
 
    

School dinners 
 

Ask anyone over sixty about their memories of school dinners and they are likely 
to reply tapioca frog’s spawn, grey cabbage and gristly mince. Ask anyone 
under twenty five and they are likely to say ‘Turkey twizzlers’, chips and fizzy 
drinks. In fact, ‘bad’ school dinners have been a rite of passage for generations. 
But where ‘bad’ once referred to tasteless and unappetising food, ‘bad’ has 
come to mean unhealthy, processed and packaged food. 
 
Jamie’s dinners 
 
School dinners became an issue of national concern following the campaign by 
television chef Jamie Oliver in 2005. In 2006 the government, reacting to this 
campaign and to statistics about rising obesity in children, officially banned ‘low 
quality’ meat, chocolate and fizzy drinks from school dinners. There are now 
plans to extend the rules governing food in schools to vending machines and 
tuck shops. It is likely that anyone attending school after 2006, when asked to 
describe school dinners, will say fruit, salads, pasta and water. These changes, 
though welcomed by many, including health campaigners, parents and caterers, 
have not been without problems. Some pupils and parents feel the changes 
have been too sudden, and in many areas the uptake of school dinners has 
declined significantly enough to threaten their economic viability. 
 
Early dinners 
 
The politics governing school dinners may be controversial today but it was 
controversy that brought school dinners into being in the first place. The 
nation’s poor health was brought to the attention of the government at the 
outbreak of the Boer war in 1899 when 40% of volunteers were rejected on the 
grounds of ill health and malnutrition. In the early 20th century, over 350 
voluntary organisations were established to provide free food for 
undernourished children, and in 1907 the Liberal government passed the 
‘Provision of Meal Act’ which gave permission to schools to supply students with 
meals. By 1920, one million children were receiving school dinners, and in 1934 
the ‘Milk in Schools’ scheme was supplying a third of a pint of milk a day to 
50% of primary school children at little or no cost. 
 
In the 1970s, the government cut the school meal budget by almost 50% and, 
consequently, many school authorities outsourced school food preparation to 
mass catering providers. This has been blamed for the increasing lack of cookery 
skills in the school catering sector, and for the reliance of schools on convenient, 
pre-prepared food which has led to the current crisis in school food.  
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