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Abstract

School food policy sets ambitious targets for improving child health and wellbeing
through the provision of a nutritionally balanced school lunch, but there is very little
evidence that policy and legislation designed to improve the quality of school food is
having a positive impact on either the number of children choosing a school meal, or on
improving children’s health. This paper reports on findings from an institutional
ethnography carried out in three UK primary schools between 2017 and 2019 to explore
the issue of low meal uptake. It discusses the spatial issues that school food workers
reported as impacting upon their work and traces these issues to a divergence between
school food policies and building design processes. It concludes with recommendations
for policy makers to reconsider the spatial implications of school food policies that seek
to increase uptake, and to work with the accounts of school food workers to improve
policy impact.

Keywords: school food, policy design, practice theory, institutional ethnography, school
kitchens.

Introduction

The policy environment surrounding school food is a complex and demanding one, in
which a meal served to children at lunchtime is framed as an essential factor mitigating
population health inequalities, as well as being important in the social development of
children and young people (Mazarello et al., 2015; Impact on Urban Health, 2022;
lllgkken et al., 2021; Adamson et al.,, 2013; School Food Plan, 2014). The work of
delivering effective school food policy rests upon a number of assumptions, including the
capacity of the current system to deliver a wide range of healthy and appealing choices
and respond to the policy aspiration of increased uptake (Department for Education,
2023; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013). The people who are tasked with delivering these
increasingly complex and demanding policy promises are primarily
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school cooks and lunchtime supervisors working within resource allocations over which
they have very little control.

This paper reports on findings from an institutional ethnography carried out in three
UK primary schools between 2017 and 2019 which set out to explore the issue of low
uptake, particularly amongst children entitled to a free school meal. An objective of my
research was to identify the barriers to successful policy application and make
recommendations that could support improved policy impact.

The project identified a number of factors that were impacting meal uptake, including
a lack of familiarity with the food on offer, and a preference for packed lunches brought
in from home (Hawkins and Rundle, forthcoming) and pressures of delivering the
aspirations of school food policy within the kitchen and dining spaces available. This
paper reports on findings that relate specifically to the design and use of kitchen and
dining space, and how these were found to shape the practice of school lunch. In
focusing upon this specific area of findings | hope to make a clear argument for improving
the design process for school kitchen and dining spaces, but in doing so | also
acknowledge that the research identified other factors shaping meal uptake and impact
that are discussed elsewhere (Hawkins, forthcoming; Hawkins and Rundle, forthcoming).

The practice of school lunch includes the work to design, promote, cook, serve, and
eat the food. Practice theory as a conceptual lens encourages a focus upon the
materiality of the local environment, exploring how spaces, as well as cultures, shape
the performance of the practices (Vihalemm et al., 2015). This approach has been used
to explore the evolution of home heating and daily travel practices as new ways of
understanding barriers to adopting more environmentally sustainable behaviours (Shove
et al., 2012; Batel et al., 2016).

The research framed school lunch as a complex social practice, something that many
people identify with as a concept, often built upon their own experience of school meals
and the presentation of the practice in popular culture (Vilhalemm et al., 2015). For
example, in Norway, the norm is for children to bring in a packed lunch from home and
eat it at individual desks (lligkken et al., 2021), whereas in the USA pupils queue and
select from a range of (usually heavily processed) food options and eat at communal
tables, a practice commonly depicted in popular culture (Best, 2017). In the UK
depending upon when you went to primary school, you may remember school lunch as a
single meal option being served onto a plate at your table, or from a service hatch, or
being able to select from a range of meal options or bringing in a packed lunch from
home (Rose et al., 2019).

School lunch is subject to variations in the way that the practice is performed in
different contexts, often managing competing narrative assumptions and policy
directives around what good food choices and behaviours are. These variations will
include: how food is provided (by the school or brought in from home); what variety of
food is offered (if any) and how selections are managed; how meals are paid for; what
kinds of food and drinks are permitted and acceptable for consumption in school; where
and when lunch is consumed in school; how seating is arranged, and how food is served
and eaten. The practice is more than the food, it encompasses the norms, patterns,
processes and emotions connected with the practice, and whilst these can be unified
under the heading ‘school lunch’, the memories and associations that this term triggers
will vary depending upon individual experience and memory.

