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Why Salad Bars?  

Research shows that incorporating salad bars into school lunches increases childrenõs consumption of 

fresh fruits and vegetables. Salad bars profoundly shift the typical school lunch by offering students not 

only variety but also choice. Schools with salad bars offer a wider variety of vegetables and fruits than 

other schools. Through repeat exposure, encouragement to try unfamiliar foods, and education, children 

respond by trying new items, incorporating greater variety into their diets, and eating more fruits and 

vegetables each day. As a result of these early, positive experiences, students develop palettes for a lifetime 

of healthy eating. 

To maximize these benefits, the White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity in their May 2010 Report 

to the President endorses the use of salad bars in schools and upgrading cafeteria equipment in order to 

provide healthy meals for kids. The Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010 and the resulting new school 

meal guidelines that went into effect in 2012 support increasing vegetable and fruit consumption by 

changing the school lunch requirements to 6.25 ð 10 servings of fruits and vegetables weekly. The USDA 

encourages the use of salad bars in the school meal programs stating, òSalad bars continue to be a great 

option for meeting the meal pattern requirements.ó    

 

Introduction  

The first edition of this handbook was produced in 2011 as a result of the Letõs Move Salad Bars to 

Schools Initiative, which launched in 2010. As of 2014, the initiativeñthrough donations totaling more 

than 8 million dollarsñhas donated 3,300+ salad bars across the country and brought fresh vegetable and 

fruits choices to over 1.6 million students in participating schools. Today, the salad bar is a proven, 

accessible tool to A) improve school meals in an immediate way, and B) to comply with the various 

vegetable sub-groups under the New Meal Pattern Requirements and Nutrition Standards for the USDAõs 

National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs. Many more school districts are now implementing 

salad bars as a core part of their food service operations.  

This second edition was produced in response to many requests for more detailed òhow-toó information 

on planning and implementing salad bars as part of the reimbursable meal. Salad bars (also referred to as 

vegetable and fruit bars, harvest bars, garden bars, and offering bars) are complex, with multiple foods that 

require various methods of handling and storage. Just figuring out where a salad bar should óliveó in a 

http://www.letsmove.gov/sites/letsmove.gov/files/TaskForce_on_Childhood_Obesity_May2010_FullReport.pdf
http://www.letsmove.gov/sites/letsmove.gov/files/TaskForce_on_Childhood_Obesity_May2010_FullReport.pdf
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Governance/Legislation/CNR_2010.htm
http://www.saladbars2schools.org/
http://www.saladbars2schools.org/
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/governance/legislation/LAC_03-06-12.pdf
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cafeteria can be a challenge, and in some cases a free-standing salad bar simply will not work.  Purchasing 

the food as well as training the staff, and educating students, administrators and parents also requires a 

tremendous amount of planning, time, and patience. 

The result, when all of these tasks are complete, is a healthy and positive transformation to the student 

dining experience. Children are the reason that we do this work; their health and futures are at stake, so 

letõs make salad bars work for them! 

 

Using this Guide 

This guide assumes that a salad bar will be implemented as part of the reimbursable meal on a daily 

basisñmeaning a student can select both a hot entrée and items from the salad bar or create a 

reimbursable meal just from salad bar selections. Through our experience of implementing salad bar 

programs in many districts as well as discussions with other school food professionals, we have learned 

that this approach brings the best return for the investment. As with any tool that we provide, we 

encourage you to customize as you see fit and share your experience and wisdom with us via The Lunch 

Box. 

  

http://www.thelunchbox.org/
http://www.thelunchbox.org/
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Assessment and Planning 

 

Once a school district establishes the goal of incorporating salad bars into their school lunch program it is 

necessary to assess each schoolõs assets and challenges for implementation. That must be followed by an 

assessment of the department and district-wide assets and challenges. Planning for the large and small 

details of salad bar implementation ensures that once added, salad bars will be a permanent fixture of your 

school dining landscape. 

To start, weõve created a Salad Bar Site Assessment Tool to help you determine your districtõs 

requirements for salad bar implementation. The assessment takes into account: site data, district wide 

impact areas, budget planning, and timeline action checklists. 

