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This report is accompanied by small book of the photographs taken by the young

people themselves together with a display stand where some of the photographs have

been enlarged.

We hope that you will have a chance to see these photographs as well as read 

this report.

This report cannot capture the reality of what some young people in North Edinburgh

are eating for their school lunch. We have tried to capture that reality by taking

photographs rather than relying upon written lists of foodstuffs and fizzy drinks – with

accompanying nutritional values.

We hope that these photographs bring the issue ““ttoo  lliiffee”” for you.
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SSuummmmaarryy  AAcckknnoowwlleeddggeemmeennttss::

This piece of work would not have been possible without the assistance of the

following Head Teachers who allowed our team of young researches into the schools

to ask the views of young people themselves:

• Lesley Johnson – Broughton Community High School

• Rosemary McMillan – St Davids Primary School

• George Rubienski – Craigroyston Community High School

• Lorna Stuart – Craigroyston Primary School

• Liz Whyte – Royston Primary School

The above also gave their time and knowledge in a telephone interview with the author

of this report – as did the following people:

• Suzette Barclay: Business Manager – St Davids Primary School

• Jane Milliken: Primary Teacher of Health Economics and Health Co-ordinator – 

Broughton Community High School

• Dennis Sweeney: Kitchen Supervisor – Broughton Community High School

The following young researchers from The Pilton Partnership undertook the direct

work in the schools with young people: 

• Caryn Lumsden

• Paul Carnie

• Sean Deans

• Dean Loughton

• Adele Irvine

• Emma Robertson

Author of the report:

Alan Ross

rossconsulting@btinternet.com

Staff from the Pilton Partnership expertly guided the research project and provided

valuable support to the author and research team.

Source Design in Edinburgh for design and inspiration of the visual display which

accompanies this report: info@designbysource.com 

Last but absolutely not least – to all of the young people in the various schools who

participated in the project – thank you!
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  aanndd  BBaacckkggrroouunndd::  

School meals have been grabbing headlines recently – most noticeably as a result of

the TV series featuring the celebrity chef Jamie Oliver broadcast in 2005 (filmed in

2004).  This led to a major debate across the UK about the nutritional value of school

meals. 

In Scotland, the Scottish Executive produced an extensive document: “Hungry for

Success: A Whole School Approach to School Meals in Scotland”.  This was published

in November 2002 – some 3 years before the Jamie Oliver TV series.  

The Chairman’s Foreword to the document begins: “This is the final report of the

Scottish Executive’s Expert Panel on School Meals. It sets out our vision for a

revitalised school meals service in Scotland and presents a number of far-reaching

recommendations connecting school meals with the curriculum as a key aspect of

health education and health promotion.”

The reality is that while government, community activists, parents, teachers, health

professionals and young people themselves have been attempting to highlight the need

to re-examine (and revitalise) school meals - it has taken a celebrity chef (in our

celebrity obsessed culture) to place the debate squarely on the front pages of the

newspapers and on TV.   From “Newsnight” to “Richard and Judy” the nation became

obsessed with school meals. 

Furthermore, during “Jamie’s School Dinners” there was a view expressed (by Jamie

himself) that school meals in Scotland were “better” than those served in England.  

The Pilton Partnership wanted to examine that viewpoint in more detail and to see if

“Hungry for Success” was making an impact. 

What we have tried to do in this project therefore is to show the reality of school

meals in North Edinburgh:

• As provided by schools

• As provided by parents/carers/young people themselves in lunch boxes 

• Perhaps most interesting of all – what young people who choose to leave the school

gates at lunch time are eating!  

What we also wanted to do was to listen to young people themselves and to some of

the adults who work in schools (especially the Head Teachers) about their views of

school meals.

In so doing we were also taking forward one of the Scottish Executives

recommendations from “Hungry for Success”.   – recommendation 8 on page 57 which

states: ““SScchhoooollss  sshhoouulldd  ccoonnssuulltt  wwiitthh  ppuuppiillss  oonn  aa  rreegguullaarr  bbaassiiss  oonn  pprroovviissiioonn  ooff  sscchhooooll

mmeeaallss””
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MMeetthhooddoollooggyy

The Pilton Partnership (like many initiatives in the area) is a community led

organisation and seeks to involve the community in all stages/aspects of their work.

