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What is School food: top marks? 

School food: top marks is a school food initiative by the 
Department of Education (DE), the Department of Health, 
Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) and the Public 
Health Agency (PHA).

This programme recognises the important role of schools in 
contributing to childhood nutrition and the development of 
the knowledge and skills necessary to make healthier food choices. As part of this programme there has been 
a range of resources and training provided to schools and key staff groups to support the implementation of 
the nutritional standards for school food and encourage schools to adopt healthier food choices. The magazine 
plans to share the learning from this programme and highlight future work.

Welcome to the first edition of our Food in Schools 
magazine. This magazine aims to keep schools up to date 
with the latest information on what’s happening with 

school food, resources available and an opportunity to share examples 
of how a whole school approach can improve the nutrition and wellbeing 
of pupils and staff. I hope that you find the articles within this magazine 
informative and relative to your school. We want to share ideas and if you 
have any news items, examples of initiatives that have taken place in your 
school which you want to share with others please send them to myself 
at Jennifer.McBratney@hscni.net. Please include photos and also let us 
know your thoughts on this first edition. Jennifer McBratney

Food in Schools Coordinator Public Health Agency
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The Role of the Food in Schools Coordinator

This post is jointly funded by the Department of Health and Social Services and Public Safety and the Department 
of Education.

Jennifer McBratney is a registered Dietitian, and is based at the Public Health Agency in Belfast. Jennifer’s main 
role is to provide expert advice and support to the various Departments on nutrition and health for schools as 
well as providing practical support to the school catering service and schools. Jennifer can be contacted by email 
Jennifer.McBratney@hscni.net or Tel: 028 90311611
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Eve Stewart - Welcome 

I am pleased to contribute to the first edition of BITE magazine.  I hope that you will find it of interest and that 
it will be helpful to you in adopting a whole school approach to all food in school.

I lead the team in the Department of Education which is responsible for 
the development of policies relating to food in schools (including the 
nutritional standards for school lunches and for other food and drinks in 
schools) as well as free school meals.

The Department has been working, for some time, with the Department of 
Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) to draft an overarching 
Food in Schools policy which draws together the range of strategies 
and plans that are being put in place to deliver improved nutrition for 
our school children. It advocates a ‘whole school approach’ to all food 
provided and consumed in schools.

We asked, through a public consultation in 2009, if this was a good 
approach to take and the result was a confident ‘yes’. The draft policy has 
been refined to take account of the comments we received.  The next step 
is to seek Ministerial and Executive approval to the final policy. Subject to 
receipt of this approval, the Department hopes to introduce the policy in 
the 2011/12 school year.

The two Departments have also established a Food in Schools’ Forum, which I chair, to provide strategic 
leadership and guidance on the policy and, in particular, to ensure support for schools in the implementation of 
the nutritional standards, marketing and promotion of the policy and mapping/targeting resources.

Eve Stewart
Chair of the Food in Schools Forum
Department of Education

Summary Report on Food in Schools Research in Northern Ireland 

This research for School food: top marks was carried out in June 2008 and 
gathered views from key groups in over 90 schools across NI.

Over 3,000 pupil, 1,200 parent and nearly 500 teacher and principal 
questionnaires were returned.

It looked at compliance with nutritional standards, knowledge and 
understanding of nutrition and factors that prevent or inhibit dietary behaviour 
change.

The research has highlighted a number of recommendations to aid the 
implementation of the school food: top marks programme.

It can be downloaded from:

http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/Top%20marks%20summary%20report.pdf
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Reward Scheme Reduces Food Waste

In a bid to reduce food waste, NEELB have piloted a 
loyalty card scheme in a few schools in the Coleraine 
Area.

The scheme was started due to food wastage with 
some children eating very little. The aim of the scheme 
is to encourage the children to eat all their lunch and 
also increase their intake of fruit and vegetables.

How it works:

• Each child receives a loyalty card with their name

• If they eat all their lunch they receive a stamp (Mon-Thurs only as Fri is chip day) 

• No clean plate, then no stamp!

• When the card is full the child receives a small gift.

The reward scheme really benefits children who take their lunch more than once per week and early indications show that 
there has been a significant reduction in the amount of food waste with more children finishing their meal.

The  Sugar Babes:
Nutrition Coordinators Report from Around the Education Boards 

The main role of the coordinators is 
to roll out nutritional standards into 
schools, monitor the guidelines in place 
and implement training programmes.

There are 5 coordinators, one per 
board area who provide practical 
hands on help and support to catering 
staff and they also play an active role 
in promoting and marketing the school 
meals service. 

Their aim is to develop a ‘Whole School 
Approach’ by working in partnership 
with school principals, school councils, 
parents and other agencies and health 
professionals. 

