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JANUARY 2016 – CHALLENGE OUTLINED
Towerbank Parent Council were tasked by the school to partner them in looking at how school
lunches can be improved. The Parent Council visited the school during lunchtime service, noted
schools concerns and areas they wished to improve and requested a meeting with City of Edinburgh
Council to get things started.
APRIL 2016 – FIRST STEPS WITH THE COUNCIL

Towerbank Parent Council, Joyce Gilmour and Norine Langlands met with representatives of City of
Edinburgh Council (CEC) to scope out what influence they can have on school lunches and presented a
general picture of what improvements needed to be made to the food delivered to Towerbank. We
agreed that the Parent Council would conduct a thorough review of school lunches and set a time to
feedback to the CEC team.
MAY 2016 – RESEARCH

Towerbank Food Focus group convened by the Parent Council conduct three weeks of research at
school. The main areas of focus were: food quality (taste, appearance, serving temperature, texture);
waste (portion sizes, food left in serveries, food that ends up in the bin); general dining experience
(noise, pace of service, communication with serving staff, general atmosphere). The group worked on
a set of research areas for every pair of parents attending lunch to respond to, ensuring consistent
feedback. Two people attended lunch service every day for a three-week menu cycle. We also visited a
school with a cooking kitchen to compare what the children were eating there.
The results of the research form part of an extensive report into school dinners at Towerbank. For the
original 28-page report see the Towerbank School Dinners Report to CEC posted alongside this
summary. An outline of our findings is included at the end of this summary.
JUNE 2016 – PRESENTATION TO THE COUNCIL

Following our research and preparation of the report, the Parent Council presented findings to the
CEC. The supervising cook from Portobello High, Facilities Superviser, Facilities Area Manager and
Development Officer (Health and Nutrition) all attended.

Presentation of this report was followed up almost immediately by a further meeting with Susan
Brown, Area Facilities Manager, Resources. She takes on the challenge of improving food at
Towerbank.
JUNE 2016 – IMMEDIATE CHANGES

As a result of the report, the following changes were made before the summer break this year:
-

Chilled areas were introduced to the serveries
Serveries were re-organised to ensure that food remained hot throughout service
Bread portions were significantly reduced and only offered after a main meal
Portion sizes were adjusted to match age and appetite and the ordering process reviewed to
reduce the amount of food supplied
Mixed vegetables and milk were removed from the menu
Fruit was presented differently and the variety available increased (melon, berries and a variety
of whole fruits replaced standard mixed fruit)
Salad was presented as crudité in pots rather than large mixed platters.

Significantly, a new superviser was recruited to manage the Towerbank serving team on-site. She
made immediate changes in the way processes were managed at school and initiated more effective
reporting back on any ongoing issues to the central kitchen.
AUGUST 2016 – CONTINUED IMPROVEMENTS

The Food Focus team met with Susan Brown after the summer break to look at continued
development of the food supplied to Towerbank. The school reported a significant improvement in all
the meals supplied to the school driven by a renewed focus on quality preparation and cooking at the
High School and better systems in place on site.
Any improvements in food were taking place alongside building works and re-organisation of the
dining space itself, so this was something of a holding phase.
SEPTEMBER – PARENT COUNCIL REVISIT

The Food Focus group revisited the school for lunch prior to further meetings with CEC. We found a
very different picture. The presentation of the food was changed beyond recognition, with a wide
variety and good quality of fruit and salad on offer, small portions of bread and far more appetising
main meals. The pizza was round, wholemeal and tasted great! The school reported a much greater
take up of fruit and vegetables and significantly reduced waste.
However, the pasta was still overcooked and unappealing and highlighted continued issues resulting
from having to transport food to the school.
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Salad vegetables and fruit at Towerbank September 2016

OCTOBER / NOVEMBER – LATEST DEVELOPMENTS
Now that we have reached a more acceptable standard of food at the school we are looking at refinements to
make it outstanding. The latest developments are:
-

