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We know that school
administrators have a lot to
consider when it comes to
planning school schedules.
Arranging lunch periods is just
one part of the equation.

The time allotted for lunch
encompasses much more
than time spent eating.

It also includes time for travelling
to the dining hall, using the
restroom, handwashing, waiting
in line, selecting food items,
possibly waiting to pay, finding

a seat, socializing with friends,
bussing tables, and travelling
from the dining hall to the next
class — all of which is time
consuming.! And that does not
account for seat time, which is
the amount of time within a meal
period that students can spend
seated, eating their food.?

How much
seat time is ideal?

While there is not a federal policy in the U.S. for seat time, the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the American Academy of

Pediatrics (AAP) both agree that students should have at least
20 minutes of seat time as part of their meal period.?*




Having 20 minutes of seat
time benefits students’
entire well-being.

When it comes to nutrition,
adequate seat time leads to
increased food consumption,
specifically important meal
components like fruits,
vegetables, entrées, and milk.

It also leads to decreased plate
waste since students have time
to consume the food they have
selected.>5” Seat time impacts
mental health, too. Students
with adequate seat time
experience increased happiness,
reduced disciplinary issues,
and improvements in focus

and social-emotional learning.®
Sharing a meal is perhaps the
most universally human act.
Having time to socialize during
meals enhances one’s sense of
community and allows students
to develop conversation skills,
foster empathy for their peers,
and return to their afternoon
classes feeling refreshed.!®
Additionally, when back in
class, students attain higher
academic achievements.®

Benefits:

Increased food consumption.

Less food waste.

Improved student well-being and performance.
Reduced disciplinary issues.

Enhanced sense of community.




How can school administrators
maximize the amount of seat
time students can enjoy?

There are many factors to consider, including:

e Lengthening the overall lunch period.
Consider your campus layout and your students’ needs. Is a longer lunch period needed? Some
studies suggest that a 30-minute lunch period will allow for the desired 20 minutes of seat time.?
Remember: To provide 20 minutes of seat time, a meal period will need to be longer than
20 minutes.

e Staggering lunches.
Staggering lunch periods creates a more efficient dining hall experience.'® Limiting the number of
students in the dining hall in a given meal period allows students to spend less time waiting in line
and more time sitting and enjoying their meal.

e Scheduling recess first.
For younger students, schedule recess before the lunch period, when possible.**2 Not only does
this prevent students from rushing through lunch to get outside faster, it also causes them to arrive
hungry and less distracted.’? Students who enjoy recess before lunch show increased calorie,
calcium, vitamin A, and iron consumption.’? If having recess before lunch is not possible, consider
requiring a set amount of seat time for young students before they can go out and play.?

e Managing the space.
Work with your food service provider to adjust the menu to maximize the efficiency of students’
meal selections. Consider the layout of the servery. Create multiple, scattered stations to disperse
the crowd and prevent “bunching.”? Offer a complete meal at each station to minimize time spent
assembling meals.l° Increase the number of cashiers in retail settings to speed the flow of guests
through the point of sale.

In summary,

insufficient seat time can put students at a disadvantage nutritionally,
academically, and socially. Conversely, providing enough seat time during
meal periods is advantageous to the well-being of the student
body and the school’s overall prosperity. Therefore, we recommend

that all school administrators adopt the guidance of the major professional
organizations and provide at least 20 minutes of seat time for students during
meal periods.
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