Creating a Comfortable Cafeteria Model Program

Week #5 Lesson Plan: Let’s Make Friends and
Healthy Food Choices!
Theme: Taste Testing in the Cafeteria! Students sample healthy fruits and vegetables and discuss
why it is important to eat a variety of fresh foods.
Eating lunch in the cafeteria exposes students to foods that may not be available or served at home. It is
important for students to be open to trying a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables. This week’s activities also
give students opportunities to think about developing a ‘healthy relationship’ with food – how eating certain
foods contribute to their physical and emotional health.
Taste Testing in the Cafeteria! There are numerous
downloadable resources on how to prepare for and offer taste
testing in the cafeteria. Refer to the resources at the end of
this lesson plan. Consider including the school’s nutritionist as
a ‘special guest’ during Week 6 to co-facilitate the mini-lesson.
Note: We have found that students love having food to
sample! Tasting foods and talking about food is a great
conversation starter. Students end up conversing about what
foods their family’s eat and how recipes may differ. During the
first time we ran the program, one 3rd grade boy tried spinach dipped in salad dressing and loved it. His mother
exclaimed, ‘he’s never eaten anything green in his life’! Now he asks for a little baggie of washed spinach with
Italian dressing to dip it in for lunch!
Since ‘trying new foods’ is such a successful activity, consider embedding this activity in earlier weeks or
finding creative ways to continue to food tastings after the program is over. For example, have cafeteria
supervisors and the PTA (parent teacher association) collaborate to host a Taste it on Tuesdays (or other
creative name) once per month. This could even foster an exposure and appreciation of a variety ethnic foods
(Mexican, Middle Eastern, Japanese, Italian, etc.) which could promote cultural awareness.

Goals:
1. Students have an opportunity to taste a variety of healthy fruits and vegetables.
2. Supervisors learn positive strategies for encouraging students to try healthy foods
without being forceful or demanding.
3. Closure. Celebrate the last Comfortable Cafeteria session; commit to sustainability to maintain and grow
your comfortable cafeteria! Check out the Closure Activity on page 5.
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Materials:
•

•
•
•

Fruits/Vegetables (bring in a variety such as
fresh spinach, red pepper strips,
pears, grapes, hummus, carrots, etc.)
Paper plates, napkins
Poster Board or post-it paper, marker, tape
Utensils for serving

Note: OTs or other program facilitators can be
creative in purchasing enough foods for sampling
by requesting the PTA to contribute funds or see
donations of food from community grocers or farmers.

Handouts for Supervisors & Teachers:
Encourage cafeteria supervisors and teachers to read - Bellows, L., & Anderson, J. (2006). Encouraging
preschoolers to try new foods. Beyond the Journal: Young Children Children on the Web. Visit
www.nourishinteractive.com for free kid-friendly printables.
• Kid’s Food Group Chart (1-page handout)
• Kid’s Service Size Tips (1-page handout)

Action steps for occupational therapist (OT) and other staff leading the program.
BEFORE Week #6’s session: Refer to some of the Taste Testing guides listed under Resources
at the end. All of these materials are free and downloadable from the various websites. You can make this as
simple or complex as you’d like!
1. Talk with the principal about the food sampling activity. Find out is any of
the students have food allergies and follow the school’s protocol on
providing food in school (e.g does the school have a ‘no nuts’ rule?). Let
the principal know what foods you plan to bring in for the tasting.
2. If your school has a dietician/nutritionist, contact and invite her/him in
advance to be a ‘Special Guest’ and to help facilitate this last session. If
there is no dietician, find the school’s health educator and include
him/her in the preparations and session.
3. Get ready to purchase fruits and vegetables. Count the number of table
and students. Look for pre-washed and bulk amounts.
4. Prepare the fruits and vegetables: Examples of fruits include: blueberries,
pineapple, cantaloupe and kiwi. Examples of vegetables include: different colored peppers, snap peas,
spinach and spring mix greens. Hummus can be used as a dip.
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5. Put the fruits and vegetable on a plate or tray to allow for easy serving. Consider using small paper food
cups like in the photo, but this isn’t necessary. We have also put the food on a large paper plate for the
students to pass around. Use sanitary food handling.
6. Place trays of fruits and vegetables on tables. Provide forks or tongs for students to take a sample.
7. Hang poster board in cafeteria for discussion.

