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Family Style Meal Service
Family style meal service encourages a pleasant eating environment and promotes mealtime as a 
learning experience by allowing participants to serve themselves from common platters of food. It 
provides flexibility in the initial portion of food selected by the participant, with additional servings of 
food readily available at each table that can be selected by the participant at any time. 

Benefits of Family Style Meal Service
There are many benefits to serving meals family style. Participants can: 

• Eat without pressure; eating when they feel hungry and stopping when they feel full. 

• Practice their fine motor skills and strengthen the small muscles in their hands and 
fingers while learning to serve and feed themselves.

• Build self-esteem and confidence by serving themselves. 

• Develop healthy eating behaviors, such as trying new foods and making food choices.

• Practice their social and language skills by talking with others.

Family Style Meal Service in Action
• All required components and enough food to provide each participant and 

supervising adult (if they eat with participants) with the full required serving 
size must be placed on each table in communal bowls and pitchers. 

• For example, there are three children between the ages of 3-5 years old and 
one supervising adult seated at a table for lunch. The minimum serving size 
for fruit for the 3–5-year-old age group is ¼ cup. There must be at least ¼ cup 
fruit for each child and supervising adult at the table;  therefore, there must 
be a total of 1 cup of fruit in the serving bowl.

• Each required meal component must be offered to each participant. 

• Participants must be allowed to serve themselves and, while they must be offered the minimum 
serving size of each component, they are not required to take the full serving size. 

• Supervising adults must actively encourage participants to serve themselves the full minimum serving 
size of each meal component. If a participant does not take the minimum serving size, the supervising 
adult should encourage them to take the full serving size. 

• A supervising adult may help participants who are unable to serve themselves. Portions served to the 
participant must be at least the minimum serving size.

• If the food in a communal platter is emptied before each participant is served, then the platter must be 
refilled so each participant is offered a complete reimbursable meal. 

• Family style meal service may be used for some or all foods. Any foods or beverages not served family 
style, but by the supervising adult, must be served in the full required serving size.

• Supervising adults are encouraged to eat with participants to model positive mealtime behaviors. 
When doing so, adults should only take the serving size planned for the participants.

• Water must be available to participants but cannot be served in place of fluid milk. 



Preparation is Key!
• Use age-appropriate serving platters, bowls, utensils, and pitchers. 

Participants should be able to lift and pass all serve ware. This may require 
multiple serving dishes at each table to ensure they are small enough for 
participants to handle.

• Measuring cups and spoodles make great serving spoons. Match the size 
of the serving spoon to amounts listed in the CACFP meal pattern 
requirements for each meal component. For example, if the meal pattern 
calls for ½ cup of fruit, use a ½-cup measuring cup or 4-ounce spoodle. 

• Extra serving utensils should be available as a participant may stick a 
serving utensil in their mouth or drop a utensil on the floor.

• Teach participants what mealtime will look like from start to finish. For 
example, explain that food will be on tables in shared bowls and they will 
be responsible for taking food from the shared bowls, putting it on their 
own plate, and passing the bowl to the next person at the table. Encourage 
them to try each food; however, let them know that they are free to take 
whatever food they want and decline food they do not want, and that a 
supervising adult will be there to assist if needed. 

• Implement family style meals slowly by starting with serving only one 
component family style until participants strengthen their skills. For 
example, participants can pass around rolls with child-sized tongs while 
the supervising adult pre-plates the rest of the meal components. 

• Educate supervising adults about the benefits, methods, and 
requirements of family style meal service (or review with supervising 
adults if your program is already doing family style meals) through a 
training session that may include a sample meal service. 

• Provide supervising adults with mealtime discussion points to encourage 
participants to try new foods and to help them serve themselves. 

• Provide supervising adults with resources to ensure requirements are met 
and mealtime is successful for everyone. Resources may include mealtime 
requirement reminders and minimum serving sizes for each component. 

