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Working creatively with youth 
to achieve:
● equitable zero waste
● climate-smart school 

communities 
● a plastic free biosphere

How we did it and next steps
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1. Background story - CafeteriaCulture.org and 
students partner with school food service: NYC 
Department of Education Office of Food and 
Nutrition Services (OFNS) and Office of 
Sustainability. 

2. Plastic Free Lunch Day - responding to student 
suggestions;  implementation, testing, and data 
collection with students and the Office of 
Sustainability.

3. What’s next?

4. Cafeteria Culture Resources

Partnership as a roadmap for positive change



Youth Leading the Change 
for a Plastic-Free Future



     

founded as STYROFOAM OUT OF SCHOOLS in 2009





TrayLess Tuesdays, a cost-neutral solution
Benefits 
of small-scale piloting



NYC,  2015 PS 221 Brooklyn

PS 221 Brooklyn

PS 20 Manhattan



NYC,  
2015



Student Data Collection in the community
street + beach litter surveys  



Cafeteria WASTE AUDITS
Students counted all the plastic items.

Single-use plastics are used during lunch. 



GOAL
To reduce as much 
single-use plastic packaging 
as possible in their school 
cafeteria in a single day by 
offering a lunch menu with a 
minimal amount of plastic 
packaging in partnership 
with NYC DOE’s Office of 
Food and Nutrition Services



The Results from the First Plastic Free Lunch Day at PS 15

There were 558 fewer plastic items on their Plastic-Free Lunch Day

There were 558 fewer items on Plastic Free Lunch Day

REGULAR DAY PLASTIC-FREE LUNCH DAY

The students compared before and after data



Plastic Free Lunch Day - GET READY! video

www.plasticfreelunch.org

Even though there’s a lot of plastic from home lunch, 
we can reduce it faster from school lunch because we 
have access to the people who make decisions for 
school lunch! 

– Kayden, 4th grade, PS 188 The Island School, NYC

http://www.plasticfreelunch.org


Plastic Free Lunch Day - GET READY! video

www.plasticfreelunch.org

http://www.plasticfreelunch.org
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1LK-mFGvyTpTuJbtOb44GLxQS-6oj_7zX/preview


Plastic Free Lunch Day MENU PREPARATION

https://vimeo.com/695554079

https://vimeo.com/695554079


The Results: Plastic Free Lunch Day, May 16, 2022



What’s next? 
Plastic Free Lunch Day USA! - Nov 2022 

www.plasticfreelunch.org
Let’s DO THIS!!!

http://www.plasticfreelunch.org
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Streaming for FREE - July 1-4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s0jIH1fUqZU

bit.ly/MicroplasticMovie

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s0jIH1fUqZU
http://bit.ly/MicroplasticMovie


http://www.cafeteriaculture.org/host-a-screening.html 

microplasticmadness.org

Host a 
screening
for your team, 
schools, and 
your entire 

school district!

http://www.cafeteriaculture.org/host-a-screening.html


Resources
★ YouTube Channel CafCu Media

“Edu-taining” videos
★ Cafeteria Rangers Program
★ Microplastic Madness Toolkit 

- lessons that align with the 
movie

★ Plastic-Free Lunch Day 

Student 
leadership for 

cafeteria sorting

Student leadership to reduce single-use 
plastic in school meals!

34 million views
70 thousand subscribers

38 videos



CONTACT US!

Debby Lee Cohen (she/her)
Executive Director/ Founder 

Cafeteria Culture
Co-Director/Producer
Microplastic Madness 

DL@cafeteriaculture.org 

Stephen O’Brien (he/him)
Director of Strategic Partnerships 

and Policy 
Office of Food and Nutrition
SOBrien@schools.nyc.gov  

Meredith McDermott (she/her)
Director of Sustainability 

NYC Department of Education 
Division of School Facilities

mmcdermott10@schools.nyc.gov   

http://www.cafeteriaculture.org/microplastic-madness.html
mailto:DL@cafeteriaculture.org
mailto:SOBrien@schools.nyc.gov
mailto:mmcdermott10@schools.nyc.gov