Key data collection for each school includes: 

¶ School administration details 

¶ Grades served 

¶ Meal period details 

¶ Average daily participation 

¶ Other programs (breakfast in the classroom or fresh fruit and vegetable program) 

¶ Site type (satellite, base, or production kitchen location) 

¶ Staffing details 

¶ Kitchen, service area, and cafeteria layout 

¶ Delivery access 

¶ Current smallwares inventory 

¶ Current refrigeration and storage assets 

The larger, system-wide operations considerations for planning include: 

http://youtu.be/zRg3YqiiiDM?list=PLH_2xLfgvZl1jBRCAz5CQ-TPItRHtpMS1
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Salad_Bar_Site_Assessment_Tool.xlsx
http://youtu.be/zRg3YqiiiDM?list=PLH_2xLfgvZl1jBRCAz5CQ-TPItRHtpMS1
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¶ Who is the districtõs primary produce supplier? 

¶ How frequently is produce delivered? 

¶ Is it delivered directly to the site or to a central facility? 

¶ How are sites ordering produce now? 

¶ Is there significant aged inventory of canned or frozen vegetables that needs to be used? 

¶ What is the level of expertise of the team with regard to handling produce? 

¶ Do you currently budget time for staff training and development? 

¶ Does your department have a HACCP plan and are your standard operating procedures reviewed 

and updated annually? 

¶ Is there a minimum of one person at each school site who has a current Serve Safe managerõs 

certification? 

¶ Do you have an active relationship with your local health authority? 

¶ Do you have support from administration, teachers, and staff for salad bar implementation? 

¶ Are parents on your side? Can the food service department count on parents to support salad bars 

by having their children eat school lunch more frequently? 

 

 

Evaluating Labor Requirements 

It is common for districts to presume that salad bars will require more labor than their current model, but 

this cannot be ascertained without a critical analysis of the current siteõs labor hours. Once assessed, 

districts often find that there are adequate hours and people, and that satisfying salad bar labor 

requirements can be achieved by shifting the tasks and times of the existing team.  

We also recommend that the salad bar replace hot-line service that serves fruit and vegetables. Likewise, 

the salad bar can replace the commonly-used cupping/ packaging of fruits, salads, or other vegetables that 

http://youtu.be/zRg3YqiiiDM?list=PLH_2xLfgvZl1jBRCAz5CQ-TPItRHtpMS1
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are part of many menu plans prior to use of a salad bar. As we will discuss later in this guide, a key factor 

in cost containment is shifting the menu model to rely on the salad bar to fulfill the fruit and vegetable 

requirements. When assessing the labor component, the following considerations are used to determine a 

course of action: 

¶ Labor hours assigned compared to labor hours worked (use Hours Assigned to Hours Worked 

Worksheet to calculate) 

¶ Skill sets of existing site teams 

¶ Current site team efficiency 

¶ Current site productivity (use Meals Per Labor Hour Worksheet to calculate) 

¶ Team motivationéIs the food service staff excited to implement? 

¶ Existing menu assumptions (e.g.; what components of the menu will the salad bar replace versus 

implementing salad bar as an addition to current options?) 

¶ The salad bar menu and layout (e.g.; variety and type) 

¶ Average daily participation at site ð sheer volume of production needs versus current (use Simple 

Meal Count Average Daily Participation Worksheet to calculate) 

¶ Food preparation models (e.g., product prep at sites, direct delivery of cut product from 

production kitchens, direct delivery of either pre-cut or uncut product from vendors, etc.) 

Budget ð Up-front Investment 

Given the wide variety of facilities that can be found in a single school district, gathering pertinent data 

about each location is critical to the planning process. The Salad Bar Site Assessment Tool includes a 

budgeting worksheet to help aggregate the up-front expenses in one document and to assist districts in 

presenting a comprehensive plan to key decision makers. Many districts use a combination of purchasing, 

equipment donations, and equipment repurposing in order to accomplish the goal of incorporating salad 

bars in every school. The primary areas of investment are: 

¶ Salad bar units 

¶ Refrigeration 

¶ Sinks/plumbing 

¶ Electricity 

¶ Point-of-Sale mitigation 

¶ Staff training 

The Letõs Move Salad Bars to Schools grant program is available to all school districts. We strongly 

recommend that districts submit an application. The process is easy and could result in funding one or all 

of the bars required for your district. School districts have also acquired funding through state-based 

projects, local benefactors, Fuel up to Play 60 grants, and many funding sources.   

