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 | Executive Summary
Advocates across the U.S. are working to ensure that all children have access to no-cost, nutritious 
meals at school. Nine states have implemented healthy school meals for all policies, and in 2024, the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) issued updated school nutrition standards that make school 
meals healthier than ever before. However, it does not matter how accessible or nutritious school 
meals are if students do not have time to eat them. Short lunch periods are linked to significantly 
lower consumption of school meals and increased plate waste. To promote nutrition and reduce 
food waste, experts, including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), recommend 
students receive, at minimum, 20 minutes of seated time at lunch or a 30-minute lunch period total, 
and 10 minutes of seated time at breakfast, known as sufficient time to eat (TTE). Currently, no federal 
policies requiring minimum meal-period durations for schools exist, but minimum mealtimes are 
sometimes mandated at the state or district level. 

The Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) conducted a scan to establish the prevalence 
of state-level policies and guidance on sufficient TTE in schools in all 50 states and the District of 
Columbia (D.C.). Data was collected via a three-step process: a state agency website and Google 
search, email outreach to state agencies, and a LexisNexis search. The content of the policies and 
guidelines obtained in this search were further analyzed to determine alignment with CDC’s 
recommendations for TTE. 

Overall, 12 jurisdictions (24%) had either a policy or guidance that aligned with CDC TTE 
recommendations for at least one meal. Twenty-nine percent (15/51) of jurisdictions have an existing 
TTE policy and 13 of those also have accompanying agency-issued guidance. Thirty-one percent 
(16/51) of jurisdictions lack a policy but have issued guidance about TTE.

Of the 15 jurisdictions with a TTE policy, four (D.C., South Carolina, Washington, and West Virginia) 
have language that aligns with the CDC’s quantitative recommendations for ensuring that students 
have enough TTE at lunch. Three state TTE policies (Florida, Virginia, and West Virginia) include 
language that aligns with CDC’s recommendations for TTE at breakfast. 

Of the 29 jurisdictions with guidance, 10 have language that aligns with the CDC’s quantitative 
recommendations for ensuring that students have enough TTE at lunch (D.C., Michigan, Nevada, 
New Mexico, North Carolina, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, Washington and West Virginia). Eight 
states’ (Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, Washington and West 
Virginia) guidance documents align with CDC’s recommendations for TTE at breakfast, and two 
states (Alabama and Florida) included quantitative recommendations for unspecified “meal(s)”.

We urge USDA, state legislatures, state education departments, local education agencies, and school 
districts to consider TTE policies to ensure that the maximum benefits of school meal programs to 
students can be realized.  

 | Background  
NUTRITIONAL BENEFITS OF SCHOOL MEALS
Approximately 30 million children across the country participate in the National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP) every day, and about 16 million participate in the School Breakfast Program (SBP).1,2 
The NSLP and SBP are administered federally by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), at the state level by state agencies (typically departments of 
education or agriculture), and locally through school food authorities (SFAs).3,4 For example, USDA 
regulates nutrition standards for meals served by schools participating in the programs, and SFAs 
are responsible for administering the school meal programs at the local and district level. School 
meals are one of the healthiest sources of food for kids in the United States and consuming them is 
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associated with higher diet quality.5,6 This is because school meals include a wide range of fruits and 
vegetables, whole grains, and must follow age-specific limits on calories, sodium, and—starting in 
2027—added sugars. These requirements were established under the 2012 rule, Nutrition Standards in 
the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs and the 2024 rule, Child Nutrition Programs: Meal 
Patterns Consistent With the 2020–2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.7,8

Notably, USDA regulates nutrition standards but not meal period duration. TTE refers to the amount 
of seated time students have to eat their food after they have received their meal. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that students be given at least 10 seated minutes 
for breakfast and 20 minutes for lunch once they have received their meal, and in total, a minimum 
30-minute lunch break.9,10

IMPORTANCE OF SUFFICIENT TIME TO EAT
While the evidence base is somewhat limited, research has demonstrated multiple benefits of 
sufficient TTE, including greater consumption of school meals and reduced food waste, which can 
mitigate the environmental impact of school meals. A 2021 systematic review of the research on 
interventions, policies, and initiatives to improve school meal consumption identified four research 
studies examining the relationship between school lunch duration and school meal consumption.11 
In three of these studies, greater lunch duration was positively associated with various school meal 
consumption outcomes, including average total meal consumption and increased odds of consuming 
fruits and whole grains. The researchers concluded that enabling students to have sufficient TTE 
with longer (~30 minute) lunch periods is an evidence-based strategy to improve school meal 
consumption. Similarly, a 2026 study in elementary schools found that greater TTE was associated 
with reduced food waste, particularly for milk, fruits, and whole grain sides.12 

The most recent national-level data on the sufficiency of students’ TTE was published in 2019 
and based on School Year 2014-2015.13 USDA’s School Nutrition Meal Cost Study found that 79% 
of students reported that they had enough TTE after they got their lunch and were seated, 8% of 
students reported that they did not have enough TTE, and 13% said they sometimes did not have 
enough TTE. 14 In a 2016 study, researchers observing students in Massachusetts found that among 
lunch periods reported by schools to be 20–30 minutes, actual seated time ranged from just 10 to 33 
minutes (some students arrived early or late to lunch, extending the total time to greater than the 
lunch period).15 A 2026 study in Arizona, California, Connecticut, and Massachusetts found this to be 
relatively unchanged: among lunch periods reported by schools to be 20–30 minutes, actual seated 
time ranged from just 7 to 33 minutes.16 

IMPACTS OF INSUFFICIENT TIME TO EAT
Insufficient TTE poses equity and food security concerns for students who rely on free school meals 
because their families cannot afford to send food from home, younger students who take longer to 
eat, and students with disabilities. Recent research found that schools in high-poverty areas providing 
free school meals to all students through the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) were more likely 
to have shorter lunch periods than non-CEP participating schools.17 This concerning finding requires 
more examination, given that CEP seeks to reduce the social stigma of school meal participation, 
but could be resulting in decreased intake of school meals for students who rely on them. Further 
examination into why this trend does not persist at the state level is also needed. 

