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Podcast #17: Let Them Eat Cake…But Not At School! 
Episode notes: https://prekteachandplay.com/podcast17/  

 
  
Kristie: 
 
[00:00:30] 

Hey, fellow Solutionaries. Thanks so much for joining us. 
Today, I have a fabulous surprise for you. Two colleagues from 
the great State of Nevada have agreed to join me on this 
podcast to talk about open snack. I'd like to quickly introduce 
my fellow podcasters. Jolene, why don't you get us started? 
 

Jolene: Hello. I'm Jolene Chavez. I work for Clark County School 
District, right now at Vegas Verdes Elementary School in Las 
Vegas. I am a Special Ed teacher. I have been in Special Ed 
Pre-K for 10 years. I was out for two as a Special Ed facilitator, 
and now I am co-teaching in an inclusion preschool with my 
colleague Alicia Frost. 

[00:01:00] 
Alicia: 

 
Hi. I'm Alicia Frost. I went back into the classroom this year 
after being out for three years as a Title 1 Project Pre-K 
facilitator. I worked for Clark County School District for 14 
years with Pre-K aged students, 1 year in Early Childhood 
Special Ed, and the rest what we typically call General Ed. I'm 
not sure how general it is or typical but that is my experience. I 
am a part of Jolene Chavez's co-teach teams. 

[00:01:30] 
Kristie: 

 
Fabulous. Great. Thank you both again for joining me today to 
have this little conversation about snack because who thought 
it could be so controversial, right? 
 

Jolene: Yes. It was pretty controversial. 
 

Kristie: 
 
[00:02:00] 

Little background for those listening. We met several months 
ago over a conversation about recommended practices in 
early childhood and we started talking about snack. For me, 
many, many decades ago, when I was in the classroom at the 
University of Oregon, we had an open snack where, in fact, we 
had an open door policy that kids could go out on the 
playground or in the classroom at their choice. The entire day 
as well as the physical layout was open. I suspect I said 
something flip about having open snack, which started a bit of 
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a discussion amongst us all, but then I met these two kindred 
souls who had been on an actual journey of finding an open 
snack. 
 

[00:02:30] Girls, why don't we talk a little bit about what different people 
have seen as the issues around snack and maybe even what 
we mean by open snack. Either one of you, just jump in and 
talk about what you've seen as far as how others have done 
snack, what people think the purpose is, why there was the 
controversy when we even said the word 'open' around snack. 
 

Jolene: 
[00:03:00] 

We didn't even say open. We said ‘snack’ and they kind of 
freaked out. We had kids for two and a half hours. They 
already ate lunch. Why do we need to feed them again? They 
can't possibly be hungry. We're raising obese children in this 
country. It's kind of where it started. ‘Open’ came later ... So 
just snack at all. 
 

Alicia: 
 
[00:03:30] 

I think it resonated with our team. I was out on maternity leave 
so did not come back until October of this year. In Miss 
Chavez's classroom, when she worked in self-contained, she 
always had open snack as a part of her day. Coming from the 
General Ed side, I had my 20-minute meal that was served 
through the school district and that was the time of eating. I 
never really considered having open snack in my classroom. 
Along those same lines, there's a meal time. We have so many 
other things to get to. We have those academic skills and all of 
these things. We're trying to get these kids ready for 
Kindergarten. 
 

 
[00:04:00] 
 
 
 
[00:04:30] 

When I came back this year, she said, "I really think we need to 
have a snack table." I felt the shark music, as you refer to, and I 
decided to take a deep breath back. I said, "Let's see how it 
goes. Let's see if there's any kids who are really hungry or 
requesting snack." The first day I was back, about an hour and 
a half into our session, a student came up and said, "I'm ready 
for snack." I was thinking, okay, and we did it. It just evolved. 
Now, I realize the importance of it and how beneficial it is. I 
am very thankful that we come to that conclusion and the 
realization that we do need to have an open snack table. 



 

 

 

 

  
©2016 Kristie Pretti-Frontczak. All rights reserved. 

http://prekteachandplay.com 3 

 
Kristie: 
 
 
[00:05:00] 

Let's break that down a little bit because you guys said several 
really important things that people might not understand. 
First, like you said, Jolene, it was just even having snack was 
controversial to people. To Alicia, your point, we've got so 
much else to cover. A, should it be our obligation to feed kids? 
They've already eaten (assumption). We only have a short 
amount of time, and we need you to be learning because, if 
you're eating, you're not learning. 
 