Accommodating Special Dietary Needs
A participant may require food substitutions due to a disability (ex. food allergy or 
intolerance) or non-disability (ex. omitting foods for religious practices or 
choosing certain foods for dietary preferences). In these cases, food substitutions 
may be pre-plated on the participant’s plate or in their cup, and the remaining 
meal components may be passed around the table “family style.”

For more information on accommodating special dietary needs, see: 

• Guidance Memorandum 12: Special Dietary Needs 

• Family Daycare Homes: Guidance Memorandum L: Special Dietary Needs

https://dpi.wi.gov/community-nutrition/cacfp/guidance-memo
https://dpi.wi.gov/community-nutrition/cacfp/guidance-memo
https://dpi.wi.gov/community-nutrition/cacfp/guidance-memo


Barriers and Solutions for Family Style Meal Service
The table below offers solutions to common challenges when doing family style meal service. 

Barriers Solutions

Participants Take Too 
Large of Servings

• Educate participants prior to meal service about serving sizes 
using measuring cups and practice with play

• Use serving utensils that provide the amount needed for one 
serving

• Offer second helpings when appropriate 

Sanitation 

Contaminated Dishes and 
Food, Spreading Germs

• Wash hands before and after meals

• Supervising adults should model good food safety practices when 
passing food around

• Respond when a participant is about to contaminate a food

• Provide new serving utensils and uncontaminated food, as 
necessary

• Color-coordinate serving utensils and educate participants these 
are for serving, not eating

• Use more serving dishes to decrease passage through too many 
hands

• Closely monitor those that are sick to ensure food is handled safely

Meal Service Is Messy

• Be patient as participants serve themselves

• Assist participants who need help 

• Have rags and buckets available for participants to clean up spills 
and assist participants with cleaning

• Provide opportunities for participants to strengthen their 
mealtime skills  to help prevent spills and other messes in the 
future (i.e., play)

Participants Have 
Varying Skill Levels

• Seat participants who need more help near a supervising adult

• Assist participants with items they cannot serve themselves

• Provide encouraging, positive conversation (i.e., avoid criticism)

• Use smaller dishes and utensils to make them easier to handle

Time
• Employ patience as you practice family style meal service to 

develop skills and routines for participants

• Assist participants who need help 

Food Waste

• Communicate with the kitchen on the number of participants

• Encourage participants to take the full serving size of each 
component

• Offer seconds if leftovers are available



Role of Supervising Adults

Participate in the Family Style Meal Service

• Eat the same meal with the participants to demonstrate healthy eating practices. When doing so, 
adults should only take the serving size planned for the participants.

• Sit at the table to model good table manners and mealtime behaviors. 

• Be enthusiastic and positive about trying different foods.

• Facilitate the meal service to ensure participants receive all components. 

• Actively encourage each participant to take the full serving of each component. 

• Teach through talking (i.e., what nutritious foods do for our bodies, food groups on the table, 
where food comes from, serving skills and manners being used, hunger and fullness cues, etc.).

Supporting Participants at Mealtime

• Encourage participants to practice serving themselves on their own.

• Support their efforts. Have patience and accept the mess. 

• Talk about the foods served to keep participants interested and excited. 

• Assist using the hand-over-hand method: place their hand over the                                       participant’s 
hand and scoop the portions together.

Claiming Meals for Reimbursement
• The time-of-service meal count is taken only when all participants are seated with all required 

components placed on the table at the same time. 

• To count a participant in the time-of-service meal count, they must be seated at the table and 
actively participating in the meal service.

• If a participant does not take the minimum serving size, they should be encouraged to take the full 
serving size. However, the participant does not have to self-serve or consume the full serving size 
for the meal to be reimbursable. 

• Programs may not claim second meals for reimbursement.

• Supervising adult’s meals are not reimbursable; however, the expense of the food served is an 
allowable CACFP cost.

Resources

Refer to USDA’s Family Style Meal Service with Children in the CACFP for more 
information to help prepare and support children, train staff, and meet CACFP meal 
pattern requirements to successfully serve meals family style. 
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