Salad Bar Equipment Selection 

Below are examples of the most common salad bar equipment solutions: 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Hours_Assigned_to_Hours_Worked_Worksheet.xlsx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Hours_Assigned_to_Hours_Worked_Worksheet.xlsx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Meals_Per_Labor_Hour_Worksheet.xlsx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Simple_Meal_Count_Average_Daily_Participation_Worksheet.xls
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Simple_Meal_Count_Average_Daily_Participation_Worksheet.xls
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Salad_Bar_Site_Assessment_Tool.xlsx
http://www.saladbars2schools.org/
http://school.fueluptoplay60.com/funds/funds_for_futp60.php


8 | P a g e 
 

Regular Service Line with Cold Wells  

Some schools may have mechanically-cooled wells that are part of their current service line. If the wells 

also have sneeze guards and are designed to allow for self-service, it may be possible to adapt your current 

line to include a salad bar. If the line has cold wells without a sneeze guard, or the guard restricts self-

service, it is possible to add a sneeze guard or replace it with one that allows self-service. If your line does 

not have cold wells but includes a long stainless counter of six feet or more, the counter can be cut out so 

that a mechanical unit can be retrofitted there (provided that adequate electrical power is available or able 

to be installed).  Additionally, if the current line is newer and modular (meaning it can move) with 

adequate space and power, a cold well module could be integrated in the layout of the servery. 

 

Figure 1. Built -in refrigerated salad bars 

Pros: No up-front costs if a school already owns this type of equipment. Gives site personnel control 

during service. Staff can assist younger children from the service line. Can be the best option in small 

confined service areas where a stand-alone bar is not a possibility. 

Cons: Creates slower lunch lines. Often too high for K-2 students who either cannot reach the product or 
reach below the sneeze guard which is unacceptable from a food safety perspective. As a solution, these 
younger grades can be served by staff or an accompanying adult.  

 

Freestanding, Mobile-Insulated Salad Bars 

This is by far the least expensive and most frequently chosen option. The newest versions of these bars, 

offered in both four-well and five-well configurations, compress easily for moving through doorways, 

come in heights which are acceptable for elementary self-service, have sneeze guards that meet 

government requirements, and can hold temperatures of 41 degrees and below for four hours. This 
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improved cold holding allows for using temperature as a Public Health Control (PHC)1. (See Cambroõs 

temperature test results.)  The mobility of these bars allows for flexible dining room layouts, which is 

helpful when considering customer flow through the line. The bars can also multi-task for other meal 

periods for example being placed in hallways for Grab nõ Go breakfast pick up. 

 

 

Figure 2. Mobile insulated food bar 

Pros:  Fully mobile. Inexpensive. Easy to maintain. May be used as either one- or two-sided. 

Cons: Requires a freezer to freeze buffet chiller packs, which may not be permitted by some health 

departments. 

Table Top Insulated Salad Bars 

These are similar to mobile salad bars, the main difference is that they require a table. 

Pros: Less expensive and more compact than a wheeled unit. Can be used as either one- or two-sided. 

Cons: Does not store well. Height is an issue so tables must be adjustable to attain the appropriate height.  

                                                           
1 Appendix 1 - Cambro evaluation of holding temperatures. 

http://saladbars2schools.org/wp-content/themes/app/pdf/temperature-retention-tests.pdf
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Figure 3. Table top salad bar using chill pack 

Freestanding, Mobile, Mechanically Cooled Salad Bars 

Very similar to the freestanding insulated salad bars, the mechanically cooled bars offer the same ability to 

have two-sided service.   

Pros: Hold temperature. Easy to clean. Do not require a freezer to keep unit cold. 

Cons: Most expensive mobile option. Not as compact as mobile units. Fewer location choices due to 

electrical needs. Requires floor plug to remove tripping hazards. Some locations will require electrical work 

to use. Fewer models have height options. 
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Figure 4. Mobile electric salad bar 

Regulations 

Federal  

òUSDA encourages the use of salad bars in the school meal programs. We encourage school food authorities (SFAs) 

to incorporate salad bars into their school food service operations when possible, and to explore other creative options 

when salad bars are not an option.ó    

As anyone who works in the school food industry knows, regulations and compliance issues are abundant. 

The most recent USDA Memo òSalad Bars in the National School Lunch Programó from March 2013 

clarifies the earlier salad bar guidance on key areas of salad bar use including; portion size, salad bar 

location, POS placement, nutrient analysis, and food safety with regard to serving elementary students. 

They also acknowledge that state agencies may authorize alternatives to the federal guidance, particularly 

with regard to placement of the POS.  

Local Jurisdictions 

Youõll want to engage your local health authority when considering implementing salad bars. Most school 

districts have very active relationships with their local authorities. By working with them to assure 

approval, you can fine-tune any issues that may be of concern prior to implementation. Most commonly, 

you will need to provide a complete salad bar operational plan based on Hazard Analysis and Critical 

Control Point principles (HACCP). In some cases, only a kitchen equipment plan update will be required.  