 
 
 
[00:05:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:06:00] 

There's all these myths out there about that it's time away 
from instruction. I always hear things about food allergies. I've 
got to control the food much more because some kids have 
severe food allergies. I've also heard the argument that you 
alluded to, Jolene, about the kids and America are already on 
the tendency to be obese, so why are we letting them eat all 
the time? Let's talk a little bit more about where you guys 
started to think about, no, it's important for us to offer snack. 
Then, how that became open versus, okay, in our two and a 
half hours, we'll have snack for seven minutes. That's not quite 
what you all do so talk a little bit more about how you decided 
for your kids, you needed to offer snack, and then how it 
evolved into this more open snack. 
 

Jolene: Again, I've always done it because the first school we worked 
at together was highly impoverished and we, back then, did 
home visits so we got to see first hand. My thing was I don't 
know if this is the only time they're eating. If a child tells me 
they're hungry, I'm going to believe them. I think people said it 
was crazy or it's self-contained so it doesn't really matter 
because, you know, we're a different kind of caliber. 
 

[00:06:30] When I came in here and the first time a kid comes up to you 
and says they're hungry, I still believe them. Worked through it 
because I'm like, "Okay, this is General Ed. This is new to me. 
This is my first experience with it. Maybe expectations are 
different." We worked at it slowly. Let's only open it when they 
say they're hungry. Then, we realized, uh-oh, we have a 
waiting list and these kids are not eating and then we're 
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running. Now, let's open it earlier. Then, it was like, okay, we 
have to work out the sanitizing. 
 

[00:07:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:07:30] 

We're still figuring it out and we've gotten into a routine I 
think, finally, this week with which center we're going to use it 
and how early we're going to open it. Even as where we're 
going to store our chemicals while we clean and still interact. 
It came down to, I think, is we asked to have breakfast in our 
classroom to begin with. The purpose behind that was to have 
language and to have conversations and to work on those 
interactions and those social skills. That's what we're really 
focusing on for open snack. 
 

Alicia: 
 
 
 
[00:08:00] 

I think, too, also bringing the meal time into our classroom. We 
acknowledge too that children can identify when they are 
hungry and when they do want to eat and saying that, 
because it's here at this 20-minute time and this is when 
breakfast is served, and eating then is not responding to their 
cues. Even with our open breakfast, we do have breakfast out 
that is provided for us through the school district but they 
have the option to come in and they can either choose to eat 
at that time or go to our open centers in our classroom. Again, 
allowing them to have that choice and to read their own cues 
and have that self-regulation for themselves as to whether or 
not they're ready to eat at that time. 
 

Kristie: I totally want to come back to the self-regulation but let's go 
ahead and unpack your couple of hours with kids. What does 
your flow look like? 

[00:08:30] 
Alicia: 

 
They arrive at 8:00 and we have breakfast out until about 8:20, 
8:25. 
 

Kristie: Breakfast out means out of the classroom in the lunchroom 
or? 
 

Alicia: 
 
 
 

Oh, no. I'm sorry. It is set up at our tables. We have designated 
tables that have been sanitized and, since it comes from the 
school district, it has to be in the bag that the school district 
serves. We have that out. They come in, wash their hands. If 
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[00:09:00] they choose to eat, they can sit and eat breakfast. If not, they 
come in and answer question of the day, and then go to the 
center. 
 

Kristie: How many kids do you guys have in a half-day session? 
 

Alicia: We have about 24 students. 
 

Kristie: How many are on IEPs? 
 

Jolene: Eight. 
 

Kristie: You've got #toomanykids but that's another issue. They come 
in at 8. Are they mostly bused? 
 

Jolene: Mine are. Of those eight, probably six or seven of them are. 
[Crosstalk 00:09:27] They may come in a little earlier 
sometimes. 

[00:09:30] 
Kristie: 

 
All right. We don't know because you don't make home visits 
now. We don't know who's eaten and who hasn't. How long 
has anybody been on the bus? What's the longest amount of 
time a kids' been on the bus, do you think? 
 

