
Create student panels: Students can taste test new menu items, plus get creative and
hold naming contests for new dishes.

Use a suggestion box: This provides everyone with a chance to speak up in their own
time. If possible, place it near the canteen where feedback is top of mind.

Send out a survey: Invite students and parents to take part in an online survey (e.g. via
Google Forms or SurveyMonkey). 

Unlike cafes and restaurants, school canteens rely on a specific audience: students. 

This fact sheet outlines what motivates student buyers and provides practical strategies to promote your canteen.

Engage with students
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The first step in increasing student engagement is encouraging discussion. Make sure students
know who to talk to, and give them a space to do so. 

Go beyond asking students what you want to know. Instead, invite feedback on all canteen
operations, from the food offered to the customer service experience. 

Here are some examples: 

Tips on dealing with feedback

Negative feedback may be uncomfortable, but it provides a unique opportunity to learn from
your customers. 

It can be helpful to practice your responses. If students give vague feedback (e.g. “I don’t like
the canteen” or “I don’t like [menu item]”), ask them to be specific and ask for examples of
things they might like to see on the menu instead.

Remember to show appreciation. It might not seem like a big deal, but it can take confidence
for some students to speak up. No matter what the feedback is, say thanks for their opinion, and
let them know how their comments, questions or concerns have been or will be acted upon.

Sources:
Growing up in Australia

 https://growingupinaustralia.gov.au/research-findings/annual-statistical-report-2016/teen-employment-experiences 
Monash University

Communicating Health: Speaking young adults’ language when it comes to health; 19 October 2020 
School Nutrition Association, Top 10 Ways to Involve Students in Your School Nutrition Program 

https://schoolnutrition.org/Resources/MktComm/Engage-Top-10-Ways-to-Involve-Students-in-Your-School-Nutrition-Program/#inform

https://growingupinaustralia.gov.au/research-findings/annual-statistical-report-2016/teen-employment-experiences
https://schoolnutrition.org/Resources/MktComm/Engage-Top-10-Ways-to-Involve-Students-in-Your-School-Nutrition-Program/#inform


Young adults have competing demands and priorities that influence healthy decision-making. 
Often, students may choose a food because it’s seen as the quickest option to buy and/or eat on the move. 

Ensure they have easy access to healthy options using the following suggestions. 

Make healthy choices easy
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Grab and go options: Have healthy items ready to go in an instant, such as pre-made sandwiches,
sushi or soup in a cup. While having a large soup warmer on the counter may be handy, the time it
takes to scoop out a serve may be a barrier for students in a rush.

Meal deals: Group healthy items into clearly promoted meal deals (e.g. wrap + fruit cup + water) to
remove decision fatigue for students. This can also make it easier to prepare food for service.

Streamline pre-order service: If your canteen offers over-the-counter and pre-order service, consider
how to make collecting pre-order items quicker. For example, open a separate line and/or window,
clearly label all orders, and consider incentives (e.g. get a free piece of whole fruit with every pre-order).

Promote sustainable strategies

Students are keenly aware of the challenges we are facing due to society’s dependence on disposability
and convenience. 

As a result, they may be more likely to support the canteen if they know their concerns are shared. 

Advertise any sustainable strategies your canteen has implemented, such as: 
Removing all plastic straws
Replacing single-use packaging with compostable materials (e.g. cardboard or bamboo)
Using seasonal, locally grown produce to reduce transport emissions 

Better still, get students involved and ask them how they think the canteen could be more sustainable.

Offer value for money

The majority of high school students who have part time jobs state their motivation for earning is less
about long-term saving and more about having everyday spending money. These everyday purchases
include buying lunch and snacks from their school canteen. This means students want value for money.

To encourage sales, your canteen can consider:
Combo deals: Make the combined price for multiple items lower than if the items were purchased
individually (e.g. $6 for a burger and fruit salad together vs. one $5 burger and one $2 fruit salad).

Showing the savings: When the menu board or sign is written, include the saving (e.g. “save $2!”) to make
it clear how much cash students are saving with their purchase.