DURING Week #6’s Cafeteria Session – The OT and or program facilitator is
present during lunch and leads a discussion & experiential activity about healthy
eating and trying new foods. Co-lead this session with the school’s
dietician/nutritionist or health educator if possible.
1. Review the theme from last week. “We’ve been talking about making new friends, getting to know friends
better and how foods and smells can change the way we feel. Raise your hand if you met a new friend or
got to know someone better last week.” Ask if students tried smelling or tasting something new. Write the
answers on the poster board. Then ask, “How did you feel? Did you like it or not?” Remind them that
everyone experiences sensory input differently and to respect these differences in others.
2. Tell students that, “Today we are going to taste a small rainbow of healthy fruits and vegetables. There
are so many to choose from. We have placed tasting plates on your table. Try something new or different
that you have not eaten before. Did you know that sometimes it takes trying a new food 10 times before
you begin to like it? The more colorful the natural food you eat, the more nutritionally diverse it is. Many
of these fruits and vegetable are from different parts of the world.”

Supervisor suggestions/guidelines for encouraging students to try new foods:
•

3.
4.

5.

6.

Keep it positive. Encourage tasting; do not pressure children to eat the food. If he/she doesn’t
like it, it’s OK. Tell them to give it another try next time – that sometimes it takes our taste
buds time to adjust to a new taste or texture.
• If possible, sit at the table and try the foods with the students so that you can demonstrate
trying new foods. Share conversations about what you like about the food and how you use
the food in various recipes. Encourage students to share.
• Continue to encourage children to try and eat fruits and vegetables.
After students sample food, tell students that “It’s important for us to eat fresh foods when we have the
opportunity. They are full of vitamins and minerals that keep our bodies healthy.”
Discuss the properties of foods. What minerals and vitamins are in foods and how do they help us. Tell
students foods can boost your mood such as: salmon, yogurt, walnuts, popcorn, bananas, dark chocolate,
oysters and spinach.
When allotted time has lapsed, ask for attention and for student feedback. Did you try any new foods?
What foods did you like? Were there any foods that you didn’t like? What was it about the food that made
you dislike it? Texture or taste? Write comments on poster board.
Save 5 minutes for closure: Announce that today is the last official day of the
Comfortable Cafeteria program. Ask students what they learned and what they liked
best? Encourage students to continue to help make the cafeteria a comfortable
place to enjoy their meal and conversations with friends.
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Tiers 2 and 3: A Lunch Bunch is a great way to offer small group interventions. For students who are
selective eaters, take it slow and keep it positive. Limit the types of foods available. Have students sample one
new food each week. Even if the child touches the food to her/his lips, praise is deserved. Some children need
to touch the food and become familiar with it visually and through touch before deciding to put it in their
mouth. Avoid pressuring the child to eat certain foods.
Another way to help introduce new foods, is to have students prepare foods for lunch or a snack. Encourage
the students to touch the foods with their hands and provide paper towels so the student can wipe their hands
if they wish. Once they can touch the foods, have them play games/activities smelling foods. The students can
then move on to “kissing” the foods. Once students are willing to place the foods in their mouths, they can
have small “tasting buckets” to dispose of the foods if they wish. Take it slow and keep it positive! “Parent
Tips: Picky Eaters” by B. Fenhous, OTR. SPD Foundation, Star Lights Newsletter. Link:
http://spdfoundation.net/newsletter/2011/10/starlights-parents.html

Explore funding options for purchase of fruits and vegetables. If the school has a parent organization
(PTO or PTA), contact them ahead of time to see if they can supply the food or provide funding to purchase it.

