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ABOUT THIS TOOLKIT 

Volume 1 covered environmental changes and menu improvements. Volume 2 focuses 

on reducing food waste, building student ownership of the cafeteria experience, and 

using seasonal and local food purchasing to improve both nutrition and budget. 

 

Reducing School Food Waste 

The average school cafeteria wastes 30-40% of food served. This costs money, harms 

the environment, and often means healthy foods are being discarded. Here's how to 

reduce it. 

Why Students Waste Food 

•​ Not enough time to eat: rushed lunch periods lead to abandoned meals 

•​ Food doesn't taste good: especially vegetables that are overcooked or 

underseasoned 

•​ Too much unfamiliar food: students discard new items they're uncertain about 

•​ Portion sizes too large: students take more than they'll eat 

•​ Peer pressure: students discard healthy items to fit in with peers 

Practical Waste Reduction Strategies 

Extend lunch periods. 

Studies consistently show that longer lunch periods significantly reduce food 

waste. A 5-10 minute extension can make a measurable difference. Advocate for 

this with administration. 

 

Offer share tables. 

A designated table where students can leave unopened or untouched food for 

others to take. Reduces waste and increases food access for food-insecure 

students. 

 



 

Right-size portions. 

Offer smaller portions of new or less popular items. Students can always get more, 

and it take less pressure off trying something new. 

 

Do a waste audit. 

For one week, sort and weigh food waste by category (entrees, vegetables, fruit, 

milk). This data is powerful for identifying what to change and for grant 

applications. 

 

 

Building Student Ownership 

Students who feel ownership over the cafeteria eat better and waste less. Here's how 

to involve them. 

 

Student Food Advisory Council 

Form a small group (8-12 students from different grades) that meets monthly with 

cafeteria leadership. They: 

•​ Taste-test new menu items before they're introduced school-wide 

•​ Survey classmates about food preferences and feedback 

•​ Help design cafeteria signage and menu descriptions 

•​ Report on waste and suggest improvements 

 

Student advisory councils have been shown to increase meal participation, reduce 

waste, and improve student satisfaction, at no cost. 

 

Student-Designed Menu Days 

Once per semester, give the advisory council a budget and challenge them to design 

one lunch menu. They work with food service staff on feasibility, nutrition, and cost. 

The winning menu is served school-wide. 

 

Cafeteria Signage Program 

Partner with art or graphic design classes to create professional-looking signage for 

the cafeteria: 



 

•​ Attractive menu boards with appealing item descriptions 

•​ Fun nutrition facts posted near specific foods 

•​ QR codes linking to mindfulmunchers.org for more information 

•​ Seasonal specials boards that rotate with the menu 

 

 

Seasonal and Local Food Purchasing 

Buying seasonal and local food is often cheaper, fresher, and more nutritious, and it 

teaches students where food comes from. 

 

Seasonal Produce Guide 

Season Affordable Seasonal Produce 

Fall Apples, pears, sweet potatoes, winter 

squash, broccoli, cauliflower 

Winter Citrus fruits, kale, cabbage, carrots, 

beets, Brussels sprouts 

Spring Asparagus, peas, spinach, lettuce, 

strawberries, radishes 

Summer Tomatoes, corn, zucchini, peppers, 

cucumbers, peaches, berries 

 

Farm to School Programs 

The USDA Farm to School program provides grants and resources for schools to source 

food locally. Benefits: 

•​ Often comparable cost to conventional purchasing at scale 

•​ Fresher produce with better nutritional content 

•​ Educational opportunities (farm visits, harvest events) 

•​ Supports local economy 

•​ Increases student interest in food and agriculture 

Learn more: fns.usda.gov/farmtoschool 

 

 



 

Staff Wellness and Training 

Food service staff are on the front lines of student nutrition. Investing in their training 

and wellbeing pays dividends. 

 

Quarterly Training Topics 

1.​ Culinary skills: Simple techniques to improve vegetable flavor (roasting, 

seasoning, dips) 

2.​ Behavioral economics: How to use placement and labeling to nudge healthier 

choices 

3.​ Positive student interaction: Language that encourages without shaming 

4.​ Food safety refresher: Best practices for temperature, storage, and allergen 

management 

 

Recognizing Staff Contributions 

•​ Share student compliments with cafeteria staff; They rarely hear positive 

feedback 

•​ Nominate outstanding food service staff for district recognition 

•​ Include cafeteria staff in school community events, not just as service 

providers 

 

 

Cafeteria Volume 2 Checklist: 

​Conducted a food waste audit and identified top waste categories 

​Extended or protected lunch period from being cut 

​Established or met with a Student Food Advisory Council 

​ Introduced at least one seasonal produce item this quarter 

​Updated cafeteria signage with student-designed or refreshed content 

​Completed at least one staff training session 

​Ran a taste test before introducing a new menu item 

​Reviewed plate waste data and adjusted menu or presentation accordingly 

​Explored Farm to School purchasing opportunities 

 

Mindful Munchers supports school cafeteria improvement efforts with free printable 

signage and student-facing resources. Visit mindfulmunchers.org to download. 
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