Viewing school lunch through a practice lens allows for the exploration of how the
practice has evolved over time, and what forces have shaped this morphology. Seeing
practices as dynamic and contextual recognises that there will be differences between
the official account of school lunch found in policy and research-and the way that it
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happens in different places at different times. In the case of school lunch there is
compelling evidence that the primary task of improving children’s dietary health is having
limited success, particularly when looking for long-term indicators of improved diet or
health (d'Angelo et al., 2020; Kitchen et al., 2010; Black et al., 2017) and that the school
meals service is struggling to win customers in a competitive environment, whilst also
adhering to statutory nutritional standards. For the school meal service to remain viable
it is essential that the majority of children take up the option of a school lunch in order
for economies of scale to be felt, and yet many school meals services are struggling to
compete with packed lunches brought from home (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013; Stevens
etal.,, 2013).

This work makes a unique empirical contribution to the understanding of school food
policy implementation from the perspective of school food workers whose accounts and
experiences are almost entirely missing from school food policy and research. As the
people delivering these policies at the front line, these perspectives can make a valuable
contribution to knowledge, especially when trying to understand why policies are not
having the desired impact. The majority of existing school food research focuses upon
the nutritional rationale for school meal uptake (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013; Food
Foundation, 2022; Impact on Urban Health, 2022), in particular how school lunches are
healthier than packed lunches (Parnham et al., 2022; Andersen et al., 2015). There is
very little research that explores the design and use of spaces used in the preparation,
service, and consumption of school meals, or that considers these spatial factors as
contributors to the evolution of the practice. My work seeks to map the power dynamics
that are shaping practices, and to identify meaningful intervention points that could
support improved levels of uptake of school meals. This paper concludes by drawing
upon the experiences of school food workers to provide policy recommendations to help
achieve desired levels of school meal uptake.

Literature review
Power in Practices

This study talks about the practice of school lunch and in doing so adopts a practice
theory frame. Practice theory offers a compelling challenge to dominant theories about
the drivers of human action, and in particular the drivers of consumer ‘behaviour’ that
represent a significant body of academic work and, crucially, continue to dominate policy
development (Shove, 2010). Practice theory as a challenge to the ‘behaviour change’
paradigm requires a reorientation of focus, away from the individual as a lone agent
making individualised decisions informed by knowledge of and attitudes towards
available choices. Instead, it suggests that the central topic of enquiry should be ‘social
practices ordered across time and space’ (Giddens, 1984: pp. 2-3). The recognition that
practices are dynamic makes practice theory such a useful way of exploring how change
takes place in everyday life (Shove et al., 2012), and in the context of this research, how
the practice of preparing and serving a school lunch has changed over time.

Whilst practice theory has been instrumental in challenging individualised
approaches such as theories of planned behaviour, social marketing, and ‘nudge’
(structuring options so that a particular choice is prioritised), it is acknowledged that it
does not adequately account for the role that ‘power’ plays in shaping social practices
(Watson, 2014; Vihalemm et al., 2015). Power within an institutional context such as
school food can be identified in the processes that feel remote to workers on the front
line. For example, the policies and processes that determine school kitchen design can
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be experienced by school kitchen staff negatively, making their work harder, yet they feel
powerless to influence these processes.

Many studies that focus upon the ways in which the social organisation of everyday
life works to reproduce inequality recognise that it is important to identify (and in most
cases, challenge) what are variously described as ‘structures of power’ (Cahill, 2007: p.
279, Weis and Fine, 2012: p. 173), ‘ruling relations’ (Smith, 2008), and ‘spatial
embeddedness of power (Kesby, 2007: p. 2827), processes which are argued to
reproduce ‘circuits of dispossession and privilege’ (Weis and Fine, 2012: p. 187). An
example of this would be Dorothy Smith’s study of the extent to which Canadian
elementary schools relied upon the unpaid work of mothers to support the work of the
school, and the disadvantages experienced by children whose mothers were involved
with paid work that precluded this (Smith, 2005). IE is deployed here not only as a
method for exploring hidden work, but also as a way of foregrounding the power that
institutional (and other) processes exert to shape how work is done.

