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Before adding a new item to the menu, school nutrition programs must evaluate it for cost, student acceptability, preparation  
efficiency and equipment usage. Taste tests are a great way to introduce and evaluate a potential menu item. Classroom activities 
incorporated with the taste testing further the learning experience.

Taste tests offer small samples of a recipe, which kids are more likely to enjoy.  
Students may hesitate to try new foods and when offered separately from the  
school meal, the pressure to accept a new food is less. Student acceptance of  
a recipe before it is added to the menu will reduce wasted food. 

Including teachers, staff and administration in the tasting experience will also encourage student participation. Adults are role models  
and when students see staff trying new foods, they are more likely to engage. 

Taste tests can also promote a food already on the menu or support a theme such as National Farm to School Month or National 
Strawberry Month. Involving students and staff in school food changes can create more support for the school nutrition program. 

There is no one way to conduct a taste test. What works at one school may not work at another. Tasting test techniques working  
now may not work next year. Budgets, staff, administrative support, lunch setup and other factors play a role in the effectiveness  
of a taste test.

Taste Testing

Taste tests are a great way  
to introduce and evaluate a  

potential menu item

Taste tests can achieve several goals
 » Introduce new recipes or food items to students and staff before it appears on the menu

 » Showcase local food

 » Give school nutrition staff a chance to become familiar with new items or recipes, creating buy-in.  
If staff understand the importance of new foods/recipes to the students and have tried it themselves,  
they are more likely to encourage students to try it. 

 » Have students try, not necessarily like, new food. Studies have shown people may need to try a new  
food 10–15 times before they like it. Simply trying a food is a learning experience.

 » Help the School Nutrition Director decide if a food/recipe will be a good fit for the school’s menu

 » Gain student and staff support of the new food item, ultimately cutting down on wasted food.



ncfarmtoschool.com 147

Where to Hold Taste Tests

Before deciding where to hold a taste test, decide who is your audience. Do you want to reach every student in the school or are  
you targeting a certain group – one lunch period, one classroom, one grade, after school care or a club? If you decide to target  
a specific group, rotate what groups participate so you get different feedback and support. 

Taste tests can be held in various locations. Most are held in the cafeteria during  
lunch. Since this is a sample, and not part of the meal pattern, you can use portion  
sizes which do not meet specific meal component criteria. 

Samples can be given from the serving line although students may not understand  
they are getting a sample which is not part of their meal. Setting up a separate table  
at the end of the serving line or elsewhere in the cafeteria makes it clear samples are 
being offered. Samples can be handed to students as they eat, which is an effective  

way to reach students who bring their lunch. These options let students try an item and provides an opportunity for increased  
interaction and conversation about  the food.

Taste tests can also be held in classrooms during instructional time as part of nutrition education. Some schools hold monthly  
taste tests. Others include as part of a special event or to promote seasonal food.

Samples can be handed  
to students as they eat,  

which is an effective way  
to reach students who  

bring their lunch

Other options to consider when reaching teachers, parents or administration are:

 » Host a taste test during Parent Teacher Association or Parent Teacher Organization meetings

 » Host a taste test during teacher/staff meetings

 » Provide samples of school menu items during a health fair or other community event 

 » Consider hosting a food show featuring suppliers to your school nutrition program so  
students, parents and other stakeholders can try samples of food currently or potentially  
featured on the menu
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Who Should be Involved
School Nutrition staff are the front lines of the program and should be involved in all aspects of planning a taste test. Other potential 
partners include:

 » Teachers, teacher’s aides and other school staff

 » School administration

 » Students

 » School Health Advisory Council

 » Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) or Parent Teacher Association (PTA) members

 » Culinary classes or Family, Career and Community Leaders of America (FCCLA) chapters  
(middle and high school)

 » Agriculture classes or FFA chapters (middle and high school)

 » Community organizations

Create Awareness and Excitement Before the Event

The first place to create awareness and excitement is in the school kitchen. Have school nutrition staff try the item first so they can 
use their personal experience when promoting the item to students.

