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Disclaimer: 

Every canteen is different and all 
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This is Fact Sheet 7.1 from Series 7 Volunteers 

 

Overview 

Volunteers in the canteen are invaluable. 

 They help to keep labour costs down. 

 They keep (at least some of) the parent community in touch 

with the aims and efforts of the canteen. 

 They can be a source of ideas or resources. 

 They make the canteen the joyful, social hub of the school for 

parents. 

But these days parents have very little time to donate to the 

school canteen.  That’s the way it is, and canteens will never again 

be able to operate on a model which assumes a plentiful supply of 

“mums”.  The volunteers that you do have are therefore precious.  

Look after them. 

Here are some ideas from various sources to help you find and 

keep those precious volunteers. 

Catching 

 Active and specific marketing is important. 

 Make a direct approach to parents at school assemblies, open 

days, parent/teacher interview days, orientation days, before 

or after school in the playground, etc.  Literally mingle amongst 

the crowd with a clipboard, pen and the term’s roster and ask 

people if they could give you a morning of their time.  Write 

their name and phone number into one of your roster slots on 

the spot.  Most people agree to volunteer because they were 

asked to do it point blank! 

 Take along some “old hands” to encourage “new hands” to 

sign up.  Use volunteers to recruit volunteers. 

 Request help through the school newsletter or individually 

addressed letters.  The tone of the request is important.  Let it 

be known that the canteen is a team effort, and invite new 

volunteers to share in the benefits.  Emphasise that it is not all 

hard work! 

 Try splitting the roster shifts.  A couple of hours, or even half an 

hour at serving time, or to do a single specific task such as cut 

up fruit, is more achievable to some than the thought of giving 

up a whole morning. 

 Get students to write nice letters asking people to volunteer 

(and/or to write nice letters thanking people who have 

volunteered). 
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 Use students as volunteers. 

 Target dads, grandparents and aunties, as well as mums on all your requests.  Depending on 

your canteen policy, point out that small children are welcome. 

 When you have drawn up your roster, send a copy to each volunteer with full names and phone 

numbers (with approval).  A quick reminder call the day before roster duty can also avoid 

having to cope with being short-staffed, and conveys to the volunteer just how much you rely on 

their help.   

 Say Thank You.  Say it when they arrive, say it when they leave, say it by naming people in the 

newsletter. 

Keeping Volunteers 

 Be organized.  Your volunteers are busy and have probably “made time” to help you.  When you 

have drawn up your roster, send a copy to each volunteer with everyone’s names and phone 

numbers (with approval), including the canteen and canteen convenor.  Giving them the roster 

shows that you are serious and well organized and suggests that the volunteer is not going to 

be wasting their time. 

 Help them learn the roster process, so that they can see that plans have been built based on 

their commitment.  Suggest they organize replacements for the roster if they are unable to 

attend, or ring you as soon as possible. 

 Always have work planned for the volunteers to do.  Have a list of back-up tasks that you can 

give them if the day-to-day work is up-to-date.  Things like folding cutlery into serviettes, or 

cooking an extra batch or pikelets or muffins that can be frozen for use on busy days.  Avoid 

using volunteers for heavy-duty cleaning tasks unless you know them well enough to be sure 

they will not take offence at this.  Volunteers most want to contribute to what they see as the 

“real” work of the canteen, which in their eyes is preparing food and serving children at the 

counter. 

 Plan and give leadership, so that volunteers (especially new ones) don’t feel confused or 

frustrated.  It is important that volunteers know (preferably in advance) what is expected of 

them when they come to work in your canteen. 

 Be patient and pleasant.  Prepare a Volunteer’s Work Schedule and put it in a prominent place 

in the canteen.  Written instructions (keep it short and simple) can make a new helper feel 

more confident. 

 Put labels on your cupboards and drawers.  Even a simple task like washing up, drying and 

putting away is frustrating for people when they don’t know where anything belongs. 

 Explain the morning tea and lunch arrangements when they arrive and point out the toilet, 

change room and hand washing locations.  Make sure there is a safe place for handbags and 

jackets. 

 Give instructions clearly and only 1-2 steps at a time.  Encourage volunteers to ask if they are 

unsure. 

 If a helper isn’t confident in an allocated task, make a mental note not to give them that task in 

future.  Everyone has special talents.  Find these and use them. 

 Make each person take a break no matter how busy or short-staffed you are.  Remember, a 

canteen shift is a long time on your feet if you are not used to it! 

 Contribute to the physical work yourself.  Set an example, don’t just issue orders! 

 Never repeat confidences or gossip, or speak of others in a derogatory way.  Always be polite 

and diplomatic.  Head off trouble if you can.  Be cheerful and encouraging.  Atmosphere is 

important if you want people to come back.  The canteen has to be a “nice place to be”. 
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Caring for Volunteers 

 Many of the ideas listed above are also about “caring” for your volunteers. 

 Send Christmas cards to everyone who has volunteered during the year.  (It is essential to 

keep a note of everyone who helps each day in your Manager’s Diary, even if it is only for half 

an hour – this is one of the reasons why you keep a diary!). 

 Hold an end of year afternoon tea for volunteers. 

 Perhaps your school or P&C would consider a discount on school fees, uniforms, text books 

or ticket prices to P&C events such as Trivia Nights or carnival rides at the next fete. 

 Vouchers or gifts from suppliers, or to the movies. 

 Monthly raffles/lucky door prizes (prizes could be donated by suppliers). 

 Recipe books with a personal message. 

 Provide good coffee (and tea).  It’s not hard to go one better than instant!  For example, the 

traditional stove-top espresso coffee maker is cheap, easy and quick and makes really nice 

coffee.  Ditto the coffee plunger. 

 Encourage the school or P&C to apply for various grants for supporting volunteers. 

 Give plenty of praise and thanks to volunteers, and make acknowledgement in the school 

newsletter. 

 One school gets their home economics class to make up casseroles and the volunteers get to 

take home “dinner” for their family in exchange for working for the day. 

 

 


