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Lunch Time in American Schools

Maybe you've seen American TV shows where a character bites into an apple
during lunch. Although a rather common scene in American schools it’s probably something
you don’t see every day in a Japanese school. As such there are many differences in ways
students spend their lunch time and what they eat. Today, I'd like to share my experiences
of growing up in the American school system focusing on the topic of lunch time.

First, I'd like to start off with elementary school. When I was a grade schooler,
there were long lunch tables and benches set up outside. Maybe this is a feature of growing
up in sunny California but either way, students do not eat inside the classroom and spend
lunch in the cafeteria if they have one or outside like I did. Depending on your grade, lunch
was at different times. For example, first through third grade will have the same lunch time
and fourth to sixth grade will have the same lunch time. So, my brother (who is two years
younger than me) and I only had the same lunch time twice during our years in elementary
school. Students can either bring their own lunch or buy school lunches. The lunch line was
long on days they sold pizza. On other days you can choose a main dish from one of the
following: chicken nuggets, PB&]J, turkey sandwich, grilled cheese, nachos etc., and a side
menu from one of the following: baby carrots, salad, fruits cup, dried fruits etc. Milk is
included as well. Because students are generally not allowed to go back into the classroom,
they play on outside. On the school grounds there is a playground, basketball courts,
tetherball courts, handball courts, a soccer field and baseball field, so there were lots to do.

In middle school, pizza is sold at lunch every day and the menu that was grabbing
the hearts of the teenagers at my middle school were the four different kinds of Chinese
takeout boxes. You may have seen it on American TV shows, but Chinese food is a popular
takeout option. My parents usually packed me lunch, but on days I bought lunch at school,
orange chicken was my go-to food item. Besides pizza and Chinese food, they also sold
hotdogs, hamburgers, Caesar salad, tacos etc.

In high school, if your student ID had “lunch” printed on it, it permitted you to go
off campus for lunch. For your student ID to have the word “lunch” printed, we needed to
get our parents approval. In general, [ would spend eating lunch on campus, but some days
me and my friends would go to a nearby shopping center to grabs drinks at a café or eat at a
fast food restaurant. Because my friend had a car, on days we had a two-hour lunch break
because of AP tests, we would go to a nearby beach and have a relaxing lunch there. Just and
FYI but my school sold cup ramen at the school lunches.

This section strays a little from just lunch but in college, most first years are placed

in dorms so we also sign up for a meal plan. When [ was in college, I could choose from a



plan that included around 300 swipes, 200 swipes, and 100 swipes (I forgot the exact
number). A swipe symbolizes the swiping motion of the card through the card reader. One
swipe means an entry to one of the three Dinning Commons on campus during breakfast,
lunch or dinner time. So, if you plan to eat the Dinning Commons three times a day, you
would need 3 swipes. Once you are in the Dinning Commons, it is a buffet style. At my
university, there was always pizza, burgers, a salad and soup bar, ice cream, fruit bar, build
your own sandwich bar, drinks, and Mongolian BBQ (you choose your own vegetables,
protein, sauce, and noodles and they stir fry it on the spot). Besides that, depending on the
day there was a whole range of foods from beef stroganoff to sushi! The omelet station
during breakfast time was my favorite. But I think the most popular menu at the Dinning
Commons was the freshly baked hot and chewy chocolate chip cookies only served from 8pm
to 12am. And because freshmen in college eat at these Dinning Commons which is
essentially a buffet, most of their first year, there is a phrase called “freshman 15” which
means freshman gain about 15lbs their first year in college. I think I gained about 5lbs.
That’s it for this month’s CIR report. Hope you enjoyed it and got a little insight

into the school lunches of America.