Jolene: Oh, goodness! With the day's lately, it's probably 30 minutes to 
45 sometimes. 
 

Kristie: These kids come in, kid of in a staggered way but also around 
8. You have breakfast out on the tables. If they don't feel 
hungry or say they're hungry, then they go to a center. Okay. 
Keep going. 

[00:10:00] 
Jolene: 

 
After that, when it's clean up time, we clean up, and we start 
our opening circle, which is a whole other controversy. 
 

Kristie: Right. Podcast 16. 
 

Jolene: 
 
[00:10:30] 

We saw that podcast too. We play outside for 30 minutes. 
Then, we have over an hour of open centers at that time is 
when we open our snack. We usually probably give it maybe 



 

 

 

 

  
©2016 Kristie Pretti-Frontczak. All rights reserved. 

http://prekteachandplay.com 6 

10 to 15 minutes into center before we open that table, its 
usually what we do because we were waiting for the cue 
initially but then we realized, once they saw food, the waiting 
was not long because our table, we have a table for six, so we 
have a waiting list. We sanitize after every kid. Then, that's our 
end of our day. 
 

Kristie: The openness is that, during this hour center time, there's 
actually like a center, which is snack. 
 

Jolene: 
[00:11:00] 

Yes. If they're hungry, they say that they are. They clean up, 
they go wash their hands, and they come over choose what 
they want their drink and their food to be. 
 

Kristie: How many adults are in the classroom usually? 
 

Jolene: We have four. We have two teachers and two teaching 
assistants. We have one person that is designated at the snack 
table that entire time because we have not had a time yet that 
we have open snack and no one has come. 
 

Kristie: Right. You've got a table of six. I feel like we're taking 
reservations at a really fancy restaurant. 
 

Jolene: [Crosstalk 00:11:25]. 
 

Kristie: If it's full, you just ask kids to check back in a few minutes? 
 

[00:11:30] 
Jolene: 

 
Yeah. We write their name or they write their name depending 
on what level they're at on the waiting list. As soon as 
someone leaves and we clean their spot, we call them over in 
order of the waiting list. 
 

Kristie: Then that's the last center's ... Including the snack is the last 
part of the day or do you do some closing thing? 
 

Jolene: We do a closing thing depending on where the kids are that 
day. If they need a little extra playing time, which we can tell, 
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we go longer and it's basically clean up when parents are 
coming in. 
 

Kristie: Got you. 
 

[00:12:00] 
Jolene: 

 
Sometimes we're good and we can tell they're a little done, so 
we do a little music and movement towards the end. Our 
parents come into our classroom, the ones that are not bused, 
drop them off and pick them up. Our end of the day routine. 
 

Kristie: Did you guys face much resistance or has anyone even noticed 
you're doing this? 
 

Alicia: 
 
[00:12:30] 

We haven't had anybody yet from outside of our classroom. 
Actually, the conversation just came up today about snack and 
why we're having snacks since we do serve a meal. I think it's a 
mind shift for everyone in our classroom, for the entire team. 
We've had to stress the importance of why we're doing it and 
try to explain the reasoning behind that. 
 

Jolene: Unfortunately, we have to eat lunch in the cafeteria because 
[inaudible 00:12:44] reasons. We realize we lose that 
community. Sitting down together and having those 
conversations, so we're really, really utilizing it especially in the 
afternoons to have those conversations to get kids talking to 
one another. 

[00:13:00] 
Kristie: 

 
In the afternoon, instead of coming into your class for 
breakfast, you meet in the lunchroom for lunch. 
 

Jolene: Yes. We have to take them to the lunchroom for lunch. 
 

Kristie: Then it's really loud or it's really controlled and no one could 
talk. 
 

Jolene: 
 
 
 

Luckily, we straggle in. We come in a little later so we have it 
to ourselves. We get to sit down with the kids that take it a 
little extra longer to eat. We'll be there with a teacher or 
teaching staff while the rest come back. We're still trying to 
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[00:13:30] listen to their cues, you know. If they're still hungry, we let 
them finish eating. If they're done, then we're ready to start 
our day. We've really been trying to listen to them. It is their 
classroom. It is their time. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:14:00] 

Yeah, because I think that's my trigger, is that listening to 
them, respecting them, we want them to ... You mentioned, 
Alicia, the word self-regulation. Such a key part of self-
regulating is to be aware of what's happening inside of us, 
which includes basic human things like being hungry. It's such 
a struggle in my mind to say, "I want kids to be ready for 
kindergarten but I'm not going to take this incredibly 
naturalistic and powerful opportunity for them to make a 
connection between how they feel and how they can have 
control over that. How can we have it both ways? 
 

