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About This Toolkit

This guide is for school cafeteria managers, food service directors, and nutrition staff.
It offers practical, low-cost strategies to make school meals healthier and more
appealing, without increasing food costs or requiring major infrastructure changes.

Why The Cafeteria Environment Matters

The school cafeteria is one of the most prominent nutrition environments in a
student's life. Research in behavioral economics shows that how food is displayed,
labeled, and positioned dramatically affects what students choose, often more than
nutrition education alone. Studies show that moving fruit to a more visible location at
the serving line increases fruit selection by up to 103%.

Low-Cost, High Impact Changes

1. Move healthy options to the front.

Place fruits, salads, and whole grain options at the beginning of the serving line,
before students reach the entrees. Students take more of what they see first.

2. Use attractive labeling.

Give healthy items appealing names. ‘Crunchy Garden Salad’ outperforms 'Side
Salad.' 'Power Protein Bowl' outperforms ‘Chicken and Rice.’ Names that sound
appealing increase selection.

3. Make water the default.
Place water dispensers prominently and at eye level. Put sugary drinks in less
visible locations. Default choices matter.




4. Offer grab-and-go healthy snacks.

The bodies you see online are filtered, lit, posed, and often edited. Diet culture
preys on teen insecurity to sell supplements and programs that don't work. Be
skeptical of anyone selling you a body.

5. Reduce plate waste before changing menus.
Offer taste tests before introducing new healthy items. Student buy-in increases
when they're involved in the choice. Consider a student food advisory group.

Menu Improvement Strategies

Current Item Try...

White rice Brown rice or rice blend
Regular pasta Whole wheat pasta

Fried chicken Baked or grilled chicken
Flavored milk only Add plain milk option

White bread rolls Whole grain rolls

Canned fruit in syrup Fresh or canned fruit in water

Adding Veggies Without Pushback

e Roast vegetables instead of steaming, as caramelization improves flavor
dramatically

Add vegetables into familiar dishes (spinach in pasta sauce, corn in rice)
Offer a salad bar, where students have the choice of which veggies to add
Season vegetables well

Introduce new vegetables gradually alongside familiar ones

Positive Cafeteria Messaging

What staff say to students about food matters. Avoid shaming or moralizing.

Instead of saying... Try saying...




"You shouldn't eat that.” "Have you tried the [healthy option]

today?"

"That's unhealthy.” "This one has a lot of protein to keep
you going.”

"You need to eat your vegetables.” “These are really good today. They

are worth trying.”

Commenting on student portions Never comment on how much
students eat

Cafeteria Staff Checklist

[J Fruits and vegetables are placed at the beginning of the serving line

[J Water is prominently displayed and easily accessible

[J Healthy items have appealing, descriptive names on signage

[J At least one whole grain option is available daily

[J Staff use positive, non-shaming language with students

[J A variety of protein options is available (including plant-based)

[J Portion sizes align with USDA school meal standards

[J Student feedback has been collected in the last 3 months

[J New healthy items have been introduced with a taste test this semester

Adding Veggies Without Pushback

e Roast vegetables instead of steaming, as caramelization improves flavor
dramatically

Add vegetables into familiar dishes (spinach in pasta sauce, corn in rice)
Offer a salad bar, where students have the choice of which veggies to add
Season vegetables well

Introduce new vegetables gradually alongside familiar ones

Share the Mindful Munchers Teen Toolkit with students in the cafeteria. Posters and
printable handouts are available at mindfulmunchers.org