School Food: the UK Policy Context

School meals emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as a philanthropic response to
concerns about the poor physical health caused by malnutrition in the nation’s children.
It remained a fragmented and localised provision until 1941 when the first national
school meals policy and nutritional standards were launched. The Education Act of 1944
made provision of school meals a duty of all Local Education Authorities (LEAs) with the
full net cost being met by Government from 1947. A standard charge was introduced for
meals in the 1950s and full financial responsibility for the delivery of a school meals
service passed to LEAs in 1967 (Evans and Harper, 2009).

School food in the UK was deregulated in the 1980s which meant that the provision
of school meals was no longer a statutory obligation required of LEAs. Nutritional
standards were abolished, as was the fixed national price of a school meal (UNISON,
2005). In response to this cost-cutting measure, some LEAs stopped providing a catering
service. In 1986 free school meals were limited to children whose parents received
means-tested benefits and in 1988 the Local Government Act was passed which
required LEAs to put the meals service out to competitive tender. This ‘lowest bid wins’
approach prioritised economic efficiency over nutritional quality, with predictably
detrimental impact upon the latter (Rose et al., 2019).

In response to concerns that this process had a harmful effect upon the quality and
uptake of school meals, since 2000 each UK country has reintroduced food standards
on either a voluntary or compulsory basis. School food in England is regulated by ‘The
Requirements for School Food Regulation 2014’ a statutory instrument which came into
force in 2015, and which sets out the nutritional standards for the food provided in the
majority of schools in England; grant-maintained or ‘private’ schools are excluded from
this legislation (UK Government, 2014; School Food Plan, 2014).

The 'Requirements for School Food Regulation 2014’ has been supported by a
number of guidance documents since its publication. Current guidance states that:

A great school food culture improves children’s health and academic performance.
Increasing the take-up of school meals is also better for your school’s finances. A
half-empty dining hall - like a half-empty restaurant - is certain to lose
money...Your school has a unique role to help children learn and develop good
healthy eating habits for life, creating happier, healthier adults of the future
(Department for Education, 2023).
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Compliance with current school food standards, although a statutory requirement for
all state-funded primary schools, is not systematically monitored, although school food
culture more broadly is now being inspected by OFSTED (Department for Education,
2023). Whilst there is a significant body of work discussing the implementation and
evaluation of school food standards prior to 2011 (Nelson et al., 2012; Gray, 2008;
Adamson et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2016), there have been no studies into the impact
of the 2014 standards, or the experience of those tasked with delivering them.

Since deregulation in the 1980s when school meals services stopped being a
statutory requirement, and competitive tendering for services was introduced, school
meals services are also subject to market conditions and can provide an important
revenue stream for schools (Devi et al., 2010). Current guidelines ask school governors
to have a strategy for increasing meal uptake, although it does not specify to what level
(Department for Education, 2023).

School food and public health nutrition

Existing policy, evaluation frameworks and academic research articles exploring
school food in the UK prioritise issues of nutritional quality and uptake, often concluding
that schools need to offer better food to support children and their families to make
better choices (Department for Education, 2016; 2023). This assumes individualised
behavioural drivers of action, an assumption that is challenged by social practice
theorists, who offer an alternative account of complex social practices that evolve and
capture (or lose) participants. An approach that offers insight into why policies often fail
to make an impact on supposedly ‘bad’ choices (Shove, 2010).