There are many ways to let students know about an upcoming taste test. It can be included as part of the morning announcements, 
weekly calls to parents or posted on the school’s website. Other suggestions to consider:

 » Give the recipe an exciting name like “Superhero salad” 

 » Include information on the printed menu

 » Promote the taste test and food item on bulletin boards in and around the school

 » Ask teachers to have students create posters and signs promoting the event
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Create Excitement During the Event

Simply setting up a table and offering free samples may not be enough to generate interest and excitement for of the taste test.  
Here are some suggestions:

 » Work with teachers to include classroom activities related to the food or a recipe ingredient. Remember to plan months 
ahead when teachers are preparing their curriculum instead of the week of a taste testing event. Some classroom  
activities include:  
 • Create maps identifying where the food is grown 
 • Tie in with various standards areas including Arts Education, English Language Arts, Healthful  
          Living, Information and Technology Skills, Mathematics and Social Studies For example,   
  > Mathematics – tally and graph survey results 
  > English Language Arts – write an overview of what happened or summarize research  
             related to food/ingredient    
  > Healthful Living – Read a story about the ingredient/food

 » Have a class conduct the taste test evaluation

 » Send information home letting parents know about the taste test. Invite them to participate!

 » Decorate the sampling table/area with a theme related to the recipe

 » Play music 

 » Have giveaways or prizes

 » Acknowledge the students and adults who try the sample with a sticker

 » Ask school nutrition staff and teachers to wear a color coordinating with the recipe or food

 » Encourage school nutrition staff to ask students if they want to try a sample

 » Ask the Principal or other school administrator to serve samples

 » Give students cards with the name of the crop and information such as where it’s grown, how 
to eat, nutritional value and a recipe
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Evaluation

Evaluation is important because this information will help school nutrition staff decide if a recipe/food item should be added 
to the menu. One method is a simple survey, with students putting a sticker in the “tried it”, “liked it”, or “would try it again”  

column. Depending on the age of your students, they can complete a more  
formal survey, giving feedback on appearance, taste/flavor, texture, smell  
and an overall score. This same format can be used with younger students  
by substituting smile or frown face graphics for a numerical score.

Taste tests are a great opportunity to partner with a classroom teacher and turn 
the test into a lesson. Students can be tasked with compiling survey results and 

creating a bar graph or other visual representation of the results. If the school nutrition program decides to move forward with 
adding the item to the menu, you can hold a student contest to create a recipe name. 

Plan on featuring the item multiple times over the course of a year, using production record data to determine if the item should 
continue being offered. School nutrition staff feedback about quality production and serving challenges is critical.

Share the Results

Don’t leave students wondering about the results – announce the outcome using the same methods used to announce the event 
itself. In addition to the taste test results, let students know the future of the item/recipe sampled. Will they see it on the menu? 
Did you make any changes such as making it less spicy? Follow-up with the parents by sending a letter with a summary of the 
taste test, the results and an at-home version of the recipe.

Taste tests are a great  
opportunity to partner with 

a classroom teacher and turn 
the test into a lesson
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Asheville City Schools is using taste testing in the school cafeteria to build 
relationships with all students, not just those going through the serving line. 

It’s a method School Nutrition Director Janette Broda learned in her previous 
district, Cherokee Central Schools, tribally operated on the Eastern Band of 
Cherokee Indian Reservation. With only three schools, she was very hands-on 
with the seasonal taste testing.

 

 

  

The keys to a successful taste testing, according to Broda, are to coordinate  
with the principal, get buy-in from staff, promote and let teachers know 
ahead of time and have students try the food item. In Cherokee, sampling  
tables were available so students could pick up the sample before or after  
lunch. After trying the food item, students gave feedback, which varied  
depending on the students age. The results were compiled and if 80% or more 
students liked the food item, it was added to the menu.