Reputable websites with educational materials for children/youth on healthy eating.
These websites provide developmentally appropriate learning tools for preschool, school-age and teens.
Many free and downloadable resources are available.
1. Kid’s Corner. Nutrition.gov
(http://www.nutrition.gov/life-stages/children/kidscorner) – Excellent resource
2. My Plate (www.choosemyplate.gov) - USDA Center for
Nutrition Policy and Promotion. Check out the activity
sheets and coloring sheets.
https://www.myplate.gov/sites/default/files/202012/Coloring%20Sheet.pdf
3. Food Hero For Kids. Oregon State University. Kid-friendly
information, recipes, coloring sheets, and activity sheets
(e.g. color a placemat). https://foodhero.org/kids

Resources on Taste Testing in the Cafeteria: Refer to these resources to get ideas on how to plan
and implement a cafeteria taste testing for Week 6. Consider having the school provide monthly taste testing
by involving the PTA and other community volunteers.
1) Host a taste test. (short web article with great tips). Action for Healthy Kids.
(https://www.actionforhealthykids.org)
2) Taste Test Toolkit: A Guide to Tasting Success. (12-page user-friendly toolkit) Vermont Harvest for the
Month (http://www.vermontharvestofthemonth.org/)
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3) Home Grown Taste Test Guide. (2015). (9 page guide) Wisconsin
Department of Public Instruction.
4) A Guide to Taste Testing Local Foods in Schools (2010). (48 page guide on
food tasting in the classroom, cafeteria, and after-school) Vermont FEED:
Food Education Every Day. https://vtfeed.org/resources/guide-tastetesting-local-foods-schools
5) Action for Health Kids Taste Test Guide. (detailed 20-page guide on hosting
food tastings and teaching children about healthy eating)
6) Farm to School Taste Tests in the Cafeteria: Quick Start Up Guide. (3-page
handout). Growing Minds Farm to School. https://growing-minds.org/farmto-school-taste-tests/ Students are provided small samples of locally
grown foods.

Photo from the Growing Minds handout.

Closure Activities: What it is and why it’s important
Closure refers to an activity or discussion at the end of a program to
think about the ‘lasting impression’ or ‘take-aways’. Doing some kind
of closure activity informs all participants involved in the meaning
and outcome of the Comfortable Cafeteria program.

Trust that an ending
is always followed
by a beginning

Suggestion - The program facilitator will:
•
•

Make an announcement at the beginning of the lunch period that this is the final week of the program.
Thank the students for participating. Encourage students and supervisors to continue to apply what they
learned and commit to making lunchtime fun for everyone.
Ask an open-ended question and give students a couple minutes to respond. Examples: What did you
learn from the program? This is a good way to hear what the students have learned (their ‘take-aways’)
and review the themes of the program.
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•

Consider doing a closure activity. Refer to Edutopia’s 22 Powerful

Closure Activities (Finley, 2015). Try the ‘Snowstorm’ activity: Students
write what they learned on a piece of scratch paper and wad it
up. When the leader gives a signal (e.g. claps hands), students
throw their paper snowballs in the air. Then, each child picks up
a nearby response and reads it. Have some students read them
aloud.

Congratulations on completing Week #6 of the Comfortable Cafeteria Program!
Now focus on sustainability! It is important to keep revisiting the cafeteria themes.
Suggestions:
•

•

•

Occupational therapist: Attend lunch routinely to reinforce themes and identify students who may be
experiencing challenges. Problem solve solutions with the cafeteria supervisors and recommend
accommodations. Consider facilitating a Lunch Bunch in a section of the cafeteria with a small group of
students with and without challenges. Offer to help interview for and orient new cafeteria supervisors.
Cafeteria supervisors: Seek assistance and input from the occupational therapist if you are experiencing
challenges in the cafeteria. The OT can provide ongoing consultation and coaching to assist you in helping
maintain a comfortable cafeteria.
Plan to orient new cafeteria supervisors at the beginning of the school year. If experienced supervisors
who helped implement the program are still available, involve them in orienting new supervisors. Use the
Comfortable Cafeteria Orientation Power Point presentation. Orient them to materials on the Every
Moment website. Develop a folder of helpful resources to share with them. Do what you can to help them
learn about active supervision, promoting friendships and mealtime conversation, & foster healthy eating.

Developed by Louise Demirjian, MA, OTR/L, Fran Horvath, OTR/L, Lauren Baird, MOT, OTR/L, &
Susan Bazyk, PhD, OTR/L for Every Moment Counts (2014). Revised in 2021.
www.everymomentcounts.org
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