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Why Are Family Dinners Important?
It isn’t always easy to eat dinner together as a family. Research from the National Center on Addiction and Substance 
Abuse (CASA) has found that when they asked teens and parents why they didn’t eat dinner more often together, the two 
groups of people blamed each other.

The number one response for teens?		 Parents were either at work or had a late work shift. 

The number one response for parents?	 Everybody is busy and has different activities.

Research studies, however, continue to highlight the power of  family dinners. Now a new study* 

from CASA at Columbia University has been released, and it says that teenagers who don’t eat 

dinner frequently with their family are:

► Twice as likely to use tobacco

► Almost twice as likely to use alcohol

► More likely to use marijuana

The same is true with grades in school:

► Teenagers who have five to seven family dinners per week

are more likely to get As and Bs in school

► Teenagers who have fewer than three family dinners per week
are twice as likely to report receiving mostly Cs and lower grades in school

*The Importance of  Family Dinners VII  (The Nat ional  Center on Addict ion and Substance Abuse at  Columbia Universi ty,  2011)
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Making Mealtime Count

When you gather around the table, make it count!

Talk about what’s going on in your lives. Tell jokes. Discuss current 

events. Make family meals fun! Use this kit with both young children 

and teens to help plan a quick, quality family dinner, or the ultimate 

family date night!

What If  We’re Too Busy 
for Family Dinner? 

When everyone is too busy to be at home for regular 
family dinners, it’s time to come up with creative  
solutions. Work family time in around the times that 
you are all together—a mandated family breakfast 
can be just as effective as a regular family dinner 
together.  In many ways, it doesn’t matter which meal 
you eat together. What matters is doing it as often as 
you can and then making the time worthwhile.

Gathering for a meal is about more than just eating. 
It’s a time when everyone can be together and talk. 
So whenever your child or teen tries to test the idea 
of family dinners, make sure you pass the test. 

Tell them that you want them to grow up well and 
that eating together as a family can help make 
that happen.
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Planning the Meal
Meal planning is a fun and educational aspect of planning family dinners. Planning a healthy and budget–friendly meal to 
feed an entire family is a valuable skill for young people to learn and practice. The following resources are great places to 
look for healthy, kid–friendly, budget–wise, and delicious recipes.

► Choose My Plate
http://www.choosemyplate.gov/healthy-eating-tipssample-
menus-recipes.html 

The USDA’s official website features dozens of  healthy 

recipe ideas for families including sample 7–day 

menus, White House recipes, food groups recipes, 

award–winning recipes, tips for vegetarians, tips for 

eating healthy when eating out, and much more!

► Super Healthy Kids
www.superhealthykids.com

Tips and ideas for healthy meals in a hurry. Features 

a weekly newsletter, and free, healthy meal plans.  

Be sure to check out the Healthy Freezer Meals for 

Busy Nights, and—if  your family is up for a healthy 

challenge—Salad Week  salad recipe ideas.

► Kraft Recipes
www.kraftrecipes.com/yourkids

Kraft’s website is chock–full of  fun, creative, and 

delicious recipe ideas and food activity ideas for 

kids. Some of  our favorites on the website include 

the Kids Can Cook videos series and Tips for Kids in 

the Kitchen.
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Shopping List
Use the following grocery shopping list to help you stock your pantry full of healthy foods. Fill in the blank spaces with 
special dinner menu items that may not be included in this list:

Dairy Case

Fat-free (skim) or low-fat (1%) milk

Low-fat or reduced fat cottage cheese

Low-fat or reduced fat cheeses

Fat-free or low-fat yogurt

Light or diet margarine (tub, squeeze, 
or spray)

Fat-free or reduced fat sour cream

Fat-free cream cheese

Eggs/egg substitute

Bread, Muffins and Rolls:

Bread, bagels or pita bread

English Muffins

Yeast breads (whole wheat, rye,  
pumpernickel, multi-grain, or raisin)

Corn tortillas (not fried)

Low-fat flour tortillas

Fat-free biscuit mix

Cereals, Crackers, Rice, 
Noodles and Pasta:

Plain cereal, dry or cooked

Saltines, soda crackers

Graham crackers

Rice (brown, white, etc.)

