they are best able to commit to
making transformational change. The findings also illuminate
how the factors surrounding this shift in pedagogy relates to
student learning and development, and to teacher morale.
IV.

RESULTS

There are very few school districts across the United States
that have a progressive vision and approach to educating
children. One suburban New York superintendent has paved the
way to implementing a progressive shift in educational paradigm
in the schools of his district [26]. Together with the support of
the elected board, his philosophy is centered on the belief that
children flourish when offered authentic learning experiences
and should be seen as more than just a standardized test score.
In 2016, the aforementioned school district, the PatchogueMedford School District, increased daily recess from 20 minutes
to 40 minutes for all elementary students, kindergarten through
fifth grade, along with incorporating a 40-minute lunch for every

child. They also implemented brain breaks in between sustained
instruction so that students had a chance to refocus and recharge
in anticipation of sustained instruction. Not only did attendance
improve, but teachers and administrators reported significantly
fewer disciplinary issues in the classrooms [27].
In most of the elementary schools in this suburban
community, the discipline referrals were reduced by over half
from the year before. And best of all, according to the school
district’s superintendent, parents remarked that their children
couldn’t wait to go to school each day. In moving away from a
quantitative model for educating students and towards a more
holistic formula, we invest in a “less is more” and “more quality
less quantity” approach to educating children, which aims to
develop the hearts, minds, and bodies of all children; the whole
child.
In the Patchogue-Medford School District on Long Island,
we have implemented numerous innovative initiatives inclusive
of yoga, mindfulness, tranquility rooms, and recess breaks
throughout the school day to meet the needs of our students
across the District. We have also partnered with some of the top
experts in education including many whom have been
referenced in this paper. The District has also entered into a
global education partnership with Finland through the Finnish
School Lab Immersion Program. This collaboration with
Finland has provided insight into a school structure and design
which allows children to experience recess breaks throughout
the day, yet still meet their academic goals. The PatchogueMedford School District is paving the way for holistic education
in an effort to make transformational change in American
education.
Although the early results are promising, the District is
conducting ongoing research to validate the qualitative and
quantitative results we are witnessing. Preliminary data has
indicated that due to the shifts in pedagogical paradigm and
practice, student attendance has increased, teacher morale is on
the rise, literacy acquisition is highest following a recess break,
and children are less anxious. According to teachers in the
District, children are taking more risks in the classroom,
behavior referrals have decreased, and divergent thinking is at
the forefront of the learning process.
Other school districts can achieve a similar shift in paradigm
by employing visionary district-wide initiatives and building
leaders who are willing to shift the educational paradigm and
offer all students physical, emotional, academic and social
development opportunities. In looking forward to the future of
American education, schools and school districts cannot just
teach academics; they must teach the value of knowing where
and how to find resources. In addition, they must assist in
strengthening a multitude of skills in children. These skills
include problem solving, communicating, collaborating, and
divergent thinking. This will assist our next generation in being
better suited to become successful citizens in our ever-changing
global society.
V.

CONCLUSIONS

The traditional paradigm in education is powerful, but not so
much so that we should be unwilling to look at shifting the
paradigm to be centered on what is in the best interest of the

children, and really become child-centric. In looking at
successful ways to improve the education of our students in
America, leadership matters. Schools and school leaders need to
take actions to reconfigure the educational environment they
create for students. In maintaining a flexible approach to
teaching and learning, our students will be better equipped for
the future.
The mandates of the Common Core Learning Standards
(and now the newly adopted Next Generation Learning
Standards in New York), enforced by high- stakes tests, have
led to dramatic changes in our classrooms, to the harm of our
children. With a school’s very existence riding on the outcome
of standardized tests for grades three through eight, and with
teachers’ jobs dependent on these scores, schools have been
forced to narrow their curriculums to focus far too heavily on
just these two subjects, neglecting science, social studies, art,
music, and so much more.
Things as simple as recess not only offer children the social
and emotional growth and development opportunities they so
need and desire, it also turns out that moving our muscles
produces proteins that actually travel through the bloodstream
and into the brain, where they play pivotal roles in the
mechanisms of our highest thought processes With multiple
growth opportunities for all children, and in not teaching to
specific State standards and preparing for Common Core
assessments, we understand that a child’s growth, via recess, is
just as important as academic teaching, and in fact is integral to
maximizing academic success and improving student health.
When physical activity through play is relegated to being just a
disposable, non-essential filler, our children suffer.
Over the years, American education has endured recurring
curriculum transformation. Major modifications have occurred
across the elementary curriculum. Schools and school districts
are constantly looking specifically at literacy and numeracy gaps
since the No Child Left Behind Act (2001). State and federal
governments use literacy and numeracy scores to determine
school success. The crucial questions in the field of education
are hyper focused on these specific academic achievements, and
not on the overall health and well -being of students. Since the
beginning of formal schooling in America, multiple points of
view have existed on ways to instruct students, and what success
means for each individual child.
Finally, without a solid education system that is focused on
the whole-child development, it is virtually impossible to take
the next steps and to even begin to discuss the Peace Engineering
process. What we have really learned from this experience is that
educating the whole child must be a pedagogy which begins in
the early years.
Education must be focused on child
development and true acquisition of knowledge for life- long
learning. It should not be addressed as a drill and kill exercise,
as this only leads to an exercise in futility.