FEDERAL GUIDANCE AND LIMITATIONS
Current federal regulations dictate timing of lunches (between 10 A.M. and 2 P.M.), but not the 
duration.18 USDA’s FNS “encourages schools to provide sufficient lunch periods that are long enough 
to give all students adequate time to be served and to eat their lunches.”19
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The U.S. Department of Education does not provide guidance or requirements on meal duration, but 
the CDC states:20

• “Schools can schedule lunch periods that are longer than 20 minutes”

• “Some studies suggest that a 30-minute lunch period allows students to have the recommended 
20 minutes of seat time”

• “States can consider policies that address sufficient seat time, which is associated with schools 
providing at least 30 minutes for lunch”

STATE LAWS
State authority over school schedules, including how time is allocated to instruction, meals, and 
other parts of the school day, plays a central role in whether students have sufficient TTE. States set 
minimum, and sometimes maximum, time allotted as “instructional time,” which varies by state 
but can roughly be defined as the total time students are in school.21 The Covid-19 pandemic led to 
widespread declines in academic achievement, making instructional time more valuable as schools 
work to address learning loss. Because lunch periods can expressly fall outside of instructional time, 
decisions about meal duration are often shaped by how states and districts balance instructional time 
mandates with other parts of the school day.22

In the absence of a federal requirement setting a minimum school meal duration, states (or school 
districts in “local control” states) can mandate or recommend meal durations. Local control states 
grant local governing bodies such as school boards autonomy to make most decisions about public 
education.23 A 2018 analysis found that only 16 states and the District of Columbia (D.C.) had laws 
requiring a minimum lunch duration. Schools in these states were more likely to provide students 
with at least 30 minutes to eat lunch after being seated as compared to states without laws that 
mandate a minimum amount of time for lunch (43% vs 27%, P=0.042).24

Nine states have also implemented permanent statewide healthy school meals for all (HSMFA), 
which, like CEP, allow all students to receive free meals.25 However, while recent research found that 
students in CEP schools had less time to eat, and seated time was inversely associated with school 
poverty levels, state-level free school meals (HSMFA) policies were not adversely associated with 
seated time or consumption. 26 

SCHOOL DISTRICT POLICIES
The CDC’s nationally representative 2016 study of health policies and practices in public schools 
found that 19% of districts required and 33% of districts recommended a minimum amount of TTE 
breakfast, and 36% required and 40% recommended a minimum amount of TTE lunch.27 Among the 
districts with a policy or practice that either required or recommended a minimum amount of seat 
time, 88% required or recommended CDC’s recommended 10 minutes or more for breakfast, and 66% 
required or recommended CDC’s recommended 20 minutes or more for lunch. This means that of the 
districts with policies or practices on TTE, the majority at least recommend alignment with CDC’s 
recommendations. Yet 48% of districts did not have policies or practices regarding TTE breakfast and 
24% do not have policies or practices on TTE lunch. 

Existing data on TTE policies paint an incomplete picture. The most recent study reporting which 
states had time-to-eat policies was published in 2018. That research examined state laws related to 
promotional strategies and duration of lunch periods, but did not explore compliance mechanisms or 
state-level enforcement.28 This CSPI report sheds light on progress since 2018 through a scan of TTE 
policies and guidance in all states nationwide and to our knowledge is the first to explore state-level 
compliance and enforcement.
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 | Methods
Data was collected for all 50 states and D.C. between July-December 2025 via a three-step process: 
a state agency (typically education or agriculture department) website and Google search, email 
outreach to state agencies (typically education or agriculture department), and a LexisNexis search. 
First, CSPI conducted an internet search on Google and state agency websites to locate publicly 
accessible materials related to TTE policies and guidance. Search terms included: “time to eat,” 
“mealtime duration,” “lunchtime duration,” “mealtime schedule,” and “lunchtime schedule.” If 
additional terms were used, the data collector noted those separately. Notably, district-level policies 
and guidance were excluded from this search and sample.

 “Policies” were defined as active state-level statutes and regulations that specify the minimum time 
requirements for breakfast and/or lunch periods in K-12 public schools. 

“Guidance” was defined as non-binding regulatory materials, such as agency guidance documents, 
memos, toolkits, and trainings that specify the minimum time recommendations for breakfast and/or 
lunch periods in K-12 public schools.  

Second, CSPI conducted email outreach to senior school nutrition representatives at all state agencies 
administering USDA school meals programs (typically the state education or agriculture department). 
The purpose of this email outreach was to corroborate findings from the state TTE policy and 
guidance searches and gather information about enforcement and compliance practices. We contacted 
agency staff with titles ranging from Director, Chief, Program Manager, to Program Administrator 
related to school meals. Up to three people per jurisdiction were contacted, depending on available 
contact information and response rate. Questions were tailored based on results of the internet search 
findings. CSPI adjusted our initial determinations of whether states had policies or guidance based on 
agency responses. 

If the policy and guidance search returned both a TTE policy and TTE guidance, CSPI asked the 
agency representative three questions: 

1 Is this policy and guidance the most up to date time-to-eat policy for schools in your state?

2 Is the linked policy/guidance being enforced? If so, can you share details on how and by whom it is 
being enforced?

3 Do you have data on how many schools are compliant with this policy/ guidance?

If the policy and guidance search returned either a TTE policy or TTE guidance, but not both, CSPI 
asked the following: 

1 Is there guidance for schools, provided from the Department of Education or another agency, 
about this policy? OR;

2 Is there a state statute or regulation that informs this guidance?

If the policy and guidance search returned neither a TTE policy nor TTE guidance, CSPI asked:

1 I was unable to find any information online about whether your state has an official policy or 
guidance for mealtime scheduling in schools. Does that information exist, and if so, could you share 
it with me? 