Salad bars require the handling of fresh foods, many of which are considered PHFs (potentially hazardous 

foods) like cut tomatoes, melon, or lettuce, as well as protein sources such as chicken, cottage cheese, eggs, 

and hummus. With proper planning in partnership with local health authorities, any school can safely 

operate a self-service salad bar. 

Developing Standard Operating Procedures for Salad Bars 

Developing Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) is essential to a districtõs success. SOPs can be 

customized to fit various physical plants and labor models, but the overall goals are the same: to operate 

the bar efficiently and safely. (See a sample of Salad Bar Standard Operating Procedures.) Salad bar 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/SP31-2013os.pdf
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Sample_Salad_Bar_SOP.doc
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operating plans should be developed for central kitchen and/or satellite or stand-alone kitchens as 

applicable. Procedures should include guidelines for purchasing, receiving, storing, rinsing, processing, 

holding, transporting, temperature logging, and serving of fresh produce, with specific guidelines for the 

handling of temperature controlled for safety (TCS) and potentially hazardous foods (PHF) as shown in 

the illustration below (fig.5). Key features of a salad bar SOP include:  

¶ Consistent use of temp logs (see sample of a Temperature log) 

¶ Chilling pans that are used on the bar  

¶ Having plenty of utensil and ingredient back-ups 

¶ Setting up a pattern of rotating out products through meal periods 

Staff as well as any volunteers or regular lunchroom supervisors (such as vice principals, aides, or teachers) 

are important to the overall follow through of Salad Bar Procedures.  Educating them on proper use of the 

salad bar is critical to the long-term success of the program. Displaying marketing Posters and Signs (fig. 6) 

to help educate students is extremely helpful when used in unison with a trained support team. 

Community acceptance of the salad bar will happen once everyone experiences the studentsõ excitement 

and delight in having more fresh food choices. 

 

Figure 5. Public health control flow chart ð from Washington Farm to School 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Salad_Bar_Temperature_Log_Sample.xlsx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/Salad_Bar_Procedures.docx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/posters-and-signs/
http://www.wafarmtoschool.org/Content/Documents/SAFE_Salad_Bars_in_Schools_-_FINAL_-_AGR_PUB_607-374_N-1-13.pdf
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Figure 6. Salad bar sign to support student procedures 

Training 

Many school districts have limited or no professional development days that would provide time for 

focused training to implement new operational tools such as salad bars (watch our salad bars 

implementation video). Nor is there much time to reinforce existing standardized procedures in both the 

kitchen and service areas. In the case of salad bars, training is essential to sustaining the program. When 

preparing to implement salad bars, the director must plan ahead and factor training time into the budget. 

Dedicated days or half days are ideal, but multiple shorter trainings can be successful, too. Itõs common for 

districts to focus on rolling out a salad bar at one site and then use that as a training location for the next 

school once that site is running smoothly. If the district is rolling out multiple locations simultaneously, 

then utilizing professional development days is the most efficient method to ensure that all staff is trained 

in the same way.  

It is possible to find support to help pay for professional development. The district itself may choose to 

allocate some general fund money to the project. Local sponsors and grants are also options. If the district 

is dedicating salad bar procurement to local producers, a USDA Farm to School grant is worth 

considering, Regardless of the uniqueness of the district, inadequate training can lead to additional costs or 

failure of the program. Poorly articulated methods for ordering, receiving, production, service, and 

sanitation will ultimately lead to increased costs for the district through inefficiency and ineffective 

programming. In short, preparation for launch and planned sustainability are essential. 
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Figure 7. Staff training 

The food service director can create an appropriate training outline depending on the operational model of 

the district. In addition to in-person trainings, the director can utilize the districtõs website if a staff section 

is available to them. Materials posted to the site could be used for refresher training and for new 

employees joining their team. Consistency is critical to success, so taking the time to articulate your unique 

salad bar program is imperative. The most common training areas are: 

¶ Salad bar sanitation  

¶ Menu and layout 

¶ Ordering, receiving, inventory 

¶ Preparation and food handling 

¶ Recordkeeping compliance (counting) 

¶ Customer service  

¶ Student educationñsalad bar as a daily educational tool 

 

District òTrainingó 

Salad bar success is inextricably tied to the districtõs embracing of the process. Salad bars are complex 

additions to the menu and to the day-to-day organization of the òback-of-the-house,ó but the activity itself 

has an equally large impact on the schoolõs lunch periods. Salad bars in general receive positive reception 

from adults because they are a tangible sign of school food improvement.  