Customer cards: Take inspiration from cafe culture and create customer cards for students (e.g. for every
four cheesies purchases the fifth is free).



Social media can be a powerful and low-cost tool to promote your canteen. Whether it’s
through the canteen’s own account, or the school’s existing social media platforms, regular
posts can encourage support. 

As of December 2025, the Australian Government’s social media ban prevents under 16s
from using social media. However, social media can still be a valuable tool to promote your
canteen to parents and caregivers.

Share on social media

3

Tips for posting:
Use a positive, friendly and upbeat tone of voice
Use everyday language and be succinct
Aim to post on a regular basis (at least 2-3 times per week)
Use quality images, not just text

Take your own photos (e.g. freshly prepared food, new products or friendly faces)
Create interesting graphics using design programs such as Canva (free subscription available)

Use hashtags on posts
Use strategies that require an action e.g. tagging or commenting
Provide links to further information where required
Investigate the best time to post.

Tips for content: 
Post menu highlights, daily specials or new
products 
Post behind the scenes (e.g. food preparation or
facilities)
Post updates to menu pricing to keep parents
informed
Use this platform to encourage and thank
volunteers
Celebrate milestones and showcase staff and
volunteers (with their permission)
If sharing facts or tips, use credible sources
Share content from relevant pages or organisations
(e.g. Foodcore Nutrition Services)
Review your posts every month to see what type of
content worked best (i.e got the most ‘likes’, ‘shares’
or comments. 
Focus future content on your learnings.



Case Study #1

Read tips from two different canteen supervisors for an insight into what works for their students.

Include targeted items
“Many secondary school students don't have breakfast, so having items available at recess such as a toastie, or a little cheesy, really
appeals to them. I provide items that are bread based and cover a number of food groups. This could be a home-made pizza slice with
vegetables or a wrap with breakfast type items. I also price these up to $5 as most students have their own money from part time work.” 

The visual offering needs to appeal
“The older children appreciate a display which is both plentiful and varied and as adults they 'eat
with their eyes' – so if it looks exciting they will buy it as opposed to the younger students who just
want to buy something for 50 cents and tend to ask if they don't see what they want.”

York District High School - Verity White, Canteen Supervisor
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Marketing what they know
“I market items that are familiar to students from takeaway restaurants such as a KFC type wrap
(crumbed chicken & salad or marinated chicken & salad) and McDonald’s style breakfast muffins.
I know secondary students have access to funds so I price these items a little higher.”

Consider a rebrand
“The students recognise the canteen as a 'city cafe' after it was externally upgraded, visually it is
much more appealing to teens.”

Times and tastes have changed
“Don't assume today's teenagers eat what you ate at the same age. 
Vegetables are welcomed as long as the end product is tasty and most students have a broad palate, taking in many cuisines.”

Try and try again
“Test a new item for at least one whole term before you decide to keep it or not. 
It takes weeks for most people to try any new item.”

Positivity is infectious
“Whether dealing with volunteers, teenagers, staff or school principals it is much easier to keep smiling                                                          
 and take the high road than to rebuild a burnt bridge.”

Attitude is everything
“People are willing to support and be around someone who is fun and friendly.  
This attitude brings volunteers and customers when you really need it.”

Learn how to cost out and price menus
“Take the time to talk to your suppliers and get yourself better wholesale prices. It is absolutely vital for survival for any canteen but
especially in a high school as the turnover is so much more, therefore making a huge difference in profits (or not!).”

Case Study #2 Applecross Senior High School - Cre Millar, Canteen Supervisor

Streamline your work
“Try to get as much done in your work hours and as much food delivered as you can and really make an effort to do as little canteen
work in your spare time as possible. You need to take the time to recharge so you are fresh at school and don't get resentful and grumpy
towards your work. Even answering texts and emails should be done in work hours if they are not emergencies.”

“A simple acknowledgement and promise of an answer is enough for most people and they will get the message to contact you in
working hours in the future. It is so important to value your own time as much as your work time and it prevents burnout.”
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