School food provision is often tasked with addressing wider societal anxieties about
healthy diets and is increasingly seen as an important ‘weapon’ in the ‘battle’ against
childhood obesity (Illgkken et al., 2021; Adamson et al., 2013; Nelson et al., 2006). This
public health nutritional framing is not, however, one that is usually adopted by children
at school dinner time, who often prioritise the social opportunities this break from
classroom activity allows (Daniel and Gustafsson, 2010; Fletcher et al., 2014; Best,
2017). Nor does it acknowledge the primary concerns of many staff and parents, who
will often prioritise children eating something or ‘enough’ at lunchtime over them eating
a nutritionally balanced meal (Morrison, 1996; Harman and Capellini, 2015; Farthing,
2012). Moreover, there is very little evidence to support the effectiveness of these
policies in reducing childhood obesity (Kelly and Barker, 2016; Ravikumar et al., 2022;
Jaime and Lock, 2009; Van Cauwenberg et al., 2010). Whilst there is an assumption in
policy that this is due to poor levels of uptake (Department for Education, 2023) the
evidence that school based interventions result in long-term health improvements
remains weak (Black et al., 2017). An evaluation of a free school meal pilot in the UK
found that extended entitlement had little long-term impact on meal uptake or children’s
diet or eating habits (Kitchen et al., 2010) and a study into food consumption trends in
the UK concluded that the evidence that school food environments support healthy food
choices in pupils is weak, identifying food system actors and food marketing as having a
greater influence on food choices (D’Angelo et al., 2020).

There are tensions between policies tasked with improving health outcomes and the
financial pressures that schools and school meal services face. This can result in kitchen
staff turning to processed foods for convenience (Fernandes, 2013; Devi et al., 2010;
Parnham et al., 2022; Stevens et al., 2013). How school dinner operates as a social
practice (including the ways in which space is used) is almost entirely subsumed by a
nutritional discourse that dominates both policy and academic research in the UK. This
is despite studies that show how important school lunchtime is for children and young
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people as a social event taking place in a social space (Briggs and Lake, 2011; Best,
2017, Morrison, 1996).

Assumptions about changing school meal practices and the implications for school
kitchen design.

Since the introduction of a school meals service there have been significant changes
in the assumptions about what a school lunch should constitute. When school meals
became a statutory responsibility of LEAs in the 1940s, the norm was for a single hot
food option to be provided at lunchtime, as well as a dessert that could be hot or cold.
Lunches were to be prepared in school from raw ingredients which were stored on site
(Walley, 1955). Children were served all components of the meal as standard (Evans,
2009; Rose et al., 2019). Following the deregulation of the school meal service in the
UK during the 1980s, some local authorities moved away from full-service kitchens, with
meals being prepared off site and delivered to schools to heat and serve. In addition to
this and the removal of nutritional standards, the practice of allowing children to select
and pay for individual items was introduced, allowing children to purchase items of
convenience food to eat elsewhere or later in the day. This new format of food provision
was much cheaper for individual schools than operating a full-service kitchen but led to
a decline in meal quality and a reduction in uptake. In 2005 the celebrity chef Jamie
Oliver made the decline in school food standards the focus of a television show and
public campaign, and in response to this there was a return to full-service kitchens in
school designs alongside the introduction of statutory nutritional standards for school
meals served in state funded schools (Rose et al., 2019).

The introduction of school meal standards was not accompanied by a reversal of the
practice of allowing children to make their own food choices. The norm for school meals
currently is to offer a range of options each day from which children can choose. In the
schools included in this study, a meat and vegetarian hot meal option was provided each
day, as well as a jacket potato, a salad bar, a sandwich bag, a dessert, yoghurt, fresh
fruit, and bread. This range of options is in line with national best practice guidelines
(Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013; Department for Education, 2023) Despite this expansion
in the range of meals being prepared, kitchen space allocation has reduced over time
which is impacting upon the work of kitchen staff and their ability to meet school food
policy aims, as will be discussed below.