 
[00:14:30] 

I'm trying to justify in my head how we can let anything like 
food allergies or licensing roles or sanitation or staffing or 
preferences chump this really human need to be able to 
recognize that I feel hungry and then trust that these people 
who care for me will do something about that. 
 

Jolene: 
 
 
 
[00:15:00] 

That really resonated during our training when you said that, 
that we're telling them to become attuned to their own 
feelings but then to not validate those feelings. I just thought, 
"You know what? I work with children who are impoverished. I 
don't know if they're to eat again so if they tell me they're 
hungry, I'm feeding them." When you said that, I'm like, "This 
goes beyond even just hunger." It comes down to, you know, "I 
feel this way and you are meeting my need." You know, I think 
we think a lot of that with infants, especially when those little 
brain synapses happening, and it just made snack seem more 
important after you said that. I realized that we're working on 
so much more than just, “I want snack”. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:15:30] 
 
 
 

Yeah. I feel like those of us who didn't grow up in poverty, 
sure, our parents could say, "You have to wait another hour 
until dinner," or parents could say, "You had enough." It wasn't 
as traumatic. It was us learning boundaries and rules. I think 
that, many times, as early educators, we use our own 
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[00:16:00] 

memories of childhood and/or even raising our own children 
to know that we can push that with them but, I think, we 
forget that with these children who have chronic stress and 
trauma and are already compromised in terms of those 
neurons firing, that we're not helping the situation. We're not 
teaching them the natural consequences. Talk a little bit, guys, 
about the comments that were made and we've heard before 
about “you eat now when it's time to eat. If you don't, you 
have to learn the consequences that you've missed your 
opportunity”. 
 

Alicia: 
 
 
[00:16:30] 

I think about my own children at home and the amount of 
food that they eat. They're grazers, so I put it in perspective 
with my own students. If my children were in school, they 
would probably be starving after two and a half hours, and I 
want my children to listen to their bodies because I feel the 
more you listen to your body, the less likely you might be to be 
obese because you're not going to sit there and hoard a meal 
and eat this meal at once because you don't know when it's 
going to come again. Knowing that, I feel like they're able to 
come to snack and eat until they're satisfied and then move on 
and choose another center. I think that that's beneficial in our 
classroom. 

[00:17:00] 
Jolene: 

 
When I talk about, you know, what we have so much to teach 
them in order to getting them ready for kindergarten. My thing 
is if a child is hungry or stressed, what are they possibly 
learning? 
 

Kristie: Right. 
 

Jolene: 
 
 
[00:17:30] 

Give them a few crackers and then, you know, you're back on 
par. I know when I'm hungry, I'm not focused. You can imagine 
these little kids ... It just come down to that and what is the 
most important thing. It is trusting your instincts and trusting 
your feelings and knowing that someone's going to meet your 
needs so I can securely navigate my environment and use all 
these materials and engage because, if I'm worried the whole 
time about, "Oh, my stomach's growling," and, "Oh, I don't 
know if I'm going to eat when I get home," it doesn't what 
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materials or what activities we could possibly do…they’re not 
getting anything out of it. 
 

Kristie: 
 
[00:18:00] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:18:30] 

For sure. I think it's just one more time that we tell them don't 
listen to themselves or no, you're not, or you don't need it. We 
think we're teaching them some great, big rule that they didn't 
make any connections. All they do is have less trust in us, 
which we all know that the relationships we have is the active 
ingredient. Maybe even as you guys think about your journey 
because you're even saying, "I think we got a little bit better 
this week." What would you tell fellow revolutionaries if they 
want to get on this journey of thinking differently about snack, 
where would they start? What would they consider? What 
pitfalls should they maybe avoid? Just your thoughts about 
suggestions for them. 
 