For this reason the report that you are reading was driven by a team of young people

from the area with support and guidance from staff at the Partnership together with a

professional researcher.  

In order to uncover the reality of what young people in North Edinburgh were eating

our team of young researchers were kindly given permission by Head Teachers to go

into the schools and take photographs of what was being consumed.  This included

what was being served by the school meals service and what young people were

bringing in their lunch boxes.  We also took some photographs of the school-dining

environment.

We also took photographs of what young people who chose to leave the school gates at

lunchtime were eating.

Primary school children were encouraged to examine by use of a “time-line” their

ideal school lunch break.

Secondary school pupils were asked to undertake a ranking exercise of what influences

their choice to eat outside the school gates.

The researcher interviewed Head teachers and some key respondents to gain their

views on the subject.

This report is accompanied by small book of the photographs taken by the young

people themselves together with a display stand where some of the photographs have

been enlarged.

We hope that you will have a chance to see these photographs as well as read this

report.

This report cannot capture the reality of what some young people in north Edinburgh

are eating for their school lunch. We have tried to capture that reality by taking

photographs rather than relying upon written lists of foodstuffs and fizzy drinks – with

accompanying nutritional values.

We hope that these photographs bring the issue “to life” for you.

Please note that for obvious reasons of privacy and anonymity we have not used any

photographs featuring the faces of young people.

Similarly, where we have included quotations in the report from interviews with key

respondents (such as Head Teaches) these have not been attributed – i.e. the person’s

name does not appear next to the quotation.
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IInntteerrvviieewwss
Head Teacher • Teacher • School Business Manager • Kitchen Supervisor

CCuurrrreenntt  SScchhooooll  MMeeaallss

Respondents generally thought that since the publication of "Hungry for Success" the

nutritional value, portion size, taste and presentation of school meals had definitely

improved.  Many now had more “healthy choices/options” and/or separate “health

cafes”.  Breakfast clubs had been established, free fruit initiatives established and in

some cases vending machines were “banned”.  As one Head Teacher said when asked

about vending machines in the school by the researcher:

‘Over my dead body’.

However, there was certainly a widely held view about “Hungry for Success” which was

encapsulated below:

‘To be honest I haven’t read it – I’ve skimmed it – it’s the catering

people who should be reading this.  My ultimate concern is that the

kids are fed healthily – it’s perfectly reasonable and not that difficult I

would have thought.’

The strongest dissatisfaction with the quality of school meals was where they had

been prepared at another site and delivered earlier in the day to be served at

lunchtime:

‘The veg. looks sad and colourless – the broccoli is more grey than

green and the carrots are peely-wally.’

‘The taste of the food is horrible – it has a sad taste – it’s just not fresh

– it’s been kept warm too long.’

One respondent took particular issue with the “flight trays” in which young children

were served their food:

‘I’ve taken issue with the “prison trays” – “flight trays” they call them.

The only time the children will eat like this is if they are in Saughton.

They are easy to wipe but in a little pair of hands the sauce from the

meatballs ends up next to the cake.’

And:

‘Another problem we have is that the children are looking at their

pudding when we are trying to encourage them to eat their main meal

–‘Can I eat my pudding first Miss?’’
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Some schools did acknowledge that the length of time spent in the queues was an

issue:

‘Queuing is an issue for us – there is not enough time and we have staffing

problems to manage the dining hall – although the swipe cards have made it

quicker.’

One respondent added:

‘“Hungry for Success” is all excellent stuff but the catering staff lack training

– we need “characters” to sell the food and encourage the kids to try it – at

present they lack training.  A major problem has been turnover and retention

of kitchen staff.’

Initially there had also been concerns about portion size – with P7’s for example being

given the same amount of food as P1:

‘They now look at the size of the child and also the children can get seconds.