The history of school building design

In the UK there was a resurgence of interest in the architecture of education in
response to the building schools for the future (BSF) funding programme, which was
announced by the then Labour government in 2004 (Mahony et al., 2011; Tse et al.,
2015; Woolner, 2010). BSF was an ambitious programme that sought educational
transformation through the rebuilding and refurbishing of all secondary schools in the
UK using the then relatively new Public Finance Initiative (PFlI) model of financing
(Mahony and Hextall, 2013). In 2007 BSF was extended to select primary schools under
the Primary Capital Programme. This significant investment, both financial and
ideological, led to a new research interest related to school building design which
included conferences, special editions and even the launch of a Master's Degree in
Educational Architecture at the University of Sheffield (Burke et al., 2010). This
programme was one of the first things to be cut by the coalition government who came
to power in 2010, and so this investment and interest in the impact of design on practice
was short lived.
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It is notable that even this renewed interest in the relationship between space design
and practice failed to include school kitchens as spaces worth mentioning. When
discussing the role that building design plays in the experiences of staff in schools, it
does not recognise the work of the kitchen staff or discuss the environment in which this
work takes place.

School kitchen design

Whilst literature about contemporary school kitchen design is rare, articles discussing
institutional kitchen design can be found in Architectural journals in the 1950s, in
response to the expansion of public catering in the post-war years and the new leisure
trend of ‘dining out’ (Walley, 1955; Kitchen Design, 1957). These articles acknowledge
the role that kitchen design plays in the work of institutional food provision and offer
helpful insights into the assumptions about the kind of work that would take place in
these kitchens and the format of school lunch service at the time, namely a single hot
meal offer with dessert, served from a hatch to individuals or in batches to be served at
table (known as ‘family service’). This information is derived from schematics showing
kitchen layout, identifying areas dedicated to vegetable preparation and service
counters. There is no detailed discussion about the work that takes place in these
spaces.

Even the school food plan published in 2013, a document that provides detailed
recommendations for improving the quality and uptake of school meals, does not
mention kitchen design or space allocation. The recommendations for improving the
work of kitchen staff focus upon improving training, providing certification, and raising
the status of kitchen staff within the catering sector (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013).

How school kitchens and dining spaces are designed now

Currently, the process for allocating space for school kitchens and dining rooms in
the UK is to use the primary School schedule of accommodation tool provided by the UK
government. (Department for Education, 2014). Kitchen spaces are classified differently
to dining space in contemporary design guidance, with dining space described as ‘usable
areas’ and kitchens as ‘supporting the functioning of the building’ (Department for
Education, 2014). The minimum size for a full-service kitchen is now 30 m2 + 0.08 m?
for every pupil dining on site.

The size of the core preparation area will depend on the equipment needed, which
in turn will depend on the type of preparation system to be used that ranges from
traditional, through cook and chill to pre-prepared ‘fast food.” (Department for
Education, 2014)

The allocation of kitchen and food storage space is based upon a formula derived
from the number of children in each age group within the school. When comparing the
kitchen area for the production of 500 meals outlined in the 1955 Architecture journal
with the space allocation for a school with 500 primary school pupils produced by the
current schedule of accommodation toolkit, we see a reduction from 142m=2in 1955 to
65m?2 using the current calculation for school kitchens. It is not clear in the contemporary
design guidance why kitchen space has decreased so significantly over time.

There is currently more flexibility in the design and space allocation for dining halls
as there is the option to utilise the main school hall as a dining room, as well as being
able to use other supplementary circulation space such as corridors flexibly. Schools also
have the option of running a staggered lunch break and using timed sittings to distribute
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the space and time pressure to serve and seat all pupils (Department for Education,
2014; School Food Plan, 2014).

Methodology

This paper reports upon findings from an Institutional Ethnography (IE) carried out in
three UK primary schools between 2016 and 2019. The aim was to gain insights from
school food workers about the relatively low uptake of school meals, and how this could
be improved. School food workers accounts are missing from existing research into
school food, and so making them the primary focus of this research addressed an
empirical gap in knowledge as well as providing a critical new perspective from which to
explore a policy problem.