If the email response indicated the state or territory provided no official TTE policy or guidance, CSPI 
followed with a second question: 

2 Is there a reason why your agency does not provide guidance on time to eat?

Third, we conducted a LexisNexis search using the same search terms described for the Google search 
above to search the state code of each of the 50 states. 
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ANALYSIS
We analyzed the content of each policy and guidance document to determine its alignment with CDC 
recommendations for sufficient TTE and documented enforcement and compliance practices for the 
jurisdictions with policies. Individual policies and guidance were rated as “strong,” “moderate,” 
or “weak” according to the criteria listed in Figure 1. These ratings are based on the strength of 
the policy or guidance language, where the strongest policies used language for mandatory seated 
time at each meal period and aligned with CDC’s quantitative recommendations for sufficient TTE; 
relatively weaker policies used vague language related to seated time during meals or specified 
seated time at each meal that did not meet CDC’s quantitative recommendations. Policies and 
guidance that only restate federal requirements, which stipulate that schools must schedule lunch 
periods between 10 AM – 2 PM, were categorized as “weak.” We made this distinction not to shame 
states that are meeting federal requirements, but to celebrate states that are going above and beyond 
federal requirements, which we discuss further in the “Discussion” portion of the report. 

Figure 1. TTE Policy and Guidance Ratings

TTE Policy and Guidance Rating
 STRONG  (aligned with CDC recommendations)

• Required seated time for breakfast, or TTE after receiving meal, of at least 10 
minutes OR

• Required seated time for lunch, or TTE after receiving meal, of at least 20 
minutes, or a 30-minute lunch period OR

• Required minimum time for lunch period of at least 30 minutes

 MODERATE 
• Required seated time for breakfast, or TTE after receiving meal, of nine minutes 

or less OR

• Required seated time for lunch, or TTE after receiving meal, of 19 minutes or less 
OR

• Required minimum time for lunch period of 29 minutes or less OR

• Recommended or encouraged seated time for breakfast, or TTE after receiving 
meal, of at least 10 minutes OR

• Recommended or encouraged seated time for lunch, or TTE after receiving 
meal, of at least 20 minutes OR

• Recommended or encouraged 30-minute lunch period

 WEAK 
• Required, recommended, or encouraged adequate or sufficient TTE.
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 | Results 
We found that 29% (15/51) of jurisdictions (California, Colorado, Connecticut, D.C., Florida, 
Kentucky, Massachusetts, Mississippi, New Hampshire, New Mexico, New York, South Carolina, 
Virgina, Washington, and West Virginia) have a TTE policy, of which 13 also have accompanying 
agency-issued guidance (Table 1). We found that 31% (16/51) of states have no statewide policy but 
do have agency-issued guidance about TTE. Finally, we identified that 39% (20/51) of states had 
neither policy nor guidance. Appendix A details all state TTE policies and guidance and their strength 
rating.

Table 1. Inventory of Time-to-Eat Policy and Guidance in U.S. States (2026)

Jurisdiction State Policy Guidance Jurisdiction State Policy Guidance

Alabama ✔ Montana 

Alaska ✔ Nebraska 

Arizona* ✔ Nevada ✔

Arkansas New Hampshire* ✔ ✔

California ✔ ✔ New Jersey* 

Colorado ✔ ✔ New Mexico ✔ ✔

Connecticut ✔ ✔ New York ✔ ✔

Delaware North Carolina ✔

District of Columbia ✔ ✔ North Dakota 

Florida* ✔ ✔ Ohio 

Georgia Oklahoma 

Hawaii* ✔ Oregon ✔

Idaho Pennsylvania 

Illinois ✔ Rhode Island 

Indiana ✔ South Carolina* ✔ ✔

Iowa ✔ South Dakota 

Kansas ✔ Tennessee 

Kentucky* ✔ Texas* ✔

Louisiana Utah ✔

Maine Vermont ✔

Maryland Virginia ✔ ✔

Massachusetts ✔ ✔ Washington ✔ ✔

Michigan ✔ West Virginia ✔ ✔

Minnesota Wisconsin ✔

Mississippi* ✔ Wyoming 

Missouri

*Indicates that data was not verified by a state agency representative. 

Six of the 15 policies analyzed had language that we rated as “strong,” three were rated as 
“moderate,” and six were rated as “weak.” Of the 15 jurisdictions with a TTE policy, four (D.C., South 
Carolina, Washington, and West Virginia) have language that aligns with the CDC’s quantitative 
recommendations for ensuring that students have enough TTE at lunch. Three state TTE policies 
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(Florida, Virginia, and West Virginia) include language that aligns with CDC’s recommendations for 
TTE at breakfast. Seven policies address lunch and breakfast, seven address lunch only, and one state 
policy applies to breakfast only.

Twelve of the 29 guidance materials analyzed had language that we rated as “strong,” 10 were rated 
as “moderate,” and seven were rated as “weak.” Of the twelve states with “strong” guidance, 10 
have language that aligns with the CDC’s quantitative recommendations for ensuring that students 
have enough TTE at lunch (D.C., Michigan, Nevada, New Mexico, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Utah, Virginia, Washington and West Virginia), eight states’ (Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, Utah, Virginia, Washington and West Virginia) guidance documents align with CDC’s 
recommendations for TTE at breakfast, and two states (Alabama and Florida) included quantitative 
recommendations for unspecified “meal(s).” Seventeen guidance materials address lunch and 
breakfast, seven address lunch only, and one policy applies to breakfast only. Additionally, four 
guidance materials did not specify which meal(s) they apply to.

