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School lunch is an essential part of the school day. California’s State Meal Mandate requires all 

traditional public schools to provide a nutritious, free or reduced-price meal to each needy student 

every school day. Recent federal, state and local efforts have focused on improving the quality and 

appeal of school food, but these gains are wasted when students do not have adequate time to eat.  

Adequate Time to Eat is Essential for Student Health and Learning  

Time is a student’s most valuable commodity during a busy lunch period. Students will often grab a 

snack in place of lunch, eat only part of their lunch, or skip lunch altogether when pressed for time, 

even if they are hungry!   

 Minimizing the wait time for school meals and providing students with lunch periods that allow 

them to enjoy a meal with friends are among the top 10 factors that leading health 

professionals identify as essential for healthy eating in schools.1  

 Providing enough time to eat may encourage students to eat more of the foods that are often 

under-consumed, such as fruits, vegetables, and milk.2  

 Elementary school students who have 30-minute lunch periods consume significantly more 

nutrients than those with 20-minute lunch periods- and less food is wasted.3  

 Studies indicate that elementary school children may spend a major part of the lunch period 

waiting in line for food, which can significantly decrease the time available to eat. 4,5,6  

 The length of lunch periods and the amount of time students spend waiting in lunch lines have 

a significant impact on participation in the school lunch program.7  

 Research suggests that a shorter lunch period is associated with an increased BMI and 

probability of being overweight.8  

 

How Does Inadequate Time to Eat Affect California Students? 

A survey of over 500 California middle and high school students found that two of the top three 

reasons why students skip lunch are due to time pressures- feeling the line is too long, or feeling 

they do not have enough time to eat.  

 Almost half of the respondents had lunch periods of 30 minutes or less; of those, 69% reported 

feeling rushed and 43% said they do not have enough time to eat their meal.  

 The majority of these students reported feeling tired (62%) and hungry (54%) in the afternoons 

following the lunch period. 9 

A recent UC Berkeley evaluation of California school districts found that most elementary schools 

allowed only 20 minutes for each lunch period. This may not be sufficient time for students to be 

served, find a place to sit, and have time to eat a full meal.10 

 

A forthcoming UC Berkeley study of California middle and high school students supports an 

association between the length of the lunch period and students' fruit and vegetable consumption.11 
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How Can Schools Ensure Students Have Adequate Time to Eat? 
 

When students don’t have enough time to eat, the health and academic benefits of nutritious school 

meals are lost. When students don’t have enough time to eat, valuable resources, including state and 

federal funds, are lost. California can commit to the health and well-being of its students by ensuring 

that they have adequate time to eat during the school day. 
 

Time to Eat Can Increase Without Lengthening the Lunch Period 

 Many factors can increase the amount of time students have to eat without lengthening the 

lunch period. Increasing service areas, making all food choices available at each line, training 

staff to provide more efficient service, and utilizing a cashless-only point of sale system can all 

help ensure that students will have more time to eat. 12 

A survey of administrators at 150 California schools (all grade levels) found that many schools are 

missing opportunities to provide students with more time to eat. 

 Multiple points of meal service alleviate wait times for food and reduce time spent finding a 

place to sit. Only 47% of surveyed middle schools and 53% of surveyed high schools served 

lunch at any place other than the main cafeteria.  

 Cashless school cafeterias increase efficiency through reduced transaction time, while 

eliminating the stigma associated with low-income students receiving free and reduced-price 

meals. All schools surveyed had the capability to accept cashless payment at the point of sale, 

yet only 24% of elementary schools, 16% of middle schools and 3% of high schools eliminated 

cash sales.  
 Staggered lunch periods reduce crowding and wait times, giving students more time to eat a 

full meal. Of high schools surveyed, over 33% scheduled more than 1000 students per lunch 

period, with 15% scheduling more than 2000 students in a single 30-40 minute period.  

State Policy Can Ensure That Students Have Adequate Time to Eat at School 

In School Nutrition…by Design!, the California Department of Education recommends that each 

student has no less than 20 minutes to eat after being served. 13 Providing 20 minutes of ‘table time’ is 

the evidence-based recommendation for the minimum time needed for children to eat lunch. 11 This 

recommendation is recognized and promoted by USDA and nutrition experts.14  

 Nine other states and the District of Columbia already have policies in place that require all 

schools to provide students with adequate time to eat.15 

There are a variety of ways to provide students with adequate time to eat- even within tight 

scheduling constraints. By recognizing that sufficient lunch periods are an essential part of the school 

day, we can help ensure that students have what they need to learn, grow, and achieve. 
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Additional Resources 

 

California Department of Education State Superintendent’s Support for Adequate Time to Eat: 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/el/le/yr13ltr0125b.asp  

California School Nutrition Association: 

http://www.calsna.org/documents/PositionPapers/PositionPaperMealtimeManagement.pdf  

North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services, Nutrition Services Branch: 

http://www.nutritionnc.com/ResourcesForSchools/docs/esmm/AdvocacyTools/ActionTools/MakeEatingEnjoyable.pdf 
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