Pasta (noodles, spaghetti)

Potato mixes (made without fat)

	 Polenta

	 Oatmeal

Meat Case (fresh or frozen):

White meat chicken and 
turkey (skin off)

Fish (not battered)

Beef, round or sirloin

Extra lean ground beef such as ground 
round

Pork tenderloin

95% fat-free lunch meats 
or low-fat deli meats

Tofu (or bean curd)

Fruit (fresh, canned and frozen):

	 Apples

	 Bananas

	 Blueberries

	 Peaches

	 Oranges

	 Pears

	 Grapes

	 Grapefruit

	 Apricots

Dried Fruits

	 Cherries

	 Melons

	 Kiwi

	 Mangoes

	 Olives

	 Pomegranates

	 Papaya

	 Raspberries

Fresh Vegetables (fresh, canned 
and frozen):

	 Broccoli

	 Peas

	 Corn
Cauliflower

	 Squash

Green beans

Green leafy vegetables

	 Spinach

	 Lettuce

	 Cabbage

	 Artichokes

	 Cucumber

	 Asparagus

	 Mushrooms

Carrots or celery

	 Onions

	 Potatoes

	 Tomatoes

Green peppers

	 Chilies

	 Okra

	 Eggplant

	 Leeks

	 Rhubarb

Beans and Legumes
(if  canned, no-salt-added):

	 Lentils

Red beans (kidney beans)

Black beans / Pinto beans

Chickpeas (garbanzo beans)
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Baking Items:

	 Flour

	 Sugar

Non-stick cooking spray

Canned evaporated milk—fat-free (skim) 
or reduced fat (2%)

Non-fat dry milk powder

Cocoa powder, unsweetened

Baking powder

Baking soda

	 Cornstarch

Unflavored gelatin

Gelatin, any flavor (reduced calorie)

Pudding mixes (reduced calorie)

Angel food cake mix

Condiments, Sauces,
Seasonings, and Spreads:

Fat-free or low-fat salad dressings

Mustard (Dijon, etc.)

	 Catsup

Barbecue sauce

Jam, jelly, or honey

	 Spices

Flavored vinegars

Hoisin sauce and plum sauce

Salsa or picante sauce

Canned green chilies

Soy sauce (low-sodium)

Bouillon cubes/granules (low-sodium)

Beverages:

No-calorie drink mixes

Reduced calorie juices

Unsweetened iced tea

Water / Carbonated water

Nuts and Seeds:

Almonds, unsalted

Mixed nuts, unsalted

Peanuts, unsalted

	 Walnuts

Sesame seeds

Pumpkin seeds, unsalted

Sunflower seeds, unsalted

Cashews, unsalted

Pecans, unsalted

Fats and Oils:

Soft (tub) margarine

Mayonnaise, low-fat

Canola oil

Corn oil

Olive oil

Miscellaneous:

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

	 ___________________________

Shopping with kids 
made easy, tips for 
busy parents:

► Assign them tasks.

Give them the grocery

list and let them check off

items or push the shopping

cart.

► Play games.

Make up fun games like

Who can find the most

people wearing red shirts? 

or Find Five Vegetables!

► Bring snacks.

Make cheerio necklaces

or a small bag of grapes or

animal crackers.

► Plan ahead.

Involve your kids in making

the grocery list. Have them

write or read out loud what

you need from a recipe you

will make for dinner.
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Everyone must 
contribute  

to the 
conversation.

The dinner table is a tech–free 
zone. No phone calls, texting, 

surfing the Internet, or staring at 
a T.V. screen.  

A lively 
discussion is 

always welcome.

Everyone gets 
a starring role!

Stick around for 
clean-up! Everyone 

must pitch in.

RULES FOR 
FAMILY DINNERS:
Quick Reminders for a Creative 
and Safe Dinner Environment
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*Spark:  	 An indiv idual ’s deepest passions and interests.  Your sparks give meaning, focus, joy and energy to your l i fe:
ht tp: / /www.parentfurther.com/your-chi lds-spark

Visi t  www.parentfurther.com/fami ly-dinners for  more informat ion

Kitchen Manager
As the Kitchen Manager, your tween or teen will be in 

charge of  making sure the family has all of  the necessary 

ingredients for the meal. Your child will have the 

opportunity to practice his/her money management and 

decision–making skills as s/he helps plan and shop for the 

meal and purchases needed ingredients. What can we 

afford? Organic vs. non–organic. Can we use a dozen eggs 

instead of  a half–dozen?