IE is a qualitative research approach developed by Canadian Sociologist Dorothy
Smith which seeks to discover the hidden working practices that shape the structures of
everyday life (Smith, 2005). The methodology focuses upon how people interpret and
apply messages about how work ‘should’ be done and how these interpretations lead to
variation between the official account of the work and what happens in practice. This
makes IE a useful research tool for exploring poor policy outcomes, such as the failure
of improved school food policy to improve uptake and impact of school meals.
Institutional Ethnography has been developed with the identification of hidden power
structures as its primary function (Campbell and Gregor, 2008). Because IE blends
epistemology, ontology, methodology and methods, it is not easy to summarise as a
neatly replicable process (Murray, 2022). Campbell and Gregor (2008) provide an
accessible and succinct introduction for those not familiar with IE, and Smith and
Turner’s (2014) edited collection showcases a number of examples of how texts are used
in IE. Murray (2022) provides an excellent paper exploring different approaches to
textual analysis in IE, addressing some of the methodological ambiguity around how texts
should and can be used in IE (Murray, 2022).

IE uses a range of common data gathering methods including semi and unstructured
interviews, observation, work shadowing and content analysis. Research participants are
classed as ‘expert informants’ who provide insights into working practices, and largely
shape the direction of the research by suggesting ongoing points of enquiry. It uses each
informant’s account to build a picture of the working practice rather than seeking to
confirm ‘truths’ by triangulation of several accounts. IE was developed with the aim of
exploring ‘ruling relations’ that exert themselves on everyday lives through institutional
structures and texts.

IE is often used to reveal new perspectives within large organisations and the
approach has been used in a number of contexts to explore both paid and unpaid work,
including experiences of health and social care workers, the work that mothers do to
support schools, the experience navigating academic conventions, and the work of
managing chronic health conditions (Smith, 2005; De Vault, 2013; Lund, 2012; Smith
and Turner, 2014). IE works with informants to map the work that they actually do and
use this to explore the ways in which these lived experiences diverge from the more
formalised account or dominant discourses of the work, especially when there are
unanswered questions about why policies and processes are not having the desired
outcome (Campbell and Gregor, 2008). It was appropriate for this research because it
helped to challenge the dominant policy narrative that assumes that a healthy range of
meal options will result in good levels of meal uptake (Department for Education, 2016;
2023) with insights from people doing the work about why policies were struggling to
make an impact (Hawkins, forthcoming).
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Texts in IE

A key aim of my work is to apply Institutional Ethnography’s conceptualisation of
textual power to the study of a social practice. IE recognises texts as any ‘material objects
that carry messages’ and crucially, that are replicable and so can be used by different
people at different times to coordinate work process within an institutional context
(Smith and Turner, 2014: p. 5). When a text enters the account of working practices it is
said to have been activated. The analytical focus in IE is not the text itself, but rather the
way that the actions of those who activate it are shaped and coordinated by their
interpretation and application of the text (Smith and Turner, 2014) Texts are the carriers
of the ‘ideological account’ of the work practice against which the lived experience can
be compared (Smith, 2005). To give an example, the theme of this paper was identified
through the mention of kitchen and dining space in interviews, and the observation of
meal preparation and service. In interviews the process of designing new school
buildings was mentioned in relation to changes in kitchen and dining spaces; this
‘activated’ the texts that are used in this process. As the interviewees couldn’t remember
the specific details of these processes, | was directed to speak to a school architect to
find out more about the design process, who explained the ways in which building design
and schedule of accommodation texts discussed above were used to determine the
space allocated to kitchens in new school buildings. The activation of these texts allowed
me to explore the processes that were shaping the experiences of using space that
kitchen staff had identified as significant. Once a text is activated the researcher looks
for the ways in which the text relates to the coordination of work as described by the
research informant. The analysis focuses not upon the detail of the text as a standalone
object, but how it is shaping and coordinating working practices across a number of sites.
Through this process | not only learned more about how space shaped practice, but | was
also able to argue that the space issues that were experienced in both of the smaller
and newer kitchens where being coordinated by the schedule of accommodation texts
which were producing kitchen spaces that were smaller than they had previously been.