The children can now also get brown bread.  Some of our P7’s are strapping 

compared to the wee ones in P1 and P2.’

BBeeyyoonndd  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ggaatteess  aatt  lluunncchh  ttiimmee::

For the Head Teachers from the secondary schools a major issue relating to “Hungry

for Success” was that the majority of young people leave the school gates at lunch

time:

‘What about all those kids who leave the school gates? – “Hungry for Success”

doesn’t address this.’

‘Our kids just vote with their feet and wheek off down the road to eat rubbish.’

However, this issue was not (directly) part of the remit of “Hungry for Success”:

Our Remit:

Our remit was to provide Ministers with costed recommendations, and a fully

developed implementation and monitoring strategy to:

• Establish standards for the nutritional content of school meals

• Improve the presentation of school meals to improve general take up 

• Eliminate any stigma attached to taking free school meals

Page 16

Of course, if the presentation of the meals can be improved and any stigma attached

to free school meals eliminated then there is a possibility that more young people will

not leave the school gates to buy their lunch.  This possibility is perhaps slight – young

people choose to exercise their right to leave the school gates at lunchtime for other

reasons than to buy food (see the secondary school pupils ranking exercise on page 13

for example).
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The figures themselves are staggering:

As few as six per cent of pupils at some Edinburgh schools are eating school dinners,

new figures have revealed….Across the Capital, just 23 per cent of secondary school

pupils eat school dinners, compared with a Scottish average of 46 per cent.  

Evening News Wed. 22 Feb. 2006 

Where is the initiative which is addressing the nutritional value of what that half of

all secondary school pupils are eating outside of the school gates at lunchtime?  These

young people will soon become the parents of the next generation – what eating habits

are they likely to pass onto their own children?

LLiinnee  MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  ooff  KKiittcchheenn  SSttaaffff

In some schools the catering operation was no longer directly managed by the Head

Teacher which caused problems when trying to implement a “whole school approach”

towards healthy eating:  

‘The kitchens are not part of the school – for example, as Head Teacher the

Janitor answers to me – but I have no direct link to the kitchen which has

been privatised.’

It was also reported that it was sometimes difficult to reflect in the school-dining hall

what was being taught in the rest of the school in relation to healthy eating:

‘I have to go through our Facilities Manager to make contact (with the

catering company)  – it would be much better if our in-house policies could be

reflected in what was presented.’

Another respondent reported:

‘Every week we have something that runs out and I say to the cook: ‘can you

not double up on that next time and make half of the amount of the other?’ –

but it never happens.’

Other respondents frequently mentioned the frustration of not having enough dining

room attendants on duty:

‘I can’t legally ask people who are members of (teaching) staff to wipe up food

etc., but out of the goodness of our hearts we do it – there should be sufficient

dining staff.’ 

The above respondent in particular was disappointed that as Head Teacher they did not

decide numbers of staff on duty in the dining room and wanted to see (in their words)

more “mopper-upperers” employed in order to ensure a better dining environment for

children and young people.
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Another said:

‘It’s a bone of contention amongst my staff – they don’t have the time

to clean up after the kids – they are there to monitor behaviour.’

There were many positive comments about catering staff working under pressure in

conditions frequently not ideal.  However, Head Teachers wanted a far greater level of

input into the management of the catering operation than was currently open to them.

PPoooorr  DDiinniinngg  EEnnvviirroonnmmeenntt  &&  MMaakkiinngg  SScchhooooll  MMeeaallss  ““CCooooll””

Particularly at secondary school level it was clearly stated that:

‘It’s “cooler” to be seen to eat out at lunchtime – we have to make

school lunches “cool”.’

‘Eating within the school environment is not seen as a “cool thing” to

do by many secondary school people – who vote with their feet and

leave the school gates.’

Some respondents thought that the poor general environment of their dining areas

contributed to this:  

‘The dining hall is often unpleasant – we’ve got to convince kids it’s a

pleasant experience.’