Sous Chef
As the Sous Chef, your child or teen will work closely with 

the head Chef  to create a nutritious dinner for your entire 

family. Acting as Sous Chef  is a great opportunity for 

elementary–aged children and tweens to make a hands–

on contribution alongside an older sibling while building 

positive rapport, and practicing important life skills.

Chef
As Chef, your teen will have the opportunity to practice 

an important life skills as well as practice his/her 

communication, teamwork, and leadership skills. If  your teen 

has never prepared a meal, acting as Chef  can also provide  

a great opportunity for him/her to uncover a hidden *spark.

Starring Roles  A Guide for Choosing Roles
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Maître D’
The Maître D’ is a fun role for anyone!  Family 

members can print out and pass the microphone to 

take turns at being Maître D’. In this role, everyone 

has the opportunity to contribute. It’s a great way to 

practice family communication and uncover hidden 

talents and sparks!

Kitchen Patrol  (KP)
The role of  KP is important. KP is in charge of  

cleanup, but everyone is responsible for chipping 

in. KP is an excellent opportunity to practice 

leadership, learn the value of  routines, chores and 

responsibilities, family organization, and appreciation 

of  others’ roles in the household.

Host/Hostess
The Host/Hostess is a valuable role in the restaurant. 

It’s also an excellent role for younger kids to take. As 

Host/Hostess, your child will greet guests, decorate 

the place mats, and fill drink glasses. He/She will 

learn to appreciate the ritual of  formal family dinners 

and the value of  proper etiquette while feeling like he/

she’s making a valuable contribution.

KP

Starring Roles  A Guide for Choosing Roles
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Soup du Jour

Chef
I will oversee the preparation of  tonight’s meal. 
I am able to work well with my Sous Chef  and 
manage the cooks in my kitchen to create a tasty 
meal that you will all enjoy.

Sous Chef
I am my Chef’s “right hand”. I am quick on my feet 
and able to work well with my Chef  and cooks to 
create a tasty meal that you will all enjoy.

Host/Hostess
Welcome to our restaurant! My role is to ensure 
you have a pleasant experience. I am personable 
and eager to pitch in wherever I am needed. 

Kitchen 
Manager
I will work behind the scenes to ensure our meal 
is the best quality and value. I am detail oriented 
and good at making decisions.

Kitchen 
Patrol
When it comes to clean–up, everyone pitches in, 
but I call the shots. I’m a good leader and I work  
well with others.

Maître D’
As Maître D’, I’m in charge of  the night’s activities. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, Let the fun begin! 

NAME

Name Cards
Cut along the dotted lines and place on place mats in accordance with your families roles. Please feel free to use the 
“Soup du Jour” cards for your invited guest names.

Soup du Jour
NAME
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Microphone / Placemat
Follow the directions at the bottom of the page to print out and assemble the mircophone. Family members can pass the 
microphone to take turns at being Maitre D’ during the activity portion of dinner. Print out the placemat on the next page to 
use as a table-setting guide, or turn it into a coloring activity where everyone can create their own placemats! 

1

1

2

2

3

4

3

4

THIS EDGE CURLS INSIDE OTHER EDGE

BOTH WITH
MATCHING NUMBERS

TAPE

TAPE

FOLD UNDER
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Conversation Table Tent
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Dinner Invitation
Mix it up! Encourage your teen to invite friends, adult mentors, or extended family members to join your family dinners. 
Use the time to get to know their friends and ask them to learn more about your family. If you wish, you can even assign 
the dinner guest (Soup du Jour) a starring role in your family dinner—get creative! Print off and cut out on the dotted line 
of the following invitation, decorate and drop it in a friendly neighbor’s mailbox or have your child present it to a friend or 
caring adult at his school or after–school program.