Jolene: Another thing that we got from your training was what's the 
what. We say it all the time. What's the what? We want them 
to have language and social skills and there's lots of kids who 
don't eat so we have leftovers that the district provides so we 
don't worry about those allergies. We have some sort of 
budget, if you don't, you can ask parents for healthy snacks. 
I'm finding apples and bananas are cheap, cheapest fruits out 
there, and there's a healthy snack right then and there. 
 

[00:19:00] To me, it's worse. The money that I have to put into it because 
of those interactions. I think getting your team to dance well, 
to know where they're supposed to be has been our thing like, 
okay, if this is my zone and that's your zone, then you can 
handle snack. No one's going to be missing out on anything 
because they'll have your undivided attention and you can 
have those great conversations. Even something is imposed, 
oh, now we have a drawer that rolls so we can put the 
chemicals away and not worry about them being out. 
 

[00:19:30] 
 
 
 
 

Everything is right here on us because, at first, I thought I was 
carrying cups and napkins and chemicals, and I was dancing, 
and I refused to wear teacher apron but that's my personal 
issue. It's just little logistics. It's seeking out what works for 
your team and your classroom, and focusing on what's 
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[00:20:00] important and it is the fact, you know what, I don't know if 
these kids are going to eat when they get home. I can still 
teach. We're counting and we're measuring and we're having 
conversations about our topic in our vocabulary. 
 

Kristie: Alicia, how about you? Anything you would say with 
takeaways? I mean, definitely, it's big to small what Jolene just 
said. It's like we're clear about what our outcomes are and 
then, to your point, if people question it, you can say this is 
what we're teaching and it's small like where do we house 
stuff. Any other words of wisdom or ideas? 

[00:20:30] 
Alicia: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:21:00] 

 
I mean, I would just say to jump in and try it and be flexible 
because it really has taken us several weeks and I still think 
that we have some improvement to try and figure out exactly 
what this is going to look like, but not giving up if it seems a 
little crazy to have a snack center open the whole time or it 
didn't work out well the first day or however it goes, but not to 
give up and just know what the outcome is…because we have 
had to change tables and we've had to change around our 
zones. We're still trying to get that all figured out and we've 
been doing it for a while. It may take a bit to dial in and give it 
exactly how you would want it. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
[00:21:30] 

That made me think. It's probably just ... I don't know why it 
just popped in my head but it's like if you do treat it like a 
center, then it's not so scary, the shark music, because you're 
going to teach kids how to participate in that center just like 
you would any other center, right? If you have new materials 
at a discovery table, you're going to take time to tell kids the 
rules and routine. Because I was starting to think, like, "Hmm. I 
wonder how you would introduce it to the kids." Then I'm like, 
"Duh! It's just like any other center." 
 

Jolene: Well, what's nice is in centers ... You already have those little 
cliques. Little kids that like to play with each other, but they're 
having conversations with kids that they don't normally play 
with at snack because it's snack. It's not about we like 
something ... Everyone likes food and all of our kids like snack. 
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I like that aspect too, that they're like, "Oh, I don’t really hang 
out with you, but what do you do at home?" 

[00:22:00] 
Kristie: 

 
I remember, one of your colleagues said that their son was in 
pre-school, had never met another kid in this classroom 
because he sat at the red table and the colleague's kid was at 
the green table or whatever. They're like, "We don't talk 
because we're not at the same table." I love that Jolene. That's 
a lovely image that everybody comes together around food 
almost in any culture, right? This is an opportunity for kids who 
may not always play together or enjoy the same centers, but 
they enjoy food together. 

[00:22:30] 
Jolene: 

 
We were talking about that as a team, at a team meeting, that 
we have a certain amount of time and we don't want them to 
talk while they eat. But you know what, talk about how you go 
out to lunch with your girlfriends and your friends, and it's just 
not like "Let's hurry and eat, and be fast, and then we’re done 
and let’s leave”. No. We're going to sit down and we're going 
to talk. That's what we're really working on, our language. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:23:00] 

Yeah. I love it. Well, I thank you both so much for sharing this. I 
know that people are going to have lots of questions and want 
to reach out to both of you to understand more. I hope that 
people will be inspired by your story and your journey and that 
we'll all, you know, think a little bit more about what the 
purpose of snack is and really see it as an opportunity to teach 
some of those most important skills around relationships and 
self-regulation. Thank you both. 
 

Alicia: Thank you. 
 

Jolene: Thank you for inviting us. 
 

  
	