‘If I was being honest I’d have to say it’s horrible – ghastly with horrible

metal windows – it’s absolutely horrible – I wouldn’t want to eat in

there!’

It was frequently mentioned that dining areas were an uncomfortable experience:

‘If you’re asking me how the experience could be improved I’d say it

needs to be more of a social area where it’s easier for the staff to have

lunch with the children.  We need more room where the staff as well

as the children can feel more comfortable.  Currently things are not

good – it’s just rows and rows of foldaway tables.’

And:

‘The ultimate goal is that we have to convince kids it’s a pleasant

environment.’
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Respondents noted that a poor experience of school meals at Junior school level would

mean that as soon as they reached Secondary School level many young people would

immediately choose not to eat a school lunch.

WWoorrkk  wwiitthh  ppaarreennttss

All respondents were adamant that more work needed to be undertaken with parents

around healthy eating:

‘We should be educating parents to “buy into” healthy eating – we’re

not asking for organic fruit – simply a banana instead of a Mars Bar.’

This was particularly the case for Head Teachers from Primary Schools who had

particular concerns about packed-lunches:

‘Some of the lunch boxes are totally inappropriate with a predominance

of sugary sweet items, a packet of crisps and a total lack of fruit.’

‘The lunch boxes are very variable – they go from exceedingly 

bad with white bread and jam to designer breads with designer fillings.’ 

‘The majority of lunch boxes are absolutely appalling with disgusting

processed food.  The amount of processed cheese has to be seen to be

believed.’ 

Another person noted:

‘As for the lunch boxes the kids throw the sandwiches away and eat the

sweets.’

Another said:

‘We can’t be too idealistic – but parents must spend more time and care

in what goes into the lunch boxes.’

One Head Teacher had attempted to address the issue directly:

‘In the monthly newsletters I repeatedly ask them (parents) to respect

the fact that we are a health promoting school – and say ‘please no

sweets or fizzy drinks’.  It works for about a week or so – then it’s back

to how it was before.’
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Many respondents also raised concerns that in relation to a few of the healthier

options:

‘Some of our kids don’t recognise the foods on offer – we’ve asked for

the catering company to come in and do taster sessions.’

However, it was also noted that it will be difficult to encourage young people to eat

the “healthier option” if similar type food is not served in the home environment:

‘Food is related to class and culture.  For me, if the young people don’t

see this sort of thing (healthy food) on the plate at home then I don’t

see them eating it in the school environment.  I have read some of it

(“Hungry for Success”) but I don’t think they recognise the strains

placed on schools.  We have other important topics like drugs, smoking

and exercise – not to mention the process of education.’
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SSeeccoonnddaarryy  SScchhooooll  RRaannkkiinngg  EExxeerrcciissee

Nutritional values are not uppermost in the minds of many young people when

choosing what and where to eat – other factors come into play.

Twelve small groups at Broughton and Craigroyston High Schools (S2, S3, and S4 – six

male and six female groups) were asked to undertake a ranking exercise of their

reasons for buying their lunch at the local shops.  The following list is in order of

priority – number one being the most important factor:

1. Tastier and better choice

2. More time to do what you want

3. Being away from teacher

4. Bit of freedom

5. More food for less money

6. Not having to queue for school dinners

7. It’s better than staying in the dining hall

8. Having money left over

9. Having a cigarette

Their first choice was a “winner” by a considerable margin.  From the perspective of

these young people the school meals were simply not offering what they wanted to eat

– it was lacking in both taste and choice.

A noticeable difference between groups was that the two groups of S2 males voted

“Tastier and Better Choice” at 8 out of 9 and at 6 out of 9.  However, both groups ranked

“Being away from teachers” as their number one reason for leaving the school gates

at lunchtime.

The female groups also mentioned a poor choice/quality of vegetarian food within the

school as another reason to buy their lunch away from the school at lunchtime.
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PPrriimmaarryy  SScchhooooll  

TTiimmee  LLiinnee  EExxeerrcciissee

On a very large sheet of paper which was hung along one of the walls of a classroom,

a time line was drawn representing the lunch break.  This was to help the young people

visualise what we wanted them to talk about.  On the time line they drew or wrote

about their actual lunch break – followed by their “dream” lunch break.