As part of the planning process, it is important to inform the district of the exciting shift in your operation. 

The administration, school board, and parents can provide critical support for your program. Parents help 

tremendously by informing their children and supporting school lunch. School boards will see the positive 
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results of increased participation and interest in nutrition that in turn fosters a better educational 

environment for the community. 

Principals and School Teams 

A school administration supports food service by informing their teams about the changes coming to their 

school site.  

Once the food service director and their team have completed the initial work of planning and strategy, 

they can move on to informing principals at the designated schools about the menu changes. In many 

districts, it is not uncommon for food service to seek approval from the principal prior to launching a 

salad bar. We discourage this approach because systemically food service is responsible for managing all 

aspects of the meal program. While we recognize that principals take on a lot of ownership of their school, 

it is extremely important to meet with the principals one-on-one to explore their concerns and seek their 

support, not to ask for their permission. When principals are assured that the food service department is 

prepared and organized they will almost always support change. 

Student Training 

Engaging the students in using the new salad bar can be the most rewarding part of this whole process. 

Kids are enthusiastic about having more choices. While the experience of having a salad bar in the dining 

room is exciting, it can also be overwhelming for some students. Creating clear guidelines for student 

participation from the beginning is essential. We recommend introducing the salad bar ahead of time by 

offering samples and educating the students about salad bar etiquette. Lunchroom Education, such as 

Rainbow Days, are great ways to engage students in the salad bar.  

Food safety concerns can derail a salad bar launch, but we know from thousands of successful operations 

across the country that salad bars can be operated without harm. Students constantly touch many parts of 

the cafeteria, from the tables to the service line, and salad bars are no exception. Minimizing risk through 

student education is imperative. We often see the use of hand sanitizing stations in school districts, but 

nothing is as effective for student health as hand washing. Many school districts already have extensive 

educational campaigns to reinforce this important activity for general health. The following list represents 

the most common food safety practices that we focus on when educating students. 

Student etiquette includes: 

¶ Always wash your hands before mealtime. 

¶ The sneeze guard is there to keep your head away from the products. 

¶ Ask an adult if you canõt reach. 

¶ Alert staff as soon as a spill happens! 

¶ Food should only be touched with clean utensilsñnever use your fingers. 

¶ If utensil falls on the floor, donõt put it backñtell an adult. 

¶ Donõt taste food items while you are standing at the salad bar. 

¶ Only take what you can eat. You can always come back for seconds. 

¶ No coughing, spitting, or sneezing on the food or the salad bar equipment. 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/lunchroom-education/
http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/lunchroom-education/
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¶ Always use a clean plate/boat for seconds. 

¶ Always be polite in line and wait your turn. 

¶ Use the serving utensils every time you reach for something! 

Attractive signage to support safe salad bar usage is essential since your team and cafeteria support staff 

will always have new students to train. The Lunch Box provides Posters and Signs that are free for you to 

download. 

      
Figure 8. Signs to reinforce good student procedure at the salad bar 

Food education is as important as food safety and can contribute to a healthy learning environment and 

academic success. This includes the role of the salad bar as part of the reimbursable meal.  Students today 

are often out of practice with eating fresh vegetables and fruits. The districtõs prior practices may have 

included automatically placing fruits and vegetables on studentsõ trays.   

Creating choices at the salad bar opens up a whole new world of experiences for students. Encouraging 

them to try new foods is one of the most important tasks given to both the food service and education 

teams.  Identifying foods, tasting new foods, creating composed salads that provide blended tastesñthese 

are all very important lessons that can help students develop healthy eating habits that support classroom 

success.  

In addition, it is essential to make sure that students understand that salad bar choices are required as part 

of their meal when no vegetable or fruit is offered on the hot line.  Using signs to illustrate and train the 

students about portion size and choice is also important. Menu boards as well as visual aids on or near the 

salad bar are helpful reminders as the students are waiting on line. 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/marketing/posters-and-signs/
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Operations 

The Salad Bar Layout  

So how does a district decide what to offer and what they can afford? The choices can be overwhelming, 

but as with the other items in meals offered to all students, the costs are carried by the reimbursable meals 

sold. Just as with any menu, the assumption is that the meal is òoffer versus serve.ó Not every student will 

take milk, not every student will take a roll, and not every student will take every item from the salad bar. 

