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Family Style Meal Service

 

Bringing back the family table is an 

essential element in helping children 

develop a healthy relationship with 

food. 

 
 

Slide 2 Participants enjoy Family Style 
Meal Service

 Eat together

 Choose your own foods

 Serve yourself the amount of food 
you would like to eat

 

Family style meal service allows 

participants to eat together and to make 

food choices based on individual 

appetites and food preferences.   

 

They learn proper portion sizes for 

healthy growth and development. 

 

It promotes mealtime as a learning 

experience to help participants develop 

positive attitudes toward nutritious 

foods, share in group eating situations 

and develop good eating habits. 

 

Additionally, eating in a group setting 

teaches invaluable interpersonal 

relationship skills. 
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Family Style Meal Service

 Reduces the fear factor in trying new foods

 Social interaction and learning is enhanced

 Helps to develop hand-eye coordination and 
dexterity with common eating and serving utensils

and,

 Even the youngest children can learn to serve 
themselves enhancing self-esteem

 

Among the many advantages to 

bringing children to a family style meal 

service setting are: 

 

New foods can be presented in a 

positive, non-threatening manner. 

 

Passing foods and learning table 

manners encourages invaluable social 

interaction in a positive setting. 

 

Hand-eye coordination and manual 

dexterity development are significantly 

enhanced as children learn to hold and 

use different dishware and utensils. 

 

Children as young as one and two years 

old can be taught family style meal 

service.  “I do it myself” is a positive 

affirmation and builds self-esteem. 

 
 

Slide 4 
Family Style Meal Service

Key Requirements:

 All required meal components placed on the 
table at the same time

 Adequate amounts of food are on the table, or 
readily available, to provide the minimum 
portion for all components

 

To serve Family Style Meal service 

correctly adequate amounts of each 

required food item must be placed on 

the table, or be readily available, to 

provide at least the minimum portions 

for each participant and supervising 

adult to be served. 

 

Readily available means that all 

required food components , in amounts 

sufficient to offer each participant and 

supervising adult a full portion of each 

food item, must be available in the same 

room where the meal is being served. 
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Family Style Meal Service

Key Requirements (cont.)

 Participants serve themselves

Supervising adults may help

Participants choose foods and portion 
sizes

A supervising adult must be seated 
at each table actively encouraging 
participants

 

Participants may serve themselves from serving 

dishes on the table.  The dishes, pitchers, 

glasses and other utensils provided must be of a 

size that allows each participant to serve 

themselves with minimal assistance from the 

supervising adult.  

 

Adult assistance is allowed during learning 

transitions (such as toddlers moving from 

Restaurant style to Family style) or as needed 

for children who are not able to serve 

themselves.   

 

The participant is always allowed to choose the 

foods they will eat as well as the amount they 

would like of each item.  This is the critical 

point during which the supervising adult can 

provide coaching and encouragement to all 

participants.  The goal is for all participants to 

initially select the full, required, minimum 

portion of each meal component.  They may, 

however, choose less.  

 

It is the role of the supervising adults to 

encourage participants to select at least a small 

portion of all foods offered in order to maximize 

the nutrition provided by the meal being served.  

This may require offering the food to an 

individual participant multiple times during the 

meal service.  Creativity, a positive attitude and 

having all supervising adults model eating each 

food item being served will enhance the 

effectiveness of encouraging participants to try 

all foods offered.   

 

Maintaining a fun, positive environment is 

essential for helping children develop a healthy 

relationship with food and mealtime. 
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Family Style Meal Service

 Point of Service Meal Count must be 
taken when: 

 participants are seated at the table

and

all required meal components are on 
the table

 

The point of service meal count should 

be taken at the time participants are 

seated at the table with all required 

components placed on the table.   

 

Participants are not required to eat or to 

have placed any food on their plate to 

counted and for a meal to be claimed 

for them.  However, supervising adults 

should always encourage any 

participant who is reluctant to eat, to at 

least try small amounts of the foods 

offered. 

 

Participants who do not come to the 

table may not be counted and meal may 

not be claimed for reimbursement for 

them. 
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Family Style Meal Service

How participants can interact with 
the meal service:

Set the tables

Clear the tables

Assist with clean-up

Share conversation/learning

 

Family style meal service offers a 

myriad of opportunities for creative life-

skill development and educational 

activities.   

 

Participants can be taught to set the 

table, clear the table and assist with 

other clean-up.  Meal counts can be 

taken while announcing children’s 

names and having the group identify 

who is present at the table.   

 

Short nutrition lessons about the foods 

being served offer the opportunity for 

significant learning and increase 

participant desire to try new foods.   

 

The proper passing and sharing of food 

combined with learning the manual 

dexterity skills required to serve foods 

from a common dish to a plate or glass 

develop invaluable life skills. 
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Family Style Meal Service

 Additional Advantages for Sponsors:

Maximize food actually eaten by 
participants

Minimize food waste

Potentially significant food cost savings 
over time

 

Family style meal service offers some 

significant advantages to both 

participants and sponsors: 

 

When children choose and serve foods 

for themselves they are significantly 

more likely to eat the foods that are on 

their plate.  Again, this maximizes the 

nutritional benefit of the meal your 

cooking staff have worked so hard to 

prepare for the children in your 

program. 

 

When properly managed and taking full 

advantage of the readily available 

option, food waste can be significantly 

minimized with family style meal 

service.  This will require thorough 

training of your kitchen and classroom 

staff in proper food handling, transport, 

holding and storage. Your county 

sanitarian can be an excellent resource 

for tips on how to effectively manage 

food handling with family style meal 

service. 

 

Maximizing foods actually eaten and 

minimizing overall food waste can 

provide significant cost-savings over 

time.   
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 If Family Style Meal Service is the choice for your center, 
remember:

 All required components on the table at the same time

 Adequate amounts of all components are on table/readily 
available

 Participants serve themselves, choose own foods and the 
portion they desire

 Supervising adult must be at the table

 Adults may assist participants, as needed

 Point of service meal count is taken when:
 all food components are on the table and
 participants are seated at the table

 

If you have decided family style meal 

service is the style for your center, 

remember the key elements that must be 

in place at each meal in order for meals 

to be eligible to be counted for 

reimbursement. 

 

All required components for meal to be 

served must be on the table at the same 

time.   

 

The foods must be on the table, or 

readily available, in adequate amounts 

for children to serve themselves the full, 

minimum portion. 

 

Foods are set on the table in bowls, on 

plates and in pitchers that are age-

appropriate so that the participants may 

serve themselves selecting the items and 

the amounts they desire. 

 

Supervising adults are seated at each 

table during the entire meal service to 

encourage the participants with food 

selection providing assistance, as 

needed 

 

The point of service meal count is taken 

once all food components have been 

placed on the table and participants 

have seated themselves at the table. 

 
 

 