The author would also like to acknowledge Dr. Kamil Agi, for
his guidance, support, assistance and inspiration in bringing this
paper to completion.
REFERENCES
[1]

[2]

[3]
[4]
[5]
[6]

[7]
[8]
[9]

[10]
[11]
[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The author would like to acknowledge the support of the
Patchogue-Medford Board of Education and Dr. Michael
Hynes, Superintendent of Schools, for their unwavering support
through the development of this work.

[19]

Tomar, David A. “The Death of Recess in America.” The Best Schools,
TheBestSchools.org, Oct. 2016, thebestschools.org/magazine/death-ofrecess/.United States, American Heart Association, Healthy Living.
(n.d.). Overweight
in
Children.
Retrieved
from
http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/HealthyLiving/HealthyKids/Childho
odObesity/Overweight-inChildren_UCM_304054_Article.jsp#.WbmpbLKGOM8
K. Cherry,. (2018). “The Theory of How Experience Influences
Learning.” Retrieved from https://www.verywellmind.com/experientiallearning-2795154
A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform(Rep.). (1983).
Klein, A. (2015, October 10). No Child Left Behind: An
Overview. Education Week.
Peters, T. J., & Wa`terman, R. H. (1982). In search of excellence: Lessons
from Americas best-run companies. New York: Harper & Row.
Gara, A. (2017, August 02). M&A Flashback: Rockefeller Center's
Japanese Takeover. Retrieved from
https://www.forbes.com/sites/antoinegara/2017/07/18/ma-flashback-thetakeover-of-rockefeller-center-capped-a-1980s-frenzy-now-a-newmania-is-afoot/#32d4c7806331
A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform(Rep.). (1983).
Websters Dictionary
Lee, J., & Wu, Y. (2017). Is the Common Core racing America to the top?
Tracking changes in state standards, school practices, and student
achievement. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 25(35).
http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.2834
PEAS: An Education for Everyone. (2017). Retrieved from
http://www.badassteacher.org/files/PEAS-White-Paper-2017.pdf
Development Process. (2018). Retrieved from
http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/development-process/
National Council of State Legislators. (2014). Common Core State
Standards: Answers to Legislators’ Frequently Asked Questions[Press
release]. Retrieved from
http://www.ncsl.org/documents/educ/CommonCore_faq_final04.pdf
Singer, Alan. “Results Are in: Common Core Fails Tests and
Kids.” HuffingtonPost.com, Huffington Post, 2 May 2016,
www.huffingtonpost.com/alan-singer/results-are-in--commonco_b_9819736.html.
Singer, Alan. “Results Are in: Common Core Fails Tests and
Kids.” HuffingtonPost.com, Huffington Post, 2 May 2016,
www.huffingtonpost.com/alan-singer/results-are-in--commonco_b_9819736.html.
Cohen, L. E., & Waite-Stupiansky, S. (2017). Theories of early childhood
education: Developmental, behaviorist, and critical. New York:
Routledge.
Cherry, K. (2018). What Are Piaget's Four Stages of Development?
Retrieved
from
https://www.verywellmind.com/piagets-stages-ofcognitive-development-2795457.
Fink, L. D. (2013). Creating significant learning experiences: an
integrated approach to designing college courses. San Francisco: JosseyBass.
Pantovic, N. (2012, July 15). Divergent Thinking. Times of Malta.
Retrieved October 29, 2017, from
https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20120715/education/Diver
gent-thinking.428589
Meola, A. (2016, December 20). How IoT in education is changing the
way we learn. Business Insider.

[20] Meador, Derrick. "Impact of the Common Core Standards." ThoughtCo,
Jun. 14, 2018, thoughtco.com/impact-of-the-common-core-standards3194589.
[21] Singer, Alan. “Results Are in: Common Core Fails Tests and
Kids.” HuffingtonPost.com, Huffington Post, 2 May 2016,
www.huffingtonpost.com/alan-singer/results-are-in--commonco_b_9819736.html
[22] Teachers College Record, Date Published: October 04, 2014 10/10/2014
Print
Article
http://www.tcrecord.org/PrintContent.asp?ContentID=17707
7/7
http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 17707
[23] Zhao, Y. (2012). World class learners: educating creative and
entrepreneurial students. Thousand Oaks: Corwi
[24] NAEYC, Education. (2001, July). RECESS AND THE IMPORTANCE
OF PLAY A Position Statement on Young Children and Recess National
Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of
Education [Press release]. Retrieved July 11, 2018, from

http://www.peacefulplaygrounds.com/pdf/right-to-recess/recessimportance-of-play.pdf
[25] Pellegrini, A. D., & Bohn, C. M. (2005). The Role of Recess in Childrens
Cognitive Performance and School Adjustment. Educational
Researcher,34(1), 13-19. doi:10.3102/0013189x034001013
[26] Ravitch, D. (2017, May 19). Michael Hynes, This is What Education
Should be Today [Web log post]. Retrieved October 30, 2017, from
https://www.goodreads.com/author_blog_posts/15112632-michaelhynes-this-is-what-education-should-be-today
[27] Hynes, M.J. (2016, November 16) Whole Child Journey: Why We
bumped
up
Recess
to
40
Minutes,
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/finding_common_ground/2016/11/whol
e_child_journey_why_we_bumped_recess_up_to_40_minutes_a_day.ht
ml