Details: 

Be prepared for fun! During dinner, you’ll have a turn at being Maître D’, which means 

you’ll get to ask everyone at the table a question of  your choice, or you’ll get to lead a 

fun activity or game.
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A Quick Family Dinner
If you don’t have much time to spare, but want to make your family dinner count, try the following activity ideas. Of course, 
you may always refer to the conversation starters on the table tent to spark up interesting conversations around the dinner 
table.  For more great conversation ideas visit: http://www.parentfurther.com/resources/conversation-generator

Common Grounds

Materials

Blank Papers  •   Pencils  •  Timer

Directions
The Maître D’ should provide some paper and 
pencils. Then, set the timer! Take 3 minutes to 
work together to list as many things as possible 
that members of  your family have in common. 
Can you list 10 things that you have in common?  
What about 20? What about more? 

Now list some things that make you unique from 
one another. Can you list 5 things?  10?  More? 
Have the Maître D’ ask: Which list was harder to 
make?  How is your family stronger because of  
the things you have in common and the things 
that make each of  you unique?

Two Truths and 
A Dream

Materials

Blank Papers  •   Pencils  

Directions
Have the Maître D’ give each person a few 
minutes to write on a sheet of  paper two truths 
(activities/events that he is proud of) and one 
dream or hope (hasn’t accomplished yet). 

Ask each person to read their three statements 
out loud, then, have remaining family members 
vote on which statement they believe is the 
dream/hope. The family member who correctly 
identifies the “yet-to-be-accomplished” goal 
scores a point. Continue until all players have 
taken their turn. The person scoring the most 
points wins. 

Talk about the various dreams. What can we do 
as a family to help make the dreams come true? 
What steps can each person take to make their 
dreams a reality?
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Name That Song

Materials

Music Player  •   Song Sheet  •  Pens

Directions
For families with young children: 

Have the Maître D’ distribute a pen and a song 
sheet http://www.parentfurther.com/activity-
ideas/name-that-song to each person (or set of  
partners). After guesses have been made the 
Maître D can announce correct answers. The 
person with the most points at the end wins. 

For families with older children: 

Have the Maître D’ create his/her own song 
sheet using song lyrics from some of  his or her 
favorite songs.

Answers to Songs in Song sheet Download: 
1. Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star    2. The Barney Song

3. Itsy Bitsy Spider    4. Baby Bumble Bee

5. Do Your Ears Hang Low?    6. Five Little Monkeys

7. B-I-N-G-O    8. How Much is That Doggie in the

Window?    9. One, Two, Buckle My Shoe

10. Mary Had a Little Lamb    11. Row, Row, Row Your

Boat    12. You Are My Sunshine    13. Yankee Doodle

14. The Wheels on the Bus 15. This Old Man

30 Second Spotlight

Materials

Blank Papers  •   Pencils 

Directions
Think of  any family topic (hobbies, sports, 
holidays, family traditions, family memories, 
etc.) and give each person 30 seconds of  
uninterrupted time talk about the topic. Take 
turns until everyone has had a chance to talk 
about a topic. Listen carefully to one another. 
Talk about the importance of  listening to each 
other when done with the topics. 

Ask each other questions like: 

Why is it important to take turns talking?  
Why is it important to listen well? 
What keeps you from listening well?  
How could you be a better listener?
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The Ultimate Family Dinner Date
If you’re making it a full–on family night, consider these activity ideas for hours of fun and bonding.

Blind Design    ►
Have the Maître D’ distribute paper and colored pencils, 

markers, or crayons to each family member. Ask the oldest 

person to draw a simple picture and describe it to the 

others without showing or naming what it is. The other 

players should attempt to draw the same picture based 

on the person’s verbal description (no peeking at the 

original!). For example, if  Dad draws a snowman, he might 

describe it by saying ”There are three circles, one on top 

of  another with the biggest circle on the bottom, a medium 

circle in the middle and the smallest circle on the top.” (Dad 

cannot simply say, “Draw a snowman.”) After everyone 

has drawn their designs, let other participants see the 

original. Compare the original to the revised designs. Then 

let another person be the instructing artist. The Maître D’ 

chooses the winner.

