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It's the noisiest, messiest, smelliest, and most chaotic room in many schools. Arguing, 

teasing, and a host of other problems erupt there and spill over into classrooms, 

disrupting learning. It's the one room that many principals fear to enter. You've guessed 

it; I'm describing the typical school lunchroom.  

 

In my first year as a principal, I dreaded the lunchroom because of the frequent behavior 

problems there, the disorderly atmosphere, and, oh, the noise--so loud that I often found 

myself shouting to be heard. Most days, it was all I could do to keep our 175 first, 

second, and third graders as orderly as possible in each of our two lunch periods. I was 

more police officer than principal. As I wandered around the lunchroom, I had a nagging 

feeling that there must be something more constructive I could do than trying to get 

children to behave. But what could that be?  

 

My perspective on the lunchroom began to change after hearing a presentation by Roland 

Barth that summer. He stretched my thinking by sharing his belief that "the most 

important responsibility of every educator is to provide the conditions under which 

people's learning curves go off the chart." He went on to suggest that we carefully 

consider every aspect of our schools as a potential learning area.  

 

With that first year under my belt, and Barth's words fresh in my mind, I asked myself: 

What am I learning during the hour I spend every day in the lunchroom? What are the 

children learning? How could lunchtime become a time of learning both for my students 

and myself?  

 

It occurred to me that this was the one time during the day when I could talk to students 

individually and in small groups, or address the entire lunchroom. In essence, the 

lunchroom could be my classroom for an hour each day, a place where I could build a 

sense of community, nurture children's developing interpersonal skills, establish clear 

expectations--and even have some fun.  

 

In my second year as principal, my staff and I put this idea into practice by making the 

lunchroom the focus of our schoolwide improvement efforts. With input from parents, 

teachers, and students, we identified a number of areas for improvement--manners, 

respect, behavior, responsibility, cleanliness, and noise level. We raised our expectations 

in each area, communicated them clearly to the children, and introduced several strategies 

to help them. We set up a collection of "lunchtime books" (written by children) and a 



comfortable sofa in the hallway next to the lunchroom. We hung dustpans and brushes 

beside each table so that children could share the responsibility of cleaning up after 

themselves. We installed a traffic light that signaled red when the noise level got too 

high.  

 

Ten Minutes of Talent  
 

The most critical problem we had to resolve was what to do about the last ten minutes of 

each 30-minute lunch period. At that time, nearly half of the children had finished eating 

and were noisily waiting to either go outside or return to their classrooms, disturbing 

those who were still eating. We hit upon a novel idea for this period that allows the 

slower eaters to continue eating while keeping the entire lunchroom engaged: a lunchtime 

talent show.  

 

Talent at Sickles School takes many forms. Among our first, second, and third graders 

are gifted pianists, singers, dancers, magicians, and joke tellers, all delighted to perform 

for an audience that sometimes includes invited parents and grandparents. Often it's the 

simplest "talent" that enthralls the children, such as Matthew balancing a tennis racket 

upright in the palm of his hand while we count off the seconds.  

 

The success of our ten-minute talent shows is largely due to the organization and 

diligence of our music teacher, who facilitates the auditioning of talent during music 

classes, distributes forms for parent approval, and creates a weekly performance schedule 

that is posted in the lunchroom. She also uses a digital camera to photograph each 

performer and posts the photos on a special bulletin board.  

 

The children are delighted when they see the custodian wheeling the piano into the room 

or the stage curtain being drawn open, signalling that the talent show is about to begin. A 

stillness falls over the lunchroom as children are transformed into an attentive audience. 

Appropriate audience behavior has been carefully taught and is reinforced regularly. 

Children are expected to be considerate of one another and to demonstrate this 

consideration by giving their full attention to the performers.  

 

Parents tell me that our lunchtime talent program has contributed to their children's 

increased interest in music. One parent wrote, "I must admit that when I first heard of 

your plan to cut down on lunchroom noise and encourage more mellow behavior from the 

children, I was not receptive to the idea. My feeling was that lunchtime should be a time 

when children should be able to relax and kick back a little. But since your program 

began, Raymond has told me about at least one performance each week, with a tone of 

awe in his voice. And last December he asked me if he could start taking piano lessons!"  

 

The Principal's Classroom  
 

On the rare days when there is a break in the talent schedule, I have learned to use our 

lunchroom time in a variety of ways. Sometimes I'll create math problems for the 

children to solve, using real lunchroom data. For example, since milk costs 25 cents, I 



might ask them for combinations of coins they can use to buy milk. At other times, I'll 

encourage children to create their own problems. I might decide to tell them a story, 

discuss a playground situation, or explore a topic that is currently being taught. For 

example, if geometry was a math topic I might ask children to name as many spheres as 

possible.  

 

Being a principal doesn't mean I have to give up on having a classroom of my own. It's 

just that my classroom is bigger than most, has a lot more children, often smells like 

peanut butter and pizza, and presents some unique challenges. But I have found that the 

number of opportunities for learning in a school lunchroom equal those found in any 

given classroom.  

 

Without question, learning has replaced maintaining order as the primary goal in our 

school lunchroom. And yes, as Roland Barth would say, my own and my students' 

learning curves have "gone off the charts." Now, when I walk into the lunchroom each 

day at 11:30 a.m., I'm a teacher first and foremost, capitalizing on opportunities for 

learning that were always present but had never before been tapped.  
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