Simple Strategies for Creating a Comfortable Cafeteria
Target audience: Cafeteria supervisors, food service personnel, teachers, school
principal, and other relevant personnel
Vision Statement: Our school will provide pleasant and positive mealtimes so that all students will enjoy
eating food and socializing with friends and adults.
	
  
Keep the Vision Statement in mind because it serves as the guiding philosophy
of the program!
Think about some of your most enjoyable dining experiences. What
factors make them enjoyable? You probably are thinking of having !
enough time to eat, a comfortable and pleasant physical environment, a
positive and stress-free social environment, and pleasant conversations.
Students eating in a cafeteria would like the very same qualities. Your task
is to think about how to achieve this!
Guiding Principles and Suggestions :
(based on current literature – see Cafeteria Annotated Bibliography)
Create a positive mealtime environment, which includes:
o Enough time to eat. Students need a minimum of 20 minutes after
sitting down to eat and socialize. Lunch should be eaten between
11:00 am and 1:00 pm.
o
Cafeteria environment that is comfortable, clean, and attractive.
Think about your cafeteria environment. Brainstorm realistic modifications
for helping it become more attractive and comfortable.
For example,
Use colorful décor and interesting murals or artwork created
by students to influence the feel of the room and encourage
a calm atmostphere.

Lighting: Natural lighting is preferred over fluorescent, which
can sometime cause headaches. If there is no natural light,
incandescent bulbs seem more natural than fluorescent. If the
only option is fluorescent lighting, consider draping sheets or
fabric over them in a swag across the ceiling.

Temperature: Room temperature
should be regulated around 68 degrees.

Seating: Tables and chairs should be clean, spaciously arranged and
should properly fit students. This means feet should be flat on the floor
and elbows should be able to rest comfortably on the tabletop. Items
such as small boxes or bound phone books can help prevent a child’s
feet from dangling if the chair is too big.
Round tables encourage better eye contact and communication between
students. Include conversation starters like a chat cube and rotate them
between tables.

Cleanliness: Teach children how to clean up after themselves
(placing trash in trashcans). Rotate assigning students to
‘clean up duty’ – wiping down tables. This is a good way to
involve students in maintaining a clean environment while at
the same time, teaching work skills.

Organization: Having napkins and condiments on the table limit
students from needing to get up if they have forgotten their
napkin!

Provide recess before lunch: Studies indicate that
students are more relaxed, better behaved, and eat more of
their lunch when recess occurs prior to eating. Teachers report
better student attention and behavior in the afternoon when
students receive recess before lunch.

Create a positive social climate
Encouraging pleasant mealtime conversations and friendships. Emphasize
creating an environment where all students, including those with varying abilities, feel
welcomed, supported and respected. Cafeteria supervisors ! Smile and greet the
children (by name, if possible); show a personal interest; demonstrate kindness to teach
them how to be kind; demonstrate emotional control when upset to teach students how
to regulate their emotions.
Have fun being a cafeteria supervisor and encourage the children to
enjoy and have fun during lunch!
Make the Comfortable cafeteria a fun place for kids:
• Use holiday themes for menu choices and decorations.
• Encourage sampling new foods by having students “test taste”
and rate new foods.
• Start a school garden and serve produce from it.
• Celebrate diversity by serving healthy ethnic meals.
• Have special days like wild socks day or silly hat day!
Promote healthy eating habits
Students learn about and have opportunities to eat healthy foods and develop
healthy eating habits. Food is not used as a reward or
punishment and students are not pressured to eat.
Teachers and other staff should occasionally eat with
students. Adults who eat with students model good
manners and a varied diet. Students feel special and
demonstrate better manners.
Be creative! Come up with more fun ideas for Creating a Comfortable Cafeteria in your
school!
Developed	
  by	
  Louise	
  Demirjian,	
  MA,	
  OTR/L,	
  Fran	
  Horvath,	
  OTR/L,	
  Lauren	
  Baird,	
  MOT,	
  OTR/L,	
  and	
  Susan	
  Bazyk,	
  PhD,	
  
OTR/L	
  	
  for	
  Every	
  Moment	
  Counts	
  (2014) Updated (2020) www.everymomentcounts.org