Overall, 12 jurisdictions (24%) had either a policy or guidance that 
aligned with CDC TTE recommendations for at least one meal.

In total, school nutrition staff from 42 agencies responded to our email outreach (82%, 42/51 
agencies). We attempted to collect information about enforcement and compliance practices from 
state agency staff for the 15 jurisdictions with TTE policies. Eight of the fifteen jurisdictions responded 
to CSPI’s questions about enforcement and compliance. Two jurisdictions, D.C. and Virginia, reported 
that enforcement and compliance with their TTE policy is assessed as part of the Administrative 
Review process, which is a federally mandated process in which SFAs participating in the NSLP 
and SBP must complete on a five-year cycle to ensure compliance with federal requirements.29 
Massachusetts reported that the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
enforces its TTE guidance as part of the “school lunch review.” Similarly, New York reported that TTE 
is assessed during “on-site monitoring reviews of school meal services,” and West Virginia reported 
that mealtimes are required when districts complete their annual application to the state agency to 
receive federal reimbursement. One state, New Mexico, reported not enforcing its TTE policy due to 
it being a “local decision.” Connecticut reported the most robust enforcement plan, which includes an 
annual approval of school meal schedules by the state department of education.

 | Discussion
Overall, our findings highlight three interrelated themes shaping the landscape of TTE policies: 
variability in policy design and authority, challenges related to implementation and compliance, and 
emerging—but still limited—evidence on policy efficacy. Less than a third of all U.S. states have a 
mandatory, statewide policy covering adequate seated time for school breakfast or lunch meals. To 
our knowledge, the most recent assessment of statewide TTE policies conducted in 2018 reported 
state laws addressing adequate TTE in school lunch were available in 17 jurisdictions.30 In at least one 
case, a state regulation on adequate TTE in Delaware was repealed in 2016,31 and the state has not 
adopted a mandatory TTE policy since then. However, the differences in the prevalence of statewide 
TTE policies in our two studies may be due to differences in policy search methods, such as search 
terms, or differences in classification of “state laws” which included “any state health or nutrition 
education standards incorporated by reference into the codified law” in the 2018 study from Turner 
and colleagues that were not captured in our review of active state-level statutes or regulations. For 
example, while we did not identify statewide TTE policies in Alabama, Kansas, New Jersey, Texas, 
or Delaware, we did identify TTE guidance in four of those states. Our policy scan indicates that the 
national prevalence of state-level TTE policies is virtually unchanged in the last eight years.
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Recent research highlights the relationship between scheduled lunch period length and students’ 
seated TTE. Cohen et al, 2026, examined elementary school lunch periods in 20 schools across 
Arizona, California, Connecticut, and Massachusetts, and found that longer lunch periods were 
associated with greater average TTE.32 Among the lunch periods observed (20, 25, and 30 minutes), 
students with 30-minute lunch periods had the highest average seated time, and 89% met CDC 
recommendations for seated time. These findings suggest that a 30-minute lunch period can be 
considered a best practice for supporting at least 20 minutes of seated TTE, though it does not 
guarantee that CDC recommendations will be met in all settings. Connecticut, the only state in 
the study with a statewide TTE policy requiring a minimum lunch duration, had both the highest 
average seated time and the greatest number of schools offering 30-minute lunch periods. While 
this research does not establish the effectiveness of a TTE policy, it suggests that statewide TTE 
requirements may be associated with structural conditions that support increased TTE. 

Operational considerations are critical to successful implementation. The Center for Ecoliteracy 
identifies best practices to support sufficient TTE, including additional points of service and multiple 
points of sale.33 However, a 2025 report from the School Nutrition Association found that the majority 
of school nutrition professionals interviewed are facing “moderate” or “significant” operational 
challenges, including labor costs (94.9%), equipment costs (91.4%), and staff shortages (88.7%).34 
These challenges may be more acutely felt in states and districts experiencing increased meal 
participation associated with Healthy School Meals for All (HSMFA) policies, as higher participation 
can place additional demands on existing foodservice infrastructure. 

Many states leave decisions about mealtime scheduling to localities (i.e., schools, districts, school 
food authorities). Effective implementation of local TTE policies requires consideration and buy-in 
from multiple stakeholders, including food service staff, teachers’ unions, and school administrators. 
During data collection, several state agencies reported that the absence of a statewide TTE policy 
or guidance reflected a state priority of local decision-making. Specifically, 10 states self-identified 
as “local control” states, and two additional states reported that mealtime scheduling was a “local 
decision.” In these states, local school boards, not the state department of education, are responsible 
for developing policies that comply with state and federal law. Additionally, at least three state 
agencies provide guidance on TTE in their model local wellness policy. These findings suggest 
that while state level policy may have a greater reach than local level policy, advocating for sufficient 
TTE at the local level may be the best avenue for policy change in the states that lean towards local 
control.     

Of note, states vary considerably in how they monitor and enforce TTE policies. In light of recent 
research showing schools in Connecticut, a state with annual review of lunch schedules and timing, 
had the highest prevalence of 30-minute lunch periods among states studied, its enforcement 
mechanisms may offer a potential model for other states seeking to ensure sufficient TTE. However, 
further research is needed to determine which enforcement strategies are the most effective.

 The Connecticut State Department of Education’s (CSDE) Bureau of Child Nutrition enforces 
state and federal regulations related to lunch timing and duration through multiple mechanisms, 
including annual approval of school meal schedules, review of local educational agency’s (LEA’s) 
requests for scheduling variances, and evaluation of lunch periods as part of the federally 
mandated Administrative Review period.

