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PLT Title 

“GIVE US A BREAK”:  The Effects of Breaks from Direct Instruction on Student Engagement. 

 

 
Blurb for PLT Conference Brochure 

 

Through this PLT, middle school teachers set out to maximize student engagement by 

investigating the impact of “brain breaks”:  kinesthetic, bilateral coordination, and 

other alternatives to direct instruction.  

 
 

 
Contact Information (Write * next to facilitator’s name.) 

Name School Grade Level or Subject 

*Julia Huestis Chenery 7th Grade Math 

Toby Vogel Chenery Reading Specialist 

Mea Hilton Chenery 5th Grade  

Danielle Sardella Chenery 5th Grade  

Yasmin Khan Chenery 5th Grade 

Katie Intoccia Chenery 5th Grade 

 
PLT SMART Goal  

Collect and use “snapshot assessments” (memory and refocusing strategies) to use throughout daily 

lessons to improve student focus and engagement resulting in higher student achievement. 

 

 
Key Actions 

 

1.  Research and plan Brain Breaks. 

 

2.  Implement Brain Breaks. 

 

3.  Evaluate effectiveness of Brain Breaks. 

 
 

 



Findings  

 

Research indicates that most of us, adults and students, can only learn effectively from a lecture 

format for about 20 minutes, after which time attention is lost.  All learners need a variety of 

instructional methods and time periods of instruction for effective learning.  Brain Breaks are one tool 

that provide such variety and thus add to effective learning.  In our PLT we found that students not 

only enjoyed doing Brain Breaks, but that when properly used, students were more engaged and able 

to focus on their learning more effectively than without the Brain Breaks.   

 

There are many different meanings to the term Brain Breaks, most implying a "break" from 

instructional activity to address the attention needs of students in a learning environment.  Such 

activities as a "10 Second Nap" and "Chair Yoga" take a break from instruction and allow students to 

regroup and come back to the academic situation more engaged and able to focus than prior to the 

activity.  Other types of Brain Breaks include academic strategies to improve the learning of all 

students, encompassing all types of learning styles.  Some inclusive Brain Breaks include such activities 

as "do 2 toe touches as you name the 2 key concepts", "pick an item out of a bag and ask the student 

to relate it to the topic", and "make a 30 second rap of our work"*.   

 

We found that whatever Brain Breaks we used were most effective when used in a consistent, clear 

manner as part of a routine with clear expectations for student behavior.  Otherwise there was too 

much distraction just in managing the activity; and less focus on the academic work afterwards. 

 

Students were surveyed after the use of brain breaks as well as observed prior to, during and after the 

brain breaks with positive results.  More data needs to be obtained to see the effect of Brain Breaks 

on long-term learning and student academic achievement. 

 

 

 

* Taken from a conference presented by Lisa Dieker on Co-Teaching. 

 

 
Recommendations / Next Steps  

 

Develop formal assessment tools to use prior to and following the use of Brain Breaks over several 

months to obtain more specific data on the usefulness and long term effects of Brain Breaks for 

student engagement and achievement. 

 

Start a shared folder or other public tool to allow feedback on Brain Breaks and a collection point for 

Brain Breaks. 

 
 
 
 

 