Low Salt &@

Nutritional Standards Coordinators Photo (L-R),
Kate Carvill BELB, Elaine McCrystal NEELB, Corinne Robinson WELB, Helen Holland SELB & Christine Cairnduff SEELB

(Report from Elaine McCrystal: NEELB)
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Clocks Forward for a Brighter Breakfast (Report from Corinne Robinson: WELB) 

When the shorter days have ended and every one is looking forward to brighter mornings and longer days 
then changing of the clocks at the end of March kicks off the breakfast season at Christ the King primary school 
in Omagh. Children are invited to bring their Parents/
Grandparents and other Family members to a week of 
fun and good food.  As it is a whole school approach 
lots of the parent committees and teaching staff get 
involved providing games for the children to play and 
decorations for the canteen

While there, parents can enjoy a healthy breakfast with 
their children and find out about the services offered 
in their school canteen.  They can take a copy of the 
lunch time menu and some useful information on how 
to ensure their child is getting a balanced diet to give 
them the energy for those long evenings of play time.

Principal at the school, Ms Ingram said, “This is a great opportunity for parents to experience the wide range of 
food available to their children.  Parents support these events well and all present comment very favourably.”

Deal or No Deal (Report from Christine Cairnduff: SEELB) 

Special promotional packs are being sent out for use in cash cafeterias. 
These packs contain nutritionally balanced menu cards or ‘Meal Deals’ 
as they are known which offer customers a choice of main course and 
dessert all for £2.40.

Catering supervisor at Forthill Integrated College, Karen Brown liaised 
with the school principal, Mrs. Getty and staff to trial some of the meal 
deals. The deals were advertised on the school internet and marketing 
literature was given out to pupils.

A questionnaire was completed to find out 
what the children thought of the meal deal 
and if they would buy it again.

Overall the feedback from pupils was 
very encouraging and the scheme is set to 
continue in the autumn term.
photo: Forthill Integrated College, Names left to right
Kathryn Lathe, Ann Mayes, Wilma Wilson,
Aimee McDermott, Jack Hanna, Karen Brown,
Anne-Marie Curran

A Whole School Approach from Around the Boards
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Theme Days

Pirate Theme @ Mitchell House

Mitchell House Special school were keen to promote 
theme days to encourage more children into the dining 
hall. One of the themes ‘Pirates Day’ was organised 
by Jill Watson, catering supervisor at Knocknagoney 
whom supply the meals to Mitchell House. As a special 
treat the children got to dress up for the day as pirates 
who feasted on a choice of dishes from the themed 
menu. The school council was a great source of help 
and support and staff used the promotional theme 
packs to dress up and deck out the dining hall with 
coloured bunting, posters and pirate paraphernalia. 
Theme packs are available from your Board catering 
department.

          Photo (L-R) Jill Watson: Supervisor at Knocknagoney and
          Toni Gourley & Mandy Stevenson: catering assistants at

          Mitchell House Special School.

Teddy Bear Picnic @ Harding Memorial

As a result of attending a school council meeting at one 
of her exporting schools, catering supervisor Elaine 
McAvoy was asked by the primary children at Harding 
Memorial if they could hold a Teddy Bear picnic day. 
Elaine was delighted to oblige and so children got to 
bring their favourite teddy bear to school for the day. 
Unfortunately as it was lunch time there wasn’t any 
porridge on the menu but the children were treated 
to a tasty picnic lunch.

‘Back to Basics’ Practical Cookery 

Cooks and supervisors in SELB were brought together over four 
days in June for practical cookery training. The main aim of the 
course was to bring the cooking concept back to basics by focusing 
on traditional homemade dishes that were deliberately chosen 
to enhance training outcomes. The course covered a variety 
of standardised recipes including shepherds pie, leek & potato 
soup, whole meal bread, Irish stew and roast vegetables. In the 
afternoon the group came together to report back on the recipes, 
cooking methods, service and any hints or tips they learnt during 
the day. Feedback from attendees was very positive and everyone 
felt the day was extremely beneficial and they requested similar 
training on an annual basis. Photo left to right are:

Heather Bicker, Elizabeth Anderson & Julie Ann Greenaway.

A Whole School Approach from Around the Boards

(Report from Kate Carvill: BELB)

(Report from Helen Holland: SEELB)



Bite: Food in Schools magazine

The Northern Ireland Audit Office Report (NIAO) –
Promoting Good Nutrition through Healthy School Meals

The NIAO published its report on the introduction and implementation of the nutritional standards for school 
lunches and other food in schools on 16 March 2011.

It looked at a number of inter-related issues including how well the standards were being met, barriers faced in 
serving nutritious food and encouraging pupils to make healthy eating choices, progress in developing a whole 
school approach to healthy eating and the adequacy of measures put in place to increase the uptake of school 
meals including free school meals.

The report made a number of recommendations which are currently being considered by the Department and 
the Education and Library Boards.  It is available to download from the NIAO website at:

www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/pubs/onereport.asp?arc=False&id=277&dm=0&dy=0

Are you packing a healthy lunch?