Because the focus of textual analysis in IE is in their role as coordinators of working
practices, the role of the researcher is to map how the text coordinates work rather than
carry out a detailed analysis of the text as a standalone object of research. Whilst there
are many books and articles discussing the methodology and, in particular, how texts are
incorporated and analysed in different contexts (Smith and Turner, 2014; Campbell and
Gregor, 2008; Murray, 2022) in this research | was looking to show how certain texts
were shaping work and how these were being interpreted and applied in different
contexts. By showing these texts in process diagrams such as Figure 2, | hope to make
visible these coordinating forces. My analysis of the text is centred on how research
informants refer to it in the context of their work.

Sampling

| worked with three UK primary schools (pupils aged between 4-11) that were
identified by a member of the local government school food team. School A had been
built in the 1930s and schools B and C were less than ten years old and had been
designed using the current space allocation guidelines (Department for Education,
2014) The schools were of a similar size (around 500 pupils) and were characterised by
a similar demographic profile (around 50 per cent - 60 per cent of children in the schools
were entitled to free school meals because their parents or carers were in receipt of
means tested benefits). All three schools had a similar proportion of children choosing a
school lunch (around 50 per cent), with the other 50 per cent bringing in packed lunches
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from home. All three kitchens had a head cook and between three and four supporting
COOKs.

Despite having similar demographic profiles, the schools had different approaches to
school lunch service and different kitchen and dining spaces due to the age of the
buildings. This sampling approach allowed a focus upon the differences in meal service
rather than the ways in which different populations responded to the same food
environment. The research was limited to three schools because of the resources and
scope of the research project.

Data gathering

Following the leads set by research informants, | carried out fifteen semi-structured
interviews. IE is interested in working practices and so interviewees were identified
because of their roles and the ways in which their work contributed to the delivery of
school food in the three schools. | carried out interviews with three school business
managers or deputy heads (with lead responsibility for school food), three school head
cooks, three kitchen support staff, the manager of the school catering company, a local
authority school food officer, and a former school architect. Interviews followed a
schedule but also made space for unstructured discussion, enabling themes to be
explored flexibly and leaving space for the unanticipated to emerge (Savin-Baden and
Howell Major, 2013). Research informants suggest the next point of enquiry, and so the
number of interviews simply reflects the number of leads that were followed up during
the time available to complete the project.

In addition to interviews, | worked with a number of ‘texts’ that were referenced by
research informants during interviews or whilst being observed. The following texts were
referenced by research informants.

School menus.

Nutritional standard guidance documents.

School food policy documents.

Schools web pages discussing school meal service.
Design and build guidance for UK primary schools.
Headteacher perception survey.

Meal ordering systems.

Stock management systems and forms.

Free school meal allocation and management processes.

| also participated in school meal service and observed kitchen and dining working
practices, making sketches and notes based upon my observations. A diagram of the
data gathering process can be seen in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: How the data gathering process unfolded
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Data analysis and presentation

IE is interested in how working practices are being shaped and coordinated by
institutional power structures in the form of texts. Data analysis therefore focused upon
mapping the connections between the different accounts to understand how working
practices were being shaped. Notes, sketches and interview transcripts were coded to
identify common themes and to capture references to texts as well as identifying other
points of enquiry. Some of the themes identified related to the contents of the school
lunch being unfamiliar to children, and parents being afraid of their children not eating
the food. This was a significant theme and is covered elsewhere (Hawkins, forthcoming)
as well as references to school food standards, policies, building design, time constraints
and budget constraints. This analysis looked for ways in which the work was being
coordinated by institutional processes and shaped by power structures, helping to build
a ‘big picture’ of the working practices (Campbell and Gregor, 2008: p.85).

From the analysed data | produced narrative accounts from the perspective of
different groups of informants, such as school kitchen staff and school managers. IE
most commonly communicates findings using narrative accounts using the term
‘mapping’ conceptually rather than as a way of organising or visualising accounts
(Murray, 2022). | wanted to develop the conceptual use of mapping into a more