
Length of Massachusetts School Lunches and Pediatric Obesity

Wayne Altman, MD, Marisol Luna-Pizano, MD, MPH 
Abstract

The objective of this study was to learn about the length of lunch periods for all elementary, middle and high schools in Massachusetts. This not only includes the duration of the lunches but also the opinions of school officials regarding whether the current lunch periods are appropriate and the barriers to change.  Methods:  In collaboration with both the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association (MIAA) and the Massachusetts Elementary Schools Principals Association (MESPA), an email was sent to virtually all school principals in Massachusetts requesting their participation in an online survey.  Results: There was a 63% response rate from principals.  The average length of school lunches in the state of Massachusetts is 26.0 minutes.  32% of elementary schools and 14% of middle schools have lunch periods less than or equal to twenty minutes.  Regarding the length of school lunches, 24% of principals whose lunches were less than or equal to twenty minutes felt that school lunches were too short. Conclusions: There is a need for change in school lunch policy in Massachusetts.  There are many children that are not being given adequate time for lunch.  Recommendations for action include addressing the length of school lunches in Massachusetts via legislation requiring a minimum of twenty-five minutes for lunch.  

Background

At a national level, school lunch periods have been acknowledged as an important opportunity to promote healthy eating habits.  The 1979 Federal regulations regarding the National School Lunch Program recommended that school lunches fulfill the following goals: nourish children, support the school’s nutritional program, and provide a break for students from the stresses of the academic day.  However, with increasing educational demands, the emphasis on the importance of these goals is lacking.  

The United States is experiencing an alarming growth in childhood obesity.  Some of this is due to the lack of action to promote healthy nutrition by schools.  When reviewing the goals of the National School Lunch Program, several studies have found that these goals are consistently not being met.  The need for improvement has been established, and the actions of schools are vital to achieving this goal.  

The School Health Policies and Programs Study (SHPPS) is a national survey periodically conducted to assess school health policies and programs at the state, district, school, and classroom levels.  The study takes an in depth look at school lunches across the nation.  School lunches are one of many contributing factors to childhood obesity in the United States.  

In a report card of SHPPS 2000 health policies for the state of Massachusetts, the study cites that Massachusetts does not require or recommend that schools offer two or more fruits, or two or more vegetables.  Also, Massachusetts does not require or recommend that schools include fruit and vegetables a la carte or in vending machines.  All of these recommendations affect the environment of school lunches and the nutrition of children.

Another example which was further evaluated by this study is the shortened length of school lunch periods.  This can promote unhealthy eating behaviors, such as choosing to eat items from the vending machine instead of the food line or encouraging quick eating which in turn can promote overeating and ultimately, obesity.  The SHPPS of 2000 found that approximately 20% of schools give students less than twenty minutes to eat lunch.  According to the School Nutrition Association, the average length of school lunches from 2003 to 2005 has decreased an average of 5.4 minutes.  The average length of elementary school lunches nationwide has decreased from 29.7 to 23.7 minutes.  However, in the state of Massachusetts, there is no data regarding the length of lunch periods.

Although there have been no previous studies to evaluate the length of school lunches for the state of Massachusetts, there has been concern.  On August 6, 2005; the Boston Globe printed an article entitled “School lunches are no picnic,” which addressed the concern that many parents have about children eating lunch in 20 minutes or less.    In addition, in the fall of 2005, Massachusetts State Representative Joyce A. Spiliotis sponsored a bill that would require schools to give at least 30 minutes for lunch.  Although this legislation has not been passed, it continues to be an issue of concern among many parents, children and public figures across Massachusetts.

Objective

The purpose of this research project was to collect data on lunch periods for all elementary, middle and high schools in Massachusetts.  This not only includes the duration of the lunches but also the opinions of school officials regarding whether the current lunch periods are appropriate and the barriers to change.  This study provides not only epidemiological data, but also insight into the problem at hand.

Methods

In collaboration with the Massachusetts Interscholastic Athletic Association (MIAA) and the Massachusetts Elementary Schools Principals Association (MESPA), approximately 1,500 Massachusetts elementary, middle and high school principals were sent an email inviting them to participate in an online survey, which was sent out via the above collaborating organizations.  There were no costs or compensation for the participants.  

The online survey was conducted via Zoomerang.  The survey was included six questions, all of which were optional:

1) What is your school’s name?

2) What town/city is your school located?

3) What grade levels are taught at your school?

4) How many minutes is your lunch period (from when students enter the cafeteria to when they leave)?

5) Do you believe your lunch period is too short, just right, or too long?

6) If you did not choose “just right” in the previous question, what barrier or barriers prevent you from changing the length of the lunch period?

Results
From the online survey, there were 946 responses from the approximate 1,500 schools that were contacted via email (63.1% response rate).  The responses were from all over the state, though more schools were in eastern Massachusetts.  According to the online survey, the average length of school lunches in the state of Massachusetts is 26.0 minutes.  