Last year all primary and special schools received copies of a PHA/safefood parent leaflet giving practical tips 
and ideas for a healthier lunchbox. For the start of the new school year copies are available for new pupils 
through your local health promotion service. 

Contact:

BELB and SEELB  
Communication, Resource and Information Service

Dorothy Gardiner Building, Knockbracken Healthcare Park,

Saintfield Road, Belfast

Tel: 028 9056 3770

NEELB
Health Improvement, Spruce House, Cushendall House, Ballymena

Tel: 028 3741 2887

WELB
Health Promotion Department, Maple Villa, Gransha Park, Londonderry

Tel: 028 7186 5157

SELB
Promoting Wellbeing Team, St Lukes Hospital, Armagh

Tel: 028 3741 2887
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The New Food Hygiene Rating System  

Eat Taste and Grow 

In June the Public Health Agency (PHA) 
and Safefood officially launched Eat, 
Taste and Grow, a new interactive 
curriculum based education resource to 
help increase awareness among primary 
school children of the origins of their 
food, local produce and the role this 
plays in healthy eating.

This free teacher-led CD-ROM resource 
will be sent to every primary school 
across Northern Ireland in September 
2011 and will help increase awareness 
among primary school children of the 
origins of their food and local produce, 
and the role this plays in healthy eating.  It can also be viewed at www.safefood.eu/EatTasteGrow

How will customers find out about ratings?

A new food hygiene rating system has been introduced province wide replacing the old Scores on the Doors 
rating system. This new system is run by local authorities in England, Wales and Northern Ireland in partnership 
with the Food Standards Agency. 

Each business is given a ‘hygiene rating’ when it is inspected by a food safety officer from the business’s local 
authority. The hygiene rating shows how closely the business is meeting the requirements of food hygiene law. 

• How hygienically the food is handled – how it is prepared, cooked, reheated, cooled and stored

• The condition of the structure of the buildings – the cleanliness, layout, lighting, ventilation and   
 other facilities

• How the business manages and records what it does to make sure food is safe

At the end of the inspection, the business is given 
one of the six ratings. The top rating of ‘5’ means that 
the business was found to have ‘very good’ hygiene 
standards.

Any business should be able to reach this top rating.
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The Northern Ireland School Caterers Association (NISCA) was formed in January 2002 to promote Education Catering in 
Northern Ireland.  It includes representatives from the five Education and Library Boards, voluntary grammar schools and 
suppliers. The founding chairperson was Anne Campbell, Catering Manager, North Eastern Education and Library Board 
(NEELB) 

The aims of NISCA are to:

• Promote consistent standards of professionalism at all levels of school catering.
• To be a regional consultative body to NI Assembly/Government.
• To develop school catering in order to meet the ever changing and challenging demands.
• To provide a Forum for discussion on matters relating to School Catering in
 Northern Ireland.

The association organised an number of events and activities to achieve it’s aims:

 

Janet McAlister
Current NISCA Chairperson

• Cookery Demonstrations
• Cookery Competitions

• Social Events - Supporting Charities
• “Mums the Word” (Cookery Book)

• Awards Ceremony
• Training Events

• Trade Shows
• Visits to Suppliers

NISCA Awards Ceremony
NISCA also has a role in championing the part played by school 
caterers who are committed to continuous improvement of 
our services through consultation with service users. A ‘Whole 
School Approach’ is key to our strategy for healthy schools, 
therefore we work in partnership with principals, pupils and 
parents to provide a nutritionally balanced meal and support 
children on making healthy choices well into adulthood. 
The awards are an acknowledgement and celebration of 
school caterers at primary school, post primary school and 
management level who have clearly demonstrated their 
commitment to continuous service development within their 
particular school or area. 

Each board area puts forward their nominations for each 
category (5 in all) and then a panel of judges decides on the 
finalists. The decision is kept confidential and the overall 
winners are announced on the night of the awards. At the 
2010 Awards Ceremony, catering services at the Southern 
Education Board (SELB) achieved an impressive hat trick 
winning three categrories, namely:

• Bronte Primary School (Primary School Kitchen of the Year)
• Killicomaine Junior High (Post Primary School Kitchen of the Year)
• Miriam Lavery (Lifetime Achievement Award)

(Photo: Killicomaine Junior High, winners of the Post Primary Category 
- from left to right) 

Anne Campbell (Former NISCA Chair), Sandra Tweedie (Cook),
Veronica Woods (Area Manager), Alison Gray (Unit Supervisor),

Sarah Kelly (O'Kane Foodservice) Sponsor of the Category and
Sean Crummey (compere)

NISCA Awards Ceremony
The awards ceremony is an opportunity to recognize the hard work and commitment of 
our school catering staff across the region. To achieve ‘School Kitchen of the Year’ award, 
the catering team work with their school to submit an entry to showcase a ‘whole school 
approach’. The next awards are due to take place at the Belfast City Hall in October 2012.


