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MAKING MEAL TIME MEANINGFUL

Sharing a meal together is an important part of our time 
together, just as important as circle time, free play explora-
tion, or art. When we gather for lunch at preschool, we are 
sharing a moment of togetherness. Mealtimes are an oppor-
tunity for us to put everything we know about inclusivity 
into action and challenge ourselves as teachers to think 
creatively and pull from our collective resources. We as a 
school are saying: there is room for everyone at our table.  

Mealtimes are a time to nourish ourselves, but if we ex-
pand our scope we also see that it serves us on many other 
meaningful levels. Mealtimes allow us to connect as a com-

munity, and provide us a time to pause our own individual 
agendas. Mealtimes are also a time to have an aesthetic and 
sensory experience that provides a deeper connection to 
the joys of good food served in a beautiful way. 

It is also a time for children to participate as cooks (the 
children, too) in the caring of others and a time to share 
the bounty of our garden. It is a time to try new foods and 
tastes, a time to learn sustainability practices (like sorting 
our leftovers into compost), and a time to develop import-
ant self-care skills. Mealtimes are vital to the success of our 
model. It is a key time to think creatively about how we can 
best support our whole preschool community in having an 
enjoyable, empowered, positive mealtime experience.

Given the principles at play, it is no surprise that it takes 
our entire teaching team, including our supported employ-
ment staff, to make our mealtimes happen in accordance 
to our inclusive standard. Preparing the food, setting the 
table, gathering the children, washing hands, and getting 
everyone seated is a team effort. The lead teacher, assistant 
teachers, and supported staff all have a role to play in mak-
ing mealtimes meaningful.

Lunch at the PlayGarden is a family style affair. We set one 
big table (usually outside) with a long colorful tablecloth, 
plates, utensils, cups, and child sized water pitchers. At 
times, we decorate the table with flowers from the gar-
den, or even a beautiful found object, or piece of art, for a 
heightened and novel aesthetic experience. We always start 
our meal with a moment of gratitude to thank the cooks 
(all the teachers, supported staff, and children who helped 
prepare the meal) and our favorite PlayGarden  
blessing: 

We love our bread, we love our butter, 
but most of all we love each other!

“The teachers’ responsibility is to create interesting educational contexts in which the encounter  
with situations and objects takes place in a way that is not trivial or lacking curiosity.”

 -  
From The Languages of Food: Recipes, Experiences, Thoughts by Stefano Sturloni Atelierista,  

Preschools and Infant-toddler Centers Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia
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We generally serve our food family style, and most of 
the children help themselves as much as possible from a 
communal tray of food. We always make sure that there 
is enough for everyone, and that meals are balanced nu-
tritionally, texturally, and flavor wise. We account for 
picky eaters and any allergies that our students may have. 
We include as many home grown items as are seasonally 
available Eggs, basil, potatoes, grapes, Asian pears, cherry 
tomatoes, peas, cucamelons, broccoli, kale, edible flowers, 
corn strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, apples, zucchini, 
cucumbers, lettuce and carrots are all foods we’ve grown 
in our school garden. We also provide the children with 
ample opportunity to participate in cooking and preparing 
our meals: peeling carrots, chopping apples, making pizza, 
smoothies, pasta, biscuits, pumpkin pie, or cookies, spread-
ing nut butter or sun butter and jam for sandwiches, flip-
ping French toast or pancakes, pureeing apples into sauce.

Taking time to appreciate food, and where it comes from, 
is part of a larger philosophy of care for our community, 
our earth, and ourselves. We hope that it will support our 
children to develop a culture of healthy eating and valuing 
mealtimes as a time to practice self-care and check-in with 
one’s self (Am I hungry? Am I thirsty?) as well as time to 

connect with those around us. Teachers always join our 
students at the table and take time to talk, ask questions, 
and support the children in feeding themselves, signaling, 
or asking for what they need, noticing one- another and so-
cializing with their peers, and cleaning up after themselves 
to the best of their abilities. We prioritize making mealtimes 
as unrushed, and relaxed as possible, while juggling a wide 
range of needs, abilities, and approaches to food and meal-
times.

It should be acknowledged that a beautiful, social, satisfying 
communal meal can sometimes be a challenge to achieve as 
fully as we would like. Mealtimes may look different day to 
day.

In an inclusive environment, many of our children may be 
facing individual issues around eating and mealtimes. Some 
of our students can be sensory avoidant, food textures can 
be unpleasant for them, and some may be sensory seeking, 
dumping water on the table or onto other children’s plates. 
Some may be bouncy and active at the table, and find 
sitting still impossible. Some of our students may require 
close physical support to feed themselves, or some may use 
a g-tube, making a 1:1 aid during mealtimes essential. Some 
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of our children may become overwhelmed at a big table, 
and do best with a seat away from the group at their own 
table. 

We as staff have to approach these mealtimes as an op-
portunity to be innovative, strategic, and responsive to 
the needs of the individual children and of the whole 
group. For us, that means thinking about seating choices, 
and putting children in a position at the table that allows 
them the most independence and comfort. For instance, 
a child who uses a wheelchair should be seated where she 
can easily access food and move her chair to and from the 
table. It means utilizing adaptive items, like a seat insert, 
or supportive clip-on chair. It means finding cups, utensils, 
and dishes that work well for our individual children, and 
support their independence in feeding and helping them-
selves. It means creating a seating plan that accounts for 
children that need more space to feel calm and participate, 
and having staff sit next to children who need extra support 
of any kind. It means working hard to bring some students 
to the table. It means making sure everyone has a buddy to 
eat with, and that children aren’t clustering at one end of 
the table and leaving another child to eat alone. It means, 
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Areas of Concern Intervention Strategies

Positioning What support is needed for stability? The position 
needs to be upright and as similar to the other  
children as possible.

Foods and Liquids Check on the texture of foods such as purees, solid or 
something in between. Consider transitions to solid 
foods, food temperature preferences, the child’s ability 
to make choices, and liquid consistency. Be aware 
of chewing and swallowing problems and the risk of 
choking or aspiration.

Adaptive Equiptment Determine need for any adaptations based on child’s 
need. There are a variety of cups with handles, straws 
or cut out edges. There are a variety of spoons such as 
nylon, thick plastic, rubber coated or built up handles. 
Other adaptations may include; a universal cuff to 
assist in holding a utensil, plates and bowls with raised 
edges for increased scooping, and Dycem to stabilize 
the plate or bowl.

Environmental Things to think about lighting, noise level,  
temperature, space needed, and relaxation techniques.

Child Specific A child may need oral motor stimulation, jaw control, 
lip closure techniques or activities to reduce gag reflex 
or facilitate swallowing. Partial participation and 
teaching methods for developing independence will 
need to be explored.

helping to start or carry on conversation between students, 
so that we are noticing and speaking directly to one an-
other. It means working with families around healthy meal 
choices for their individual children, whether that means 
being allergy safe, serving children food exclusively pre-
pared at home, providing favorite familiar foods, encourag-
ing children to try new foods, working on increasing calorie 
intake, or monitoring over eating.

Our approaches and strategies to providing our preschool-
ers support and positive interventions at mealtimes can 
be broken down into a few helpful categories in the chart 
below. 

With planning and a team approach, mealtimes at our pre-
school can bring everyone to the table. It is a daily oppor-
tunity for us to enact our values of inclusion, and for all to 
share in the simple pleasures of a delicious, healthy meal in 
the good company of peers and teachers. Whether a child 
can sit and eat for three minutes or thirty, we make the 
most of this time at the table. Bon appétite!
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