Want To Try New Foods in Your Cafeteria Without Risk of Rejection?

Try This “Killer” Rewards Program and Increase Cafeteria Participation  by Deanna McDuffie, M.Ed, School Wellness Consultant

If you’ve had nothing else in your life to do, you may have tuned into the new TV Series Shaq’s Big Challenge.  You may have also noticed the well-intended basketball superstar attempting to help obese kids get in shape.  I use the word ‘attempting’ only because his efforts fall short for one key reason.  Motivation.  Most kids won’t do much without it.  

Shaq’s attempts to get obese kids to workout and follow a strict plan, fail miserably throughout the first 3 episodes, until someone (probably a kid) climbs on a ladder to tap the noggin atop his 7 foot frame and remind him….pssssttt….”kids won’t see good health as a reward for another 20 years, and only after we’ve suffered some devastating health consequence that forces us to seek new health habits to stay alive”.   In other words, to get kids to care about their health or to even try new, healthier foods, you’re going to have to get creative. 

Operant Conditioning Works On People Too—

How does one motivate kids?  No need to theorize endlessly….just ask a teacher, a parent, or anyone who has ever gotten a kid to do something without moaning and groaning. REWARDS.   Remember your Psych 101 class—the advanced class---commonly know as “rat lab”?  Okay, all the Skinnerian reinforcement should be coming back to you now.  Give Roger Rat a reward immediately after a desired behavior and he’ll quickly connect the desired behavior with that reward and perform the task willingly just on the premise of eminent rewards.  

I wanted to find out the best way to motivate kids…clever ways that work—just like in rat lab.  I found--- “Learn with Shamu” (the famous killer whale) ---this web site is great!  Killer Whale Trainers speak to you via short videos on a variety of typical ‘difficult to teach’ topics that many parents struggle with.  Teaching kids ABCs, Sharing, Cleaning Up, Potty Training AND trying new foods are among some of the most difficult tasks to teach kids.  During work with Shamu over the years, trainers have discovered that many of the simple methods used to teach positive behaviors to Shamu, will also work well for kids!  (pullout box)  

Most psychologists, teachers and moms (hard to tell them apart!)  know that if you want to see positive behavior from kids, you can either punish kids for not performing the correct behavior, or better—REWARD them for performing the correct behavior, hence, Chapter I -Operant Conditioning. 

Seems like simple logic, but rewards have not been historically connected to kids eating better food.  Conversely, kids are bombarded daily with rewards for eating high fat, low nutrient ‘fast food’ every day.  McDonalds invented the ultimate reward system for parents who usher their children through the Golden Arches…..its called ‘Happy Meals’.  Eat our food, get a prize.  What kid will resist that??

And THAT--- is precisely what I propose in this article.  What if we reward kids for making good food choices in the cafeteria??  Okay, I’d like to get credit for this brilliant idea, but the credit goes to Mitch Johns, CEO of Food Service Solutions.  His company’s Point of Sale system has an extremely flexible reporting system that will allow cafeteria managers to set up a simple trackable point system for each student—similar to tracking each student’s lunch account, customized in a printable report that would link the purchase of a healthier food items (such as salad) to high points and the purchase of a less healthy food item (such as pizza) to fewer points.  

The idea is that all food items receive points…the focus is simply to reward students more, for making better choices. 

What do the students get for receiving these points?  That’s entirely up to you and your school, however here are a few ‘community donation’ ideas:

~fitness- related toys donated by local K-Marts (Frisbees, soccer balls, baseballs, bats, in-line skates, bikes for the superstars)

~coupons to use at popular ‘sit-down’ restaurants in your community

~movie tickets ~ (make the reward something the student can share with the family and they will be more likely to encourage the student to continue to make good choices!)
~(group rewards) field trips to local Organic Farms

The list is as long as your imagination.  Don’t dwell on the logistics of setting up the system.  There are many ways to easily reward kids for making good choices.  Pick one.

Other “Killer” ideas to reward kids for coming into the cafeteria to try new foods—and ideally ---buy new entres.
Just as Shamu’s trainers offer new opportunities for new food items to the whales, set up a system whereby kids have an opportunity to ‘taste test’ new entres or ala carte items every week or month in your cafeteria.  The point is to GET THEM IN !

Remember~ think like a trainer…

Tiny incremental progress—any step forward should be rewarded just as Shamu is rewarded for simply smelling or nibbling the herring he needs to eat—dust off your box of gold stars.

Healthy whales need variety just as healthy kids need variety.  In the Shamu videos (www.learnwithshamu.com) you can see Shamu being encouraged to try a Herring.  Shamu continuously spits out the Herring and receives no reward.  Finally he chomps down on the Herring and he is rewarded with praise.  Even though all he really wants is Salmon, he “tasted” the Herring and was rewarded.  The reward encouraged him to eventually eat the Herring on a regular basis.

Shamu’s Trainers Spell Out 6 Easy Techniques That Work On Kids

Appetite ~ Make sure kids are good and hungry – Encourage teachers to tell parents (especially in the primary grades) to have their kids bring healthy, non-sugar snacks that contain no high fructose corn syrup. 

Opportunity (Taste Bud Boot Camp) ~ Once a month - Set up a Tasting Table, allowing students to sample bits of new food items even as they are waiting in line for their regular lunch.  Reward them with an “I Tried Something Weird Today” sticker. Just having kids walking around campus with these stickers, will get the whole campus talking about what’s going on in the cafeteria!

Survey The Students ~ The ‘cost’ for trying new food samples is a survey form.  Students can fill out a very brief questionnaire about which foods they sampled that they liked the best.

Repetition ~ Even nibbles are rewarded.  Have monthly opportunities for kids to make new food choices.  Advertise your new entres in your printed menus or school newsletters.

Model the Behavior –  find kids who like the new food being offered in the cafeteria and reward them for getting other kids to try the food.  Work it!

Now here’s your reward for reading to the end of this article…

TRACK Progress ~  Print the chart at the following link.
http://www.learnwithshamu.com/rewards_eat_right.pdf
Shamu’s Eating Right Progress Chart.  Students can document their ‘new food tasting’ projects.  You’re all set!  

Try these practical, rewarding techniques to get kids into your cafeteria and watch your budget grow!