-

-

The recruitment of nine more staff at Portobello High School so there are now two catering teams, one
cooking for Portobello High School and the other for Towerbank Primary exclusively.
Review of the menu for primary schools involving parents at Towerbank who have been part of the
Food Focus group (scheduled for early next year). We would still like to see adaptations to menus for
non-cooking schools that account for the deterioration of food when transported.
More delivery equipment has been purchased so that food is transported in smaller quantities and is not
affected by steam / moisture in transit.
£20,000 funding has been secured by Susan Brown at the CEC to create a new entrance to the school
from Beach Lane using the existing gateway and floor to ceiling window. This will allow deliveries to
take place without disruption to the use of the playground (currently out of bounds when food is
delivered and catering equipment is collected after lunch service). This will also allow staggered
deliveries so both first and second service have freshly cooked food. Because of conservation area
issues and warrants we do not expect this before next summer break but it is being pursued.
Continued training and supervision of serving staff on site to ensure the preparation and serving of the
food is calm, efficient and friendly and that the dining experience is a pleasant one. This has also meant
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-

that teaching staff and the senior management team can ease off on the role they play in making sure
school lunches run smoothly, though they will still be involved in lunch service.
A fridge is on order to use for storing whole fruit and baked potato fillings, and possibly other items
such as yoghurts, reducing waste and the need to transport food back to the High School after service.
Creation of a changing room and storage area (shared with the after-school club) for all the serving staff
so they have somewhere to keep their belongings whilst working.
Ongoing investigations into washing some of the heavier kitchen items off-site or out-with food service
times to minimise noise and disruption to dining.
Discussions between the school and the council are ongoing as to how the noise in the dining hall can
be minimised and what is planned next to make the dining environment pleasant for the children.

NEXT STEPS – CONTINUED REVIEW
The Food Focus group will continue to talk to the school and the CEC about developments in school dining. We
are planning another three-week research period in January to review the improvements in food and look at
any areas that still require attention.
WHO ARE THE FOOD FOCUS GROUP?
This project has been carried out by Andrea Barlow, Trudy McPherson and Onyema Ibe on behalf of the Parent
Council, partnering Joyce Gilmour, Norine Langlands and Trish Morrison at the school. We were joined by the
research team of Ruth Jays, Joanne Macaulay, Isabelle Ouvrard, Caroline Rennie, Kristina Robb and Lesley
Lawrie. Thanks to everyone for their time and effort which has made an enormous difference to the food our
children eat at school.
QUESTIONS OR MORE INFORMATION?
If you would like to know more about the school dinners work or the Food Focus group, or would be interested
in getting involved in the next phase of the project, please contact Andrea Barlow at
barleymowrites@outlook.com.
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OUTLINE OF REPORT FINDINGS

On starting research, we were aware that there were issues with the school meals and had listened to
anecdotal accounts from our children and from school staff. However, most parents involved reported
being shocked at the quality of the food, how little the children ate and the sheer volume of waste that
was generated.
Although some meals tasted fine, most looked unappealing. There were several food groups that
looked attractive to the adults, but were unpopular with the children; salad and soup for example.
MANY OF THE MENU OPTIONS DO NOT TRAVEL WELL, MEANING APPEARANCE, TASTE AND
TEXTURE SUFFER.

Burnt vegetarian meatballs in a watery sauce, chicken casserole with a texture like soup & black jacket potatoes

The biggest challenge in serving meals at Towerbank is that they are made elsewhere and brought to
school. Whilst the menu that parents and children are choosing from sounds appetising, the actual
dishes that are presented do not deliver on this. This was certainly true based on what we ate and
observed on the days we visited school, but, and most importantly, was frequently echoed by the
children we spoke to. Whilst they, or their parents, may make choices based on the menu they think
they will like, the actual meals do not meet their expectations.
“pasta overcooked to the point of being mushy and blended with the sauce, which was extremely thick.
Very stodgy. Texture and appearance not pleasant and burnt on the top.”
Feedback from parent in research group

The menu for Edinburgh schools supplied by Edinburgh Catering is the same regardless of whether
the meals are cooked on site or transported from another kitchen. It appears no allowances have been
made for the transport process. This means that pasta and vegetables are overcooked, the meat in
casseroles tends to have disintegrated, changing the texture of the meal and making it more like soup,
and dishes that come with a sauce or a gravy tend to be watery as they have sat in steam. Potatoes
that may start off crispy are soggy. On more than one occasion food has been lukewarm or too cold to
eat.
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“… the pasta on the other hand was disgusting. It was congealed, cold and totally horrible. Had the
consistency of Pritt Stick…”
Feedback from parent in research group.
HOT FOOD SOMETIMES DOESN’T STAY HOT AND COLD FOOD DOESN’T STAY COLD.