Broader policy context also shapes state action on TTE. State and local agencies are required to 
comply with federal laws pertaining to school mealtime scheduling; however, current federal 
regulations only specify the timing of meals, not the duration. Many states reported that they do not 
have a statewide TTE policy because it is not currently a federal requirement. 

https://www.cspi.org/advocacy/nutrition/school-food/local-school-wellness-policies
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One state agency stated, 

“If the USDA sent a policy memo and guidance to specify that 
students have 20 minutes seat time during meals, we would follow 

the policy and guidance.”

Other states noted that they do not have the statutory authority from their state legislature to make 
TTE specifications.  

 | Policy Recommendations
Based on our findings, to facilitate students having sufficient time to consume nutritious meals and 
reduce food waste, we recommend CDC’s recommendation (30 minutes lunch period and 20 minutes 
of seated time) be elevated and operationalized in the following ways:

1   At the federal level, USDA should publish guidance recommending states and districts 
require and implement CDC recommendations. 

2   At the state level, state legislatures should pass policies requiring CDC’s recommendations 
be implemented.

3   At the local level, Local Education Agencies (LEA) and school districts should include 
language in local wellness policies requiring CDC recommendations be implemented. At a 
minimum, CEP participating schools and/or districts should follow these recommendations. 
Additionally, LEAs should provide scheduling and logistical support to teachers and school 
foodservice personnel to support implementation. 

 | Limitations 
The first limitation is that we did not receive email responses from 10 states, which limited our ability 
to verify that the data collected were current. 

Another limitation of this study is that we did not explore the timing of lunch periods with respect 
to recess. Research shows that the time of day that meals are served is associated with how much of 
the meals students consume.35 Similarly, research suggests that recess before lunch is associated with 
reduced plate waste and increased student consumption of food.36,37 We posit that policies combining 
timing and duration of lunch would be more effective than policies on duration alone. 

FUTURE RESEARCH NEEDS
Future research should further investigate the relationship between meal period length and the actual 
time students have to eat breakfast and lunch, in both states with and without HSMFA policies and 
districts with and without CEP.  School- and district-level studies are needed to evaluate the impacts 
of these policies and guidance documents and to determine which enforcement method(s) are the 
most effective for increasing students’ TTE, and in turn, improving consumption and reducing plate 
waste. Research should also examine the relationship between state-level TTE policy and local TTE 
policy, specifically in local wellness policies, to determine whether one or the other is more effective 
in ensuring that students have enough TTE their school meals. 
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Nationally representative, up-to-date data are essential to inform these efforts. The USDA School 
Nutrition and Meal Cost Study (SNMCS) remains the most robust, nationally representative data 
available on school nutrition, but data from the last published version was collected in School Year 
2014-2015. To support evidence-based policymaking and evaluation of both state and local TTE 
policies, the USDA should prioritize releasing a robust update to SNMCS that includes state-level 
data.  

 | Conclusions
TTE is a critical yet often overlooked component of school nutrition policy, with implications for 
students’ meal consumption, food waste, and overall student well-being. Our review found that just 
12 jurisdictions (24%) had either a policy or guidance that aligned with CDC TTE recommendations 
for at least one meal.  Among jurisdictions with policies, enforcement varies widely, with Connecticut 
demonstrating the most robust approach. While research suggests that longer lunch periods—
particularly 30-min lunch periods—can help students achieve CDC-recommended seated time, 
many states defer to localities, and operational challenges such as staffing, point-of-sale systems are 
important considerations for implementation.

As more states expand access to school meals through HSMFA policies, ensuring adequate seat time 
becomes even more relevant. Coordinated action at the federal, state, and local levels, combined with 
up-to-date nationally representative data, will be essential to guide evidence-based policy, monitor 
compliance, and maximize student consumption of nutritious school meals.

For questions about this report, please contact policy@cspi.org. 

 

mailto:policy@cspi.org


13

Appendix A: Selected Characteristics of State TTE Policies (n= 15) and Guidance (n= 29), 2026

State
Summary of  

Relevant TTE Policy 
Language

Meal(s) 
Covered by 
State Policy

CSPI 
Strength 
Rating

Summary of Relevant TTE 
Guidance 

Meal(s) 
Covered by 
Guidance

CSPI 
Strength 
Rating

Alabama None identified N/A N/A

The Alabama Implementation of 
USDA Smart Snacks in School and 
Fundraising Activities Nutrition 
Implementation Guidelines state, 
“After being seated with their meal, 
students must have a minimum of 15-
20 minutes to consume their meal.”38

Not specified Strong

Alaska None identified N/A N/A

The Alaska Department of Education 
& Early Development Administrative 
Handbook states, “Schools are 
encouraged to provide sufficient 
lunch periods that give all students 
enough time to be served and to eat 
their lunches; at least ten minutes 
after receiving breakfast and twenty 
minutes after receiving lunch.”39

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate

Arizona None identified N/A N/A

The Arizona Department of 
Education School Nutrition Program 
Guidance Manual “encourages 
schools to provide sufficient lunch 
periods that are long enough to give 
all students adequate time to be 
served and to eat their lunches.”40

Lunch Weak

Californiaa

Cal. Ed. Code § 49501.5 
requires a school district, 
county superintendent of 
schools, or charter school 
maintaining kindergarten 
or any of grades 1 to 12, 
inclusive, shall make available a 
nutritionally adequate breakfast 
and a nutritionally adequate 
lunch free of charge and with 
adequate time to eat.41

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak

The California Department 
of Education (CDE) website 
recommends that “students have 
at least 10 minutes to eat breakfast 
and 20 minutes to eat lunch once 
they are seated.”42

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate

Colorado

Colo. Rev. Stat. § 22-32-136(3) 
provides that: On or before 
July 1, 2006, each school 
district board of education is 
encouraged to adopt policies 
ensuring that: (a) each student 
has access to healthful food 
choices in appropriate portion 
sizes throughout the school 
day. At a minimum, this 
includes the provision of: (I) 
Healthful meals in the school 
cafeteria made available to 
students with an adequate 
time to eat.43

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak

The Colorado Department of 
Education “provide[s] best practices 
to the field regarding time to eat. 
In Colorado, when there isn’t a 
policy in place via federal or state 
legislation, districts have discretion 
on whether or not they implement 
those best practices (Brehan Riley, 
MS, RD, SNS, email communication, 
July 2025).”