    Name Stack 
Have the Maître D’ provide paper and pencils to each 

family member. Have each person take turns writing 

their first name on a sheet of  paper until everyone has 

written their name in list format. (For example, Susan, 

George, Ricky, Cassandra). Give each family member 

(or teams) two minutes to create as many words as 

they can from the letters in their names. For example, 

the name list above might generate words such as 

“sack, rake, car, gorge…” Each letter can only be used 

once within a single word, but each letter can be used 

multiple times to make as many words as possible. The 

team (if  you play with teams) with the most words wins.
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    Card Castles    
Have the Maître D’ provide a package of  regular–sized 

playing cards. Set the timer for 10 minutes and give your 

family the challenge of  building a castle together out of  

the playing cards. Players can work together to build the 

“tallest” or the “strongest” and get as fancy as they desire 

with their playing card castles. This activity lets your family 

practice communication skills, planning and decision–

making skills, and social competencies.

Get Gadgety    ► 
As a general rule–of–thumb, the dinner table should be 

a tech-free zone, but this is the exception to the rule! 

For this game, have the Maître D’ give everyone a turn 

at controlling the CD player, computer, or iPad. Each 

person takes a turn as the DJ and plays a portion of  a 

favorite song, and others have to guess the song and/

or group/artist, and why he or she likes that particular 

song. This is a great way to talk about and enjoy music 

and learn what each person is listening to!
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Keep The Fun Going
Dessert is a good reason to sit, talk, and linger around the dinner table—and to keep the fun going! As you enjoy a 
delicious dessert, think about ways to keep family time going. 

Use the form below to help plan your next family dinner!

Commit to a set day and time for regular family dinners; choose a theme or think of whom you’d like to invite as a special 
guest to your next family dinner, and then mark it on your calendars or hang these reminders on the fridge or on the family 
bulletin board.

► Go for a
walk together

► Play a
board game

► Plan a family
movie night

When/Where:			 Time:

Starring Roles:

Guest of  Honor/Theme:

Our Next Family Dinner Date

Our Next Family Dinner Date

When/Where:			 Time:

Starring Roles:

Guest of  Honor/Theme:
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What can you do to create 
engaged parents in your community? 

ParentFurther is a resource from Search Institute. For more than 50 years, Search 
Institute has been a leader and partner for organizations around the world in 
discovering what kids need to succeed. Our knowledge and resources help motivate 
and equip caring adults to create schools, communities, and families where young 
people thrive.  The core of ParentFurther’s positive, strength-based approach to 
parenting is built on Search Institute’s Developmental Assets®: 40 common sense, 
positive qualities and experiences that help in luence the choices kids make.

► �www.search-institute.org

Bring Search Institute’s research to you!

Engaging families can be challenging, especially as kids get older. But 
there is little evidence that families have lost their power in the lives of 
children and youth—even though many families do face major 
challenges.

Through our research, we know that strong family relationships not 

only help kids through the transition period from childhood into 

adolescence, they also boost student motivation by deepening family 

relationships.  These relationships are foundational to learning, 

achievement, and well-being.

These relationships build strong social and emotional strengths that 
kids will use throughout their lives.

In our family engagement workshops, designed for youth leaders, 
you’ll learn how to engage parents and, in turn, strengthen kids’ lives 
through better family relationships.

We offer three ways to get on board:

Keep Connected

This is a NEW family engagement program designed to grow the 
strengths of families. Designed for diverse families, this program brings 
youth and parents together one night a week for a shared family meal 
and to teach parents and teens how to stay connected at a time in their 
life when they’re starting to grow more independent.

We are opening our new training institute in August. Click here to learn 
more about Keep Connected.

Engaging the New American Family

This workshop builds on new Search Institute research that identifies 
critical strengths that are relevant to families from different cultures, 
income levels, and structures. This research becomes a springboard 
for re-imagining family engagement to focus on celebrating and 
tapping the strengths of diverse families through building 
relationships.

Click here to learn more about Engaging the New American Family.

Discover Your Family’s Strengths: A 
Workshop for Parent-ing Adults

Based on a new research on America’s diverse families, this 
workshop introduces a framework of key family strengths that 
highlight five dimensions of family life that really matter. Participants 
will learn about developmental relationships, including ways 
families...

    Express care

      Challenge Growth

      Provide Support

  Expand Possibilities

      Share Power

 Routines and Traditions

      Community Connections

Click here to learn more about Discover Your Family’s Strengths.

http://www.parentfurther.com/content/keep-connected
http://www.search-institute.org/keynotes-workshops/engaging-the-new-american-family
http://www.search-institute.org/keynotes-workshops/discover-your-familys-strengths
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