As with all meal planning, the cost of the individual components is carried by the averages of selection. If 

the budgeted cost per meal is $1.00, then that average may include menus that range from $1.20 to $0.80.  

The salad bar becomes a part of that equation. Studies of districts have shown that average costs for the 

salad bar per elementary student ranges from $0.16 to $0.26. The range is based on the ingredients and 

method of production (e.g.; purchasing precut vegetables versus cutting whole products, percentage of 

USDA commodity foods used in the bar). 

Utilizing a salad bar grid layout is a great tool for ensuring consistent costs and compliance at the site level 

for the planned ingredient combinations. The salad bar layout examples are just a few of a multitude of 

salad bar configurations that could be offered. (figs. 9 and 10) 
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The layouts shown here can be offered daily as part of the reimbursable meal. In this example, with the 

exception of a grain salad, grains are offered from the line to keep breads from drying out on the salad bar.  

To make this process easier, we have created an editable 4-Well Salad Bar Set-Up Template and 5-Well 

Salad Bar Set-Up Template that can help you plan the salad bar layout.  The template tools allow you to 

select the pan sizes that you have and configure layouts for either a four-well or five-well bar.  Using a 

consistent plan for ingredients offered helps you determine approximate food costs.  Pre-determined salad 

bar layouts are also helpful in training the school teams in salad bar set-up and the salad barõs role as a part 

of the reimbursable meal.  Salad bar layouts can be customized to respond to the location and resources of 

the school site.  If the district has a bar with one-sided access, selection of items will be smaller.  In some 

districts, a mirrored approach works best for the flow of the line.  Secondary schools will often support 

more complex choices with mirroring.  In addition, the district may shift the combination of items offered 

to align with menu themes or to create seasonally driven selections.  The salad bar is extremely flexible in 

that regard. 

 

Figure 9. Sample 4-well layout 

http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/4-Well_Salad_Bar_Set-Up_Template.pptx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/5-Well_Salad_Bar_Set-Up_Template.pptx
http://www.thelunchbox.org/assets/uploads/documents/5-Well_Salad_Bar_Set-Up_Template.pptx


19 | P a g e 
 

 

Figure 10. Sample 5-well layout. 

Menu Planning  

Presenting meal components on the salad bar provides an exciting opportunity for menu planning. School 

districts exchange the canned green beans and canned fruit cocktailñoften seen as the eyesore of school 

foodñwith a rainbow of fresh products. Once the salad bar becomes an assumed part of the operation, 

service is more efficient, directors are often creative with menu choice, and the staff is happy to take on 

the challenge. The key is to establish the baseline standards, train the team, and adjust for efficiency and 

sustainability.  

Keep in mind, what kids do the first week that a salad bar is launched (eat you out of the house!) will drop 

and level off as they begin to see the salad bar as part of the daily meal.  

Portion Size 

The current USDA guidance from their March 2013 Memo SP 31-2013 helped establish guidelines for 

best practices with respect to menu planning and production compliance, however we still field many 

questions about portion size. In the guidelines, page 2 addresses portion size. Here are the key points: 

Å When planning a salad bar as part of a reimbursable meal, the minimum portion sizes 
must be consistent with the meal pattern for the age-grade group. 

 

Å Salad bars can also be used to serve one or multiple food components. It is important to 
remember that at least 1/ 8 cup of fruit or vegetable must be served to count towards the 
fruit or vegetable component, including those served on the salad bar. 

 

Å If not pre-portioning, then the cashier must determine if the food/menu item can count 

http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/SP31-2013os.pdf
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toward a reimbursable meal. Schools should consider placing signage as a visual aid to 
help students determine what a minimum portion is for self-service items, particularly in 
the case of leafy greens. 

 
Your team is already expert at recognizing eighth, quarter, half, three-quarter, and cup portions, and the 

students can become experts as well. When planning the salad bar set up, spoodles may seem like the best 

utensil to ensure proper portion sizes, but utensils should be chosen based on their ease of use. 

Recognizing that the salad bar components will be combined, and that ultimately we want the kids to 

choose several items to make up their portions of fruit and vegetables, we recommend choosing utensils 

that are easy for kids to use with the type of item (have you tried putting shredded carrots on your salad 

with a spoodle? Itõs not ideal.) The goal should be creating a service environment that makes it easy for the 

students to select multiple items without loading up their tray with more than they can eat. Using posters 

and signs as well as sample salads to demonstrate how combining vegetables creates a creditable portion 

helps as well. This will help. (fig. 11)  

 

 

Figure 11. Rainbow Days Poster 