Not specified Weak

Connecticut

Conn. Gen. Stat. § 10-221o 
requires each local and 
regional board of education 
shall require each school 
under its jurisdiction to (1) 
offer all full day students a 
daily lunch period of not less 
than twenty minutes.44

Lunch Moderate

The Connecticut State Department 
of Education Guide to Meal Service 
Requirements for Grades K-12 in 
the National School Lunch Program 
and School Breakfast Program 
recommends that “scheduled 
mealtimes provide students with at 
least 10 minutes to eat after sitting 
down for breakfast.45 The guide 
also reiterates that “C.G.S. Section 
10-221o requires that all public 
schools must provide a minimum 
20-minute daily lunch period for full-
day students” and provides several 
“meal schedule resources.”

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate
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District of 
Columbia

D.C. Code § 38-822.03 
provides: Public schools, 
public charter schools, and 
participating private schools 
shall...Provide at least 30 
minutes for students to eat 
lunch and sufficient time 
during the lunch period for 
every student to pass through 
the food service line.46

Lunch Strong

The Office of the State 
Superintendent of Education 
presents the requirement at the 
annual School Meals Programs 
training (Rachel Sadlon, MPH, 
CHES, email communication, 
August 2025).

Lunch Strong

Florida

Fla. Stat. § 595.405 provides: 
Each school operating a 
breakfast program shall...allow 
the student at least 15 minutes 
to eat the breakfast.47

Fl. Admin. Code § 5P-2.002 
provides: Meal Service Times. 
School Nutrition Program 
lunches must be served in 
accordance with the timing 
requirements specified in 7 
CFR 210.10(l)(1), incorporated 
in Rule 5P-2.001, F.A.C. 
Schools must offer breakfasts 
meeting the requirements of 7 
CFR 220.8(l)(1), incorporated 
in Rule 5P-2.001, F.A.C., at 
or near the beginning of the 
school day. Schools must 
provide sufficient meal periods 
that are long enough to give 
all students time to be served 
and to eat their meals.48

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

The Florida Department of 
Agriculture and Consumer Services 
offers a Model Local School 
Wellness Policy that includes the 
following provision: “Students will 
be provided an adequate amount 
of time to consume their meal with 
a minimum of 20 minutes after 
receiving their food from the line.”49

Not specified Strong

Hawaii None identified N/A N/A

The Hawaii State Department of 
Health Recess Before Lunch Toolkit 
recommends that schools “Allow 
adequate time for the students to 
play and to eat lunch (a minimum of 
20 minutes is recommended from 
the time students are seated). Keep 
in mind that the younger students 
require more time to get through 
the serving line and to eat.”50

Lunch Moderate

Illinois None identified N/A N/A

The Illinois State Board of Education 
School Nutrition Programs 
Administrative Handbook notes that 
“The USDA recommends students 
are given enough time to eat and 
socialize, at least ten minutes after 
receiving breakfast and at least 
twenty minutes after receiving 
lunch.”51

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate

Indiana None identified N/A N/A

The Indiana Healthy Schools Toolkit 
states, “The CDC cites four ways to 
encourage students to participate in 
school meal programs...[including] 
ensuring students have adequate 
time to eat their meals (10 minutes 
for breakfast and 20 minutes for 
lunch).” Further, it recommends 
ensuring adequate time (20 
minutes) for students to eat, as a tip 
for “making the change” towards 
offering recess before lunch.52

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate
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Iowa None identified N/A N/A

The Iowa Department of Education 
Time to Eat School Meals fact sheet 
includes the recommendations from 
USDA and the American Academy 
of Pediatrics. It also offers several 
strategies for increasing time to eat 
school meals and considerations 
for each. Lastly, it concludes, 
“Adjustments to the school day 
schedule do not happen often, but 
when they do, make sure there is 
ample time for school breakfast and 
lunch […] There is not a one size fits 
all when it comes to the amount of 
time.”53

Lunch Moderate

Kansas None identified N/A N/A

The Kansas State Department of 
Education (KSDE) Food Service Facts 
states, “while it is the responsibility 
of each sponsor to determine the 
length of its meal periods, KSDE has 
established the following guidelines 
[…] provide students adequate time 
to eat.” Further, it recommends 
allowing “a minimum of 15 minutes 
from the time a student receives 
a lunch until he/she is required to 
leave the food service area. KSDE 
recommends allowing at least 25 
minutes for students to get lunch, 
eat and pass to class.”