How young people see their actual lunch break

• They said they needed more food – bigger portions

• They wanted more choice

• They do not like to put away their dinner trays

• They would like more time to play

• They thought the food was “ok” but wanted more of it

• “Heat up the food more – it’s not hot enough”

• “Health food looks “disgusting”, make it look better – get fresh ingredients”

• “Dinner ladies hurry us along – too bossy”

• “It is smelly”

• “Food not healthy at all”

• “Not cooked right at all.  Mince has lumps in it and is yuck”

•  “The school lunches are really brilliant – good smell”

• “We get seconds, it’s good”

• “They are healthy and they taste the best”

How young people see their dream lunch break

• Big comfortable seats

• More ice cream and bananas

• Dinner ladies to serve on roller-skates

• Clean cutlery

• Plasma TV, music, radio, sports channels or music channels on TV

• Nicer decoration 

• They said they wanted to eat their lunch in the classrooms

• Dinner ladies to wear Scooby-Doo outfits/football outfits

• Dinner hall painted to look like a rain forest or a football pitch

• No teachers in dining hall – employ “child friendly workers”

• “Hide vegetable in food so that kids who don’t like them won’t know!”

• “Make better food trays”

• They said they would like soup for when it is cold outside

• They would like to have 20-25 minutes to eat their meal without feeling rushed - they

would like the rest of the lunch break to either relax, “chillout” or play outside

• In an ideal world they wanted an hour for lunch – for more playtime outside or for

“chillout” time 
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We also asked the young people what they thought about the famous fast food

establishment (such as McDonalds, KFC and Pizza Hut).  We also asked them about

eating at home.  This is what they told us:

KFC:

• Like the chicken – it’s good food

• Long menu

• We get free toys

• Sometimes you get a meal deal

• Seats are comfortable

• Sometimes there is music playing

• Decoration is ok nothing special

McDonalds

• Like the free toys and sometimes there is a play area with toys and balloons etc

• Like the chips

• Seats are really comfortable and nice looking

• Good selection of food

• Kind people

• Good atmosphere – friendly/no hassle

• Colours of walls are nice

• Portions are good

Pizza Hut

• Really nice attractive food

• Good choice of menu

• Good for vegetable and meat pizza

• Nice people

• Toys are good

• Seats are not bad

• Decoration is quite nice

Their own home:

• Nice home made food

• Mum asks what we want

• Can watch TV

• Can go and sit on our own

• It’s warm

• Don’t really get rushed

• Home cooking

• Quiet

• Couches

£15
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RReeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss

Improving the nutritional value of what young people eat at school – not just within

the school gates – but “down the street” is a complex issue.  Schools are not

responsible for the nutritional value of a sausage roll bought at a local shop or for the

contents of lunch boxes.

There are no quick fixes/remedies.  The task does not belong to any one organisation

or agency:

We need to be honest that, while government can and must lead, schools,

communities, parents and, yes, young people themselves must also play their part.

Susan Deacon MSP for Edinburgh East and Musselburgh, Edinburgh Evening News,

0/2/06 page 12

The following recommendations are addressed to all of the above with this “whole

community approach” to healthy eating in schools in mind.

• The good work, which has resulted from “Hungry for Success” needs to be

maintained and built upon.

• The healthy eating message needs to be maintained and built upon – especially where

parents/carers are concerned.

• A major initiative needs to be urgently undertaken to address the fact that 3 out 4

secondary school children in Edinburgh, and over half of all secondary school

children nationally do not regularly eat school dinners.  WWee  nneeeedd  ttoo  aaddddrreessss  tthhee

nnuuttrriittiioonnaall  vvaalluuee  ooff  wwhhaatt  yyoouunngg  ppeeooppllee  aarree  eeaattiinngg  oouuttssiiddee  tthhee  sscchhooooll  ggaatteess..