Some taste tests offered fresh produce while others featured a potential  
recipe. During one event, students sampled different varieties of apples. “We 
discovered they liked the green varieties more, so we put those on the serving 
line,” said Broda. Another event featured smoothies, which were new to some 
students because “not everyone has a blender at home.”

Test testing at Cherokee Central Schools was often tied into the student’s  
culture and featured traditional foods reflecting their Indian heritage. “We 
tried to listen to their needs but tested them out first before adding the item 
to the serving line,” explained Broda. “We were taking the students likes and 
wants into consideration and they saw that.”

AGE GROUP SURVEY STYLE

Elementary Put a sticker on a poster

Middle School Write their name on a poster

High School Put their vote in a ballot box

Asheville City
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In Asheville City schools, Broda holds monthly manager meetings which  
include sampling of new products. Many school nutrition managers have  
attended the North Carolina K-12 Culinary Institute, offered by the North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NDCPI) School Nutrition Division. 
During the Institute, mangers receive culinary instruction and new recipes,  
which managers are now testing in middle and high schools. During the 
serving line taste tests, students also receive information to share with  
their parents about the food item and farm to school.

Broda has seen the benefits of holding a taste tests in two school districts  
and the results have been the same – increased participation in school  
nutrition programs. Beyond that, they are creating an great relationships  
with their customers!
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Buncombe County school nutrition takes numerous approaches to introducing 
new foods to students. 

The Produce Fair is a popular event giving students an opportunity to sample 
five to six fruits and vegetables at one time. Produce is ordered through the 
districts contracted produce supplier, which has agreed to provide produce 
for the fairs and for students to take home after the event. Held at a different  
elementary school each month, students also learn about the food’s origin 
and health benefits, incorporating geography and nutrition lessons into the 
event. The event is held at eight elementary schools each year, reaching  
students in all twenty-four schools every three years. Prior to the event, parents  
are notified using the school’s automated calling system. Many parents  
volunteer to assist with serving at the fairs.

When the school nutrition program is considering adding a new menu item, 
they host taste tests. Some of the district’s 44 schools are chosen for each 
event, with samplings rotating to different schools. Items sampled include 
fresh produce, new recipes created from scratch and prepared items such as 
mango salsa, butternut squash soup and coleslaw. 

The sampling is conducted two ways. A separate table may be set up at the 
front of the serving line for students to pick up samples. If they see a student 
who seems reluctant to get a sample, staff will approach, encourage, and 
offer. Staff may also walk around the dining room offering samples to each 
table. Staff talk with students, sharing information about the food they are 
sampling with both sampling approaches. 

Communication and giving students a choice is key to successful events  
according to Lisa Payne, School Nutrition Director for Buncombe County. 
“The kids are open to trying new things,” added Taylor Nobles, the district’s 
Registered Dietitian. “They see their friends liking the sample, so they go back 
and get it more often if it’s on the serving line.”

Buncombe County
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Students are given the opportunity to give feedback on the food item during 
each sampling. Their vote, plus feedback from nutrition staff, will be considered 
before an item is added to the menu. The school principal will announce the 
results of voting, reinforcing the student’s role in shaping the menu. 

Partnerships have also been key for the school district. They partner with 
the Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project’s Growing Minds Program 
for some taste testing events. In addition, the nutrition program works with 
dietetic interns, who are required to gain experience in school nutrition, to  
develop new recipes and sample with students. Parents and Administrators 
are also becoming engaged through promoting healthy food choices and 
participation in the school meal programs.
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School nutrition staff in Franklin County have seen the benefits of taste testing 
first-hand, not only in the food students choose but that students eat in their 
school dining room at all.

“We’ve had kids who usually won’t come in the cafeteria and eat. If we do a 
taste testing in their classroom, they find out the food isn’t what they thought  
it was,” says Liesa Seligman, School Nutrition Supervisor for Franklin County. 