For breakfast, it recommends 
allowing “a minimum of 10 minutes 
from the time a student receives a 
breakfast until he/she is required to 
leave the food service area. KSDE 
recommends allowing at least 20 
minutes for students to get breakfast, 
eat, and pass to class. For schools 
electing to offer breakfast via an 
innovative breakfast delivery model, 
the amount of time required can be 
reduced if students are permitted 
to eat in the classroom or other 
common areas.” Lastly, it states, 
“Sponsors are encouraged to adopt 
policy allowing longer meal times.”54

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate
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Kentucky

Ky. Rev. Stat. § 158.070 
provides that: Notwithstanding 
the provisions of KRS 
158.060(4) and the provisions 
of subsection (2) of this 
section, a school district shall 
arrange bus schedules so that 
all buses arrive in sufficient 
time to provide breakfast 
prior to the beginning of the 
student attendance day. The 
superintendent of a school 
district that participates in 
the Federal School Breakfast 
Program may also authorize 
up to fifteen (15) minutes of 
the student attendance day 
to provide the opportunity 
for children to eat breakfast 
during instructional time.55 

702 Ky. Admin. Reg. § 6:060 
provides that: The school lunch 
period, if a part of a closed 
schedule, shall allow adequate 
time for each child to take care 
of his personal hygiene and 
enjoy a complete meal in an 
educational setting and the 
school breakfast period shall 
be a part of the school day that 
also allows adequate time for 
each child to enjoy a complete 
breakfast.56

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak None identified N/A N/A

Massachusetts

Mass. Gen. Laws Ch. 111, 
§ 223(d)(iii) provides: The 
department, in collaboration 
with the department of 
elementary and secondary 
education, shall assist public 
schools...the assistance may 
include...recommendations on 
the duration of school lunch 
periods.57

Lunch Weak

The Healthy Students, Healthy 
Schools guidance, developed by 
the Massachusetts Department 
of Public Health, Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education, and others 
states: “recommend that students 
be provided with at least 10 
minutes to eat after sitting down 
for breakfast and 20 minutes after 
sitting down for lunch.”58

Breakfast and 
Lunch Moderate



17

State
Summary of  

Relevant TTE Policy 
Language

Meal(s) 
Covered by 
State Policy

CSPI 
Strength 
Rating

Summary of Relevant TTE 
Guidance 

Meal(s) 
Covered by 
Guidance

CSPI 
Strength 
Rating

Michigan None identified N/A N/A

The Michigan Department of 
Education (MI DOE) issued a 
memorandum to Local and 
Intermediate School District 
Superintendents Public School 
Academy Directors that included 
recommended strategies for 
increasing time to eat. One 
recommendation stated: “Adjust 
the duration of meal periods: add 
additional time to meal service to 
ensure students have enough time 
to eat. The Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) 
recommends at least 10 minutes of 
seat time with a meal for breakfast 
and at least 20 minutes of seat time 
for lunch.”59

The MI DOE Local Wellness Policy 
Sample Goals includes two relevant 
sample goals: 1) “The school shall 
provide at least thirty (30) minutes 
daily for students to eat”; and 2) After 
obtaining food, students will have at 
least 20 minutes to eat lunch.”60

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

Mississippi

07-000-003 Miss. Code. R. 
§ 38.11 provides: Schools 
shall schedule a minimum 
of 24 minutes to ensure an 
adequate eating time for 
school lunch. The factors 
influencing the lunch period 
are wait time, consumption 
time, standard deviation/
variability and social time.61

Lunch Moderate None identified N/A N/A

Nevada None identified N/A N/A

The Nevada School Wellness Policy 
includes the following language: “It 
is the intent of this policy to allow 
each student adequate time to eat 
their meals; therefore, time spent 
acquiring the meal is not included in 
the time to consume the meal. 

Each LEA shall: 

• Provide at least 15 minutes for 
each student to consume the 
breakfast meal (providing the 
school offers breakfast); and 

• Provide at least 20 minutes for 
each student to consume the 
lunch meal.”62

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

New 
Hampshire

N.H. Code of Admin. Rules 
Ed. 306.10(k) states that 
students shall be provided 
with an adequate time to 
consume meals in each 
elementary, middle, and high 
school in accordance with the 
federal Child Nutrition and 
WIC Reauthorization Act of 
2004 (Public Law 108- 265).63

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak

The New Hampshire Department 
of Education Technical Advisory 
notes that if a school elects to 
serve breakfast, the meal must be 
provided during school hours and 
students must be provided with 
adequate time to consume the 
meal.64

Breakfast Weak
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New Mexico

Both N.M. Stat. § 22-13C-10 
and N.M. Admin. Code § 
6.12.16.8(D)(2) provide that 
all students, kindergarten 
through grade five, shall have 
up to 20 minutes of seat 
time to eat lunch. Schools 
shall provide sufficient lunch 
periods that are long enough 
to give all students adequate 
time to eat.65,66

Lunch Moderate

The New Mexico Public Education 
Department 2025 Healthy Universal 
School Meals Guidance states, 
“The required food waste reduction 
strategies in the HUSM program 
include: Twenty (20) Minute Seat 
Time: permitting students in grades 
kindergarten through fifth grade 
to have at least twenty minutes 
of seated lunchtime at each 
school, providing all students with 
adequate time to eat.”67

Lunch Strong

New York

N.Y. Ed. § 813 provides: 
Each school shall schedule 
a reasonable time for each 
full day pupil attending pre-
kindergarten through grade 
twelve to consume lunch.68

Lunch Weak

A memorandum published by 
the New York State Education 
Department states: “[New York 
State law] requires each school 
to schedule a reasonable time 
for every student attending pre-
kindergarten through grade twelve 
to consume lunch[...]”69

Lunch Weak

North Carolina
None Identified N/A N/A

The North Carolina Department 
of Public Instruction 2022-2023 
Agreement Renewal to Administer 
the Federally Assisted School 
Nutrition Programs includes the 
following language: “provide 
sufficient meal periods that are 
long enough to give all students 
adequate time to consume 
breakfast and lunch meals or a 
minimum of fifteen (15) minutes of 
seat time to consume breakfast and 
a minimum of twenty (20) minutes 
of seat time to consume lunch.”70

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

Oregon None identified N/A N/A

The Oregon Department of 
Education “educate[s] LEAs on the 
benefits to students and staff of 
setting a minimum of 20 minutes to 
eat,” and “also strongly encourage 
LEAs to include language about seat 
time in their local school wellness 
policies (Mari Adatto MAT, email 
communication, August 2025).” 