Once the food has arrived there is a heated servery for the metal containers to sit in but no facility to
keep anything cool, like the jacket potato fillings, the drinks, desserts like jelly and ice cream or keep
liquids like soup or custard warm. The result is that these foods, that need their temperature
maintained, lose their consistency, e.g. the ice cream melts, the grated cheese starts to sweat and
clump together and the soup is
served lukewarm. Again this means
that the food is very unattractive
and unappetising.
“the soup was chunky veg. It could
not be kept on the hot plate as no
space. Looked ok but most children
would prefer smooth soup?”
“[the potato] tasted ok, soft and
fluffy, but was cold”
Feedback from parents in research
group

“Lentil soup was like a watery version
of Heinz soup. It wasn’t very warm”
Feedback from parent researcher.
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PRESENTATION IS POOR

In general, the food does not look appealing. The processing that takes place on site lacks imagination
and is not done with children’s expectations or preferences in mind. The focus appears to be on
moving food in quantity, rather than preparing meals for eating.

“Rice mixed with sweetcorn and peas. Very boring looking dish! My son had five spoons full and then left
to play. It actually shocked me how little he ate!”
Feedback from parent researcher
The current situation is a result of a combination of factors. The limited facilities are debilitating and
constrain the activities of the dining staff. They have no connection with the food as they have not
cooked or prepared it, merely unloaded it, so it appears that there is no enthusiasm to try and make it
more appealing. They have little or no guidance on how to present the food and then also appear to
lack the autonomy to make decisions on how it could be presented. We asked staff why, for instance,
they cut fruit up but left the core, skin and pips in it, with the response, “I don’t know, we’ve always
done it that way”. On the final research day, we asked the staff, on this one occasion, to keep the
clementines and apples intact to see if more pupils chose it, but they said they had to cut it up.
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Often, children are unable to see what is available as it is in large trays or tubs above their eye level, or
stacked on crowded surfaces. The display of food is not designed with them in mind. This is, in part,
due to limitations in space, but mainly because the importance of the pupils’ experience appears to
have been overlooked.
THE PORTION SIZES DO NOT ACCOUNT FOR AGE OR APPETITE.

Our observations showed that everyone was served the same amount, regardless of their age or
appetite. This was especially true of vegetables and cake. The full menu is served as standard with few
exceptions and too much food was often put on the younger children’s plates. This can be daunting
and off-putting and the children regularly commented “that they couldn’t manage it”. From speaking
to the serving staff, they seem to believe that it is council policy to serve a full menu of the same
portion size, yet the school advises them to listen to the children and serve accordingly. There needs
to be consistency of approach. Inevitably, serving too much also means that a lot of the food goes
from plate to bucket, as shown in the later section.
VEGETABLES ARE UNAPPEALING

The vegetables served suffer from being cooked and then kept warm for long periods of time.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the vegetables are prepared and cooked as early as 9am (they are
loaded on the van at 10.30am and not served until 12 at the earliest). The nutritional content of the
food after such a period of time must be questioned.