The data was then reorganized and evaluated according to grade level.  All schools that responded with kindergarten and/or first to eighth grade, or kindergarten and/or first through fourth or fifth were counted as elementary schools.  Schools that stated they taught fourth or fifth through sixth, seventh or eighth grades were considered middle schools.  High schools were defined as any schools that taught any or all of grades nine through twelve.  Some schools reported grades that placed them in two categories; for example, being both a middle school and high school.  These schools were thus placed in both categories, and their lunch period data was put in both categories.  The average length of school lunches were found to be the following: elementary schools, 25.4 minutes; middle schools, 26.2 minutes; and high schools, 26.3 minutes.  

The data was further evaluated and separated into the number of schools which reported having lunch periods less than or equal to twenty minutes.  The survey found that 199 of 618 elementary schools, or 32.2%, have lunch periods less than or equal to twenty minutes.  In addition, 22 of 144 middle schools, and 9 of 149 high schools reported similar lunch durations (table 1).  The data was further separated into the number of schools which reported having seventeen minutes or less for lunch, and the results revealed that there were 29 elementary schools and 1 middle school with seventeen minutes or less for lunch (table 1).

Table 1: Results of survey

	Grade Levels
	Average Lunch (minutes)
	% Schools ≤20 minutes
	% Schools ≤17 minutes

	Elementary
	25.4
	32.2
	4.7

	Middle School
	26.2
	14.4
	0.7

	High School
	26.3
	6
	0


In response to the question regarding the appropriateness of the length of lunch, a majority of principals felt the duration was appropriate.  The survey results revealed that 79% of principals responded with the length of lunch was just right, 14% felt it was too short, and 8% felt it was too long.  Of the 230 principals which reported having lunch periods twenty minutes or less, 23.6% felt that the length of lunch was too short.


[image: image1]
Figure 1: Principals opinion of school lunches

There were 273 responses to the question which asked principals to identify the barriers to changing their lunch period.  The most common barrier was that the lunch period was shortened to increase instructional time.  The other common barriers were as follows: limited resources (size of the cafeteria, lack of staff for supervision, large number of students, and scheduling conflicts), finances, and the lack of efficient lunch lines.

Discussion
The evaluation of the average length of school lunches in Massachusetts shows that about a quarter of all schools and approximately a third of all elementary schools reported having lunch periods twenty minutes or less, demonstrating that many children in the state of Massachusetts are not given an appropriate amount of time for lunch.  

This study was limited by a 63.1% response rate and potential human error in the responses by the principals in the survey. In addition, the survey was limited to the perspective of only one school official per school, in this case the principal.  

There is a need for future research in the arena of school lunches.  The idea that short lunches are bad for children has been a widely discussed idea.  However, it was difficult to gather data regarding how shorter lunches promote bad eating habits and how they promote overeating.  Current literature suggests that individuals that eat quickly can eat three to four times the calories they need before their body has a chance to tell them they have eaten enough. This is vital to the greater concept that shorter lunch periods ultimately contribute to the epidemic of childhood obesity.

In addition, the study provides insight into the barriers that inhibit principals from increasing the length of school lunches.  The major barrier of decreasing instructional time, calls to focus the question: how difficult would it be to add five minutes to a lunch period?  When evaluated more closely, one sees that adding five minutes to lunch would mean subtracting five minutes from the school day.  When assessing the Massachusetts instructional school requirements, each school is required to have a minimum of 990 hours of instructional time.  If a school were to subtract five minutes per day from the instructional hours for lunch, in a 180 day school year, a school would lose 15 hours of instructional time.  Thus, a school with a five and half hour school day and 180 day school year would go from 990 hours of instructional time to 975 hours, and insodoing, the school would not fulfill the Massachusetts state requirements of instructional time.  

This creates a major challenge for school officials that recognize the need for a reasonable lunch period but must meet the minimum requirements for instructional time. Making the school day longer solves this problem but creates a domino effect of additional challenges pertaining to the teachers’ contracts and compensation of school cafeteria workers. 

Legislating a minimum of 25 minutes for a school lunch period would force schools to come up with creative solutions to these challenges. One way to support schools in meeting all of their requirements would be allowing 15 minutes of recess to count as physical education and thus, instructional time.

One third of elementary school children in Massachusetts have less than 20 minutes to: arrive at the cafeteria, stand in line for lunch, retrieve their food, pay for lunch, be seated with their friends at their table of choice, and finally, eat their lunch. This routine effectively teaches children to eat quickly. Eating quickly is a behavior that is a fundamental part of overeating which of course is one of the most important causes of obesity.

Some literature shows that individuals who eat quickly can eat three to four times more calories than they actually need. In addition, individuals who are overweight tend to eat more quickly than those who are not overweight.  When one eats quickly, the body does not have enough time to communicate satiety and more calories are consumed.  Current research suggests the body needs approximately twenty minutes to communicate satiety.  Given the current circumstances, a third of school children in Massachusetts are not provided with enough time for this to take place.

Pediatric obesity is an epidemic that is growing at an alarming rate. This epidemic must be attacked from every possible angle. Providing children a reasonable time to eat lunches so as not to promote quick eating and overeating is part of a sensible approach to obesity prevention.
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