Not specified Moderate

South Carolina

S.C. Code of Laws § 59-10-350 
states that each elementary 
school shall provide students 
a minimum of twenty minutes 
to eat lunch once they 
have received their food. In 
determining the total length 
of the lunch period, time to 
and from the cafeteria, time 
to go through the line, and 
time to bus trays at the end of 
lunch must be considered.71

Lunch Strong

The South Carolina Department 
of Education Nutrition Programs 
Reference Manual provides the 
following: “Lunch: A minimum of 
15 to 20 minutes from the time 
a student is seated until they 
leave the cafeteria/dining area 
is recommended. For public and 
charter schools serving a K-5 
population, the South Carolina 
Student Health and Fitness Act 
requires a minimum of 20 minutes 
for students to eat once served. 
According to student focus groups 
conducted in several South Carolina 
schools, anything less than 25 
minutes is inadequate. Many 
students prefer to skip lunch rather 
than to stand in line and be rushed. 

Breakfast: A minimum of 10 to 20 
minutes from the time a student is 
seated until they leave the cafeteria/
dining area is recommended.72

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong
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Texas
None identified N/A N/A

The Texas Association of School 
Boards Wellness Policy worksheet 
states, “the District shall allow 
sufficient time for students to eat 
meals in cafeteria facilities that are 
clean, safe, and comfortable.”73

The Texas Department of 
Agriculture’s 2026 NSLP Handbook 
for administrators states, “USDA 
encourages sites to make every 
effort to establish meal periods 
that are long enough for students 
to fully consume their meals 
and to provide an environment 
conducive to eating those meals. It 
is important, both nutritionally and 
socially, to give students sufficient 
time, a conducive atmosphere, 
and a safe environment to eat 
nutritious meals.”74 The handbook 
mentions two peer-reviewed articles 
on “current research related to 
adequate meal service periods” 
as informational resources for 
administrators.

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak

Utah None identified N/A N/A

The Utah State Board of Education 
Model Health & Wellness Policy 
provides: “Students shall be 
provided at a minimum 10 minutes 
for traditional breakfast and 
breakfast after the bell models 
and 20 minutes for lunch, which 
excludes time to arrive at the 
cafeteria and waiting in line. 75

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

Vermont None identified N/A N/A

The Vermont Agency of Education 
Local Wellness Policy Guide states: 
“Establish meal periods that provide 
adequate time to eat and are 
scheduled at appropriate hours.”76

Breakfast and 
Lunch Weak

Virginia

8 Va. Admin Code. § 20-580- 
10 provides: Students must 
be provided a minimum of 10 
minutes to eat breakfast after 
the meal is served.77

Breakfast Strong

The Virginia Department of 
Education Model Local Wellness 
Policy states: “Students will be 
allowed adequate meal times 
counting from the time they have 
received their meal and are seated. 
Adequate meal times include at 
least 10 minutes to eat breakfast and 
at least 20 minutes to eat lunch”78

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong
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Washington

Wash. Admin. Code § 
392-157-125 provides: 
School breakfast and school 
lunch periods must allow a 
reasonable amount of time 
for each child to take care of 
personal hygiene and enjoy a 
complete meal.79

Lunch duration for grades 
kindergarten through five. 
Under Wash. Admin. Code § 
392-157-125, beginning in the 
2029-30 school year, schools 
must provide students in 
grades kindergarten through 
five the opportunity to eat 
lunch for a minimum of 20 
minutes, once the students 
have received their food 
through the meal service line.80

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

A Washington Office of 
Superintendent of Public instruction 
(OSPI) bulletin notified school 
business officials and food service 
supervisors of an update to seated 
lunchtime rulemaking, stating: 
“School breakfast and school lunch 
periods must allow a reasonable 
amount of time for each child to 
take care of personal hygiene and 
enjoy a complete meal. Lunch 
Duration for Grades K–5: Beginning 
in the 2029–30 school year, schools 
must provide students in grades 
K through 5 with the opportunity 
to eat lunch for a minimum of 20 
minutes, once the students have 
received their food through the 
meal service line.”81

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

Wisconsin None identified N/A N/A

School Nutrition Bulletin 2324-09 
from the Wisconsin Department of 
Public Instruction states, “USDA 
regulations regarding meal service 
are general and indicate the 
following…Schools are encouraged 
to provide sufficient lunch periods 
that are long enough to give all 
students adequate time to be 
served and eat their lunches. …
In Wisconsin schools, meal-time 
length is determined at the local 
level. The specifics regarding the 
amount of time allowed for meal 
service at each grade level should 
be addressed in the Local Wellness 
Policy.”82

Lunch Weak

West Virginia

W.V. Admin. Code § 126-86-8 
provides that adequate time 
is necessary for student meal 
consumption.  Each student 
shall be allowed a minimum of 
ten minutes for breakfast and 
20 minutes for lunch after the 
student received the meal.83

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

The West Virginia Department 
of Education School Nutrition 
Programs’ Operations Manual 
states, “WVDE State Board Policy 
4321.1 requires that each student 
shall be allowed a minimum of 
10 minutes for breakfast and 20 
minutes for lunch after the student 
received the meal. Schools must 
provide access to meals to all 
students who are enrolled and 
present during meal services.”84

Breakfast and 
Lunch Strong

N/A, not applicable. 
a The representative from California stated via email, “Our web page on adequate time to eat is not guidance or policy- it is a resource of 
information, best practices. and tips to use as schools establish mealtimes. There is no current federal or state mandates for the amount of time 
allotted for breakfast and lunch meal periods.”
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