“Once, we had an entire high school class that came in the cafeteria, looked at 
the serving line and walked out,” she continued. “We targeted that class, asking 
the students what foods they would like to see.” With student input the school 
nutrition program began offering more wraps, chef’s salads and other “lighter” 
foods with fresh ingredients on the serving line. Participation increased.

Franklin County holds taste tests in the cafeteria or classroom, depending on 
the goal of the event. If they are sampling a new recipe featuring an old item, 
they will serve it at multiple schools during lunch in a side-by-side comparison 
with the old recipe. For example, one event compared pulled pork prepared as 
NC vinegar BBQ and traditional red sauce BBQ. Events like this let staff know 
which recipe the students like better, or if they don’t prefer the food. 

Staff host samplings when they are trying a new product, including fresh  
produce, or a new recipe never featured on the serving line. Like the side-by-side 
sampling event, free samples are offered to all students during lunch. 

Taste testing is also offered to individual classrooms and can feature multiple 
products. For these events, classes will come to the cafeteria before lunch. All 
students are given samples and fill out a survey so staff can collect feedback. 
Teachers and school administration also participate.

One example of a successful taste test targeted high schools, where pizza was 
not selling. Students made their own pizzas, sampled each and gave feedback 
on which toppings they liked. Franklin County now tailors the pizza toppings  
offered at each high school based on the results of taste tests. The event 

Franklin County
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also led to teachers asking about buying whole pizzas for after-school programs,  
which may lead to catering opportunities for the school nutrition program. 

Students aren’t the only ones who get to taste test. School Nutrition managers  
sampled new products featured at March Across NC, a USDA Foods Show  
where the food industry displays USDA items to School Nutrition Administrators 
looking to purchase food items for their program.

Managers scored each product on taste, ease of preparation, student acceptance, 
and more. If a product scored high, the school nutrition program purchased a case 
to use for recipe development and taste testing.

A partnership with Franklin County Farm Bureau Women’s Committee has  
allowed the school nutrition program to offer a “Commodity of the Month”  
program featuring sweetpotatoes, strawberries, peaches, and milk. Started in  
2017, the program targets one grade each month with all students learning 
about the featured food, sample a recipe featuring the item, complete an activity  
and take information home to their parents. Engaging students, staff and the  
community has paid off for the Franklin County School Nutrition program.
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Pitt County’s school nutrition program wants the entire school community to try 
new foods and accomplishes this goal through their “Taste Explorers” program.

Originally funded through a grant from the Vidant Medical Center Foundation 
in the 1990’s, the program offered fresh fruits and vegetables to all elementary  
school students.  Teachers who signed up received monthly samples and  
information about foods students were sampling.  The day after the event, the 
food item was served for school lunch.

The Taste Explorers’ grant expired and is now paid with school nutrition funds. 
Now offered to K-12 students each month on the second Tuesday, Taste Explorers  
includes all food groups. School nutrition staff consider food trends when  
deciding what food will be sampled. For example, during the last school year, 
students sampled peaches, salmon, roasted chickpeas and tzatziki sauce. 
School Nutrition managers get feedback from the students about the food item. 
They also look at how much of the item was served, how much students threw 
away and the number of leftovers. All factors are considered in determining  
if the food item will be added to the menu. They heavily promote the event 
on the school nutrition website, on the printed menu, in the dining room and 
through the parent newsletter when possible. After sampling, acceptable 
foods are offered for school meals.

Losing funding could have signaled the end of Taste Explorers, but school 
nutrition saw the value of the program and committed to continuing.  
“Students have a chance to try foods they don’t have at home,” explained 
Gretchen Wilson, School Nutrition Director. “They are learning new things, 
and this is a way to give everyone an opportunity to see and try something.”

It’s not just the students who are learning about new foods. “The school staff, 
teachers and even school nutrition staff are trying the foods and learning 
about them,” added Christina Polk, the Registered Dietitian on staff.

Taste Explorers is giving the entire school community a chance to try new 
foods and influence the menu—a win-win for Pitt County schools!

Pitt County