• Head Teachers and catering staff need to be able to work in unison to best reflect

health promotion initiatives undertaken in the school.  The lack of direct line

management would appear to be hindering some of the recommendations in “Hungry

for Success”.

• There needs to be an Investment in creating more pleasant dinning areas within

schools (in consultation with all parties).  This may involve an investment in more

creative ways to use existing areas/people where financial restrictions dictate

otherwise.  

Young children need the experience of a pleasant dining environment as well as tasty

and nutritious food.  If they have not have had a poor experience at Junior School it

is likely that they will immediately vote with their feet at Secondary School level

and ignore school meals.

• More consultation with all parties involved is needed.  Young people are fussy

consumers with definite views – and should be consulted at regular intervals about
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school meals (a key recommendation of “Hungry for Success”).  Many commercial

organisations consult with their “consumers” – schools/catering companies might

well be advised to do the same. 

• All parties involved would probably be well advised to examine what it is specifically

(apart from the unhealthy food) which attract young people to the main fast food

restaurants.  Young people clearly place a great deal of attention on their

surroundings when eating – probably at times the surroundings are more important

than the food.  What aspects of the fast food restaurants environment could be

transferred to the school setting in order to encourage young people to eat a healthy

lunch which has been provided by the school itself?

For further copies of the report/information please contact:

The Pilton Partnership

3-11 West Granton Road

Edinburgh

EH5 1HG

Tel: 0131 625 0045

Fax: 0131 625 0043

Email: partners@piltonpartnership.co.uk

Website: www.pitonpartnership.co.uk

……AAnndd  dduurriinngg  tthhee  ttiimmee  wwee  wweerree

uunnddeerrttaakkiinngg  tthhiiss  pprroojjeecctt::

The newspapers have been full of headlines and articles on what you have been reading

about here.  Below are a brief selection (some which relate to England and Wales rather

than Scotland)

TThhee  DDaaiillyy  TTeelleeggrraapphh  44//33//0066 page 3

Headline: Pupils turning their backs on Jamie Oliver’s healthy menus

Extract: “The take-up of school meals has slumped by 15 per cent down to under a

quarter of primary pupils in Gloucestershire.  The drop has alarmed head teachers who

fear they will lose the hot meals service if dwindling numbers make them too

expensive to provide.”

GGuuaarrddiiaann  33//33//0066 page 6

Headline: Ban from September for school junk food – rules to cover cafeterias, tuck

shops and machines.  Proposals are response to Jamie Oliver TV series.
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TThhee  SSuunnddaayy  TTiimmeess  ((SSccoottllaanndd))  55//22//0066

Headline: Pupils turned off by healthy school meals 

Extract: “The school dinner revolution prompted by Jamie Oliver, the celebrity chef,

appears to have had little impact in Scotland, according to a new study that reveals

that half of all secondary pupils have never eaten school meals and only one in 10 does

so every day….The report said that many pupils were rejecting healthier options with

reduced salt and sugar contents because they did not like the taste, turning instead to

snack vans, cafes and take-away shops.  ‘Thus many of the food options bought outside

of school were unhealthy; chip, burgers, and pizzas were popular options.  Pupils also

bought confectionery, crisps and fizzy drinks,’ the report said.”

Edinburgh Evening News 9/2/06

Headline: A long way to go in drive for health

Extract: “The lesson is that we can’t chain kids to the dining hall (especially at

secondary level) but we can make it much more attractive for them to opt for healthy

eating in school rather than a chip roll or pie down the high street.”

EEddiinnbbuurrgghh  EEvveenniinngg  NNeewwss 1122//1122//0055

Front Page Headline: Primary kids obesity shock

Extract: “Tom Ponton the city’s Liberal Democrat health spokesman and chair of the

children and young people’s scrutiny panel said: “One of the things we are looking at

is school catering, which is something which came up after Jamie Oliver’s

involvement down south.  We want to find out exactly what sort of foods the children

are getting and hopefully recommend to the council that healthy eating would be

advisable for everybody”
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