The vegetable accompaniment does not always seem to match the main dish – for instance mixed
vegetables served with pizza or carrots with curry – making these unusual combinations appear like a
box-ticking exercise to cover all the required food groups rather than a well-considered plate of food.
Mixed vegetables (of carrots, peas, sweetcorn and runner beans) were served several times during the
three weeks we ate at school. These were universally unpopular and nearly all went in the bucket.
Children are often put off by mixing food – they might eat separate elements – and not many children
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enjoy broad or runner beans. It is important that menus are designed for children to eat and not older
people.
FRUIT AND SALADS ARE NOT POPULAR BECAUSE OF THE WAY THEY ARE PRESENTED

Fruit is prepared in the same way every day: it is supplied whole, then cut into chunks with the skin
and core left in. The fruit supplied is generally the same few varieties: plums, apples, pears and
bananas. The fruit is then mixed in a large bowl. By the time service starts it is brown. Children do
sometimes take a few portions but we rarely saw it being eaten. Fruit did not seem to be used as a part
of any other dessert option (jelly or cake for example) so when a more appealing (and less healthy)
dessert was offered to the children naturally they took it.
Examples of salad left at end of service, about to be thrown away and two salads ready to serve.

The salads look at lot nicer (to the adult eye) but they are not popular with the children. The bulk of
the salad is made up of lettuce which, based on our observations and comments from the children and
serving staff, very few children eat. The problem of not being able to see the food is particularly
pertinent here as it is beyond most of the younger children’s line of sight.

CHILDREN EAT ONLY PART OF THEIR MAIN MEAL AND FILL UP ON BREAD AND DRINK.

Although for most children school lunch is a hindrance to playtime and they will eat as fast as they can
and then go outside, this does not mean they should not be getting a decent meal.
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We observed many children eating the protein part of the meal and leaving their fruit, vegetables and
carbs. This is, in part, because supervising what every child eats (or does not eat), is impossible given
the volume of children, but it is also down to the lack of appeal of the meal itself and the abundant
availability of bread in large portions. Instead of having bread to supplement their main meal if they
were still hungry, many children were observed taking bread as a portable snack into the playground.
On days that cake or sweet desserts were served, children were often eating these first or instead of
their main course.
“Lots of the kids took extra bread. Some kids seem to eat nothing but the bread. None of them wanted
the lettuce based salad”. Many who take the potato eat the filling only and leave the actual potato but
supplement with bread”.
Feedback from parent researcher
“Many children left their main course and took a slice of bread and a piece of cake into the playground
with them…most children did not take custard so they could take the cake outside”.
Feedback from parent researcher

CHILDREN ARE NOT DRINKING ENOUGH

Most children chose a cup of water to accompany their meal. The supporting staff were very good at
ensuring they took a drink. However, not many actually drank their water. Pupils that did and wanted
a second drink were observed as being reluctant to ask for one. They have sometimes been
discouraged from leaving the table mid-meal or helping themselves. This is understandable given the
volume of children and the speed of turnaround in the kitchen, but nonetheless needs to be noted and
addressed.
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Milk is served in cartons and is far less popular. Although it is cold at the beginning of service it is not
refrigerated and can be warm towards the end. A lot of children took milk and had a couple of sips
before discarding an almost-full carton. Several litres of milk are poured down the sink every day.
A SIGNIFICANT AMOUNT OF WASTE IS GENERATED EVERY DAY

“There was rarely a clean plate… some of the younger children ate nothing, maybe a piece of bread or half
of the mousse.”
Feedback from parent researcher

“Not one of the 80 children I observed finished their chicken curry. Most ate less than half.”
Feedback from parent researcher

Uneaten meals that were thrown away

Apart from pizza day, in which nearly all main meals were served (though not necessarily eaten), the
waste was very high. Between 5 and 6 large black bags of waste (mostly food rather than packaging)
are collected every day at the end of service, not including the food left in the serveries that has not
been served.
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Although there is a manifest with the number of meals for each option there was always a lot of food
remaining. Whilst some of this could be due to pupil absence, the volume of unserved food calls into
question the accuracy of the process and the extent to which the oversupply of food is being reported
back to the kitchen.

Food left in the servery and bags of food waste

This food is not recycled and instead treated like general waste. It seems that too much food is always
supplied (both for service and per portion), and that because of the issues of food quality,
presentation, portion size and dining culture, a lot of food is not being eaten and going to waste.
In order to quantify the amount of waste and understand the cost of wasted food, on one observation
day, the parents focused on carefully observing the amount of waste.
We calculated that on one day of service, where 2/3 of the food on most children’s plates was uneaten,
the cost was equivalent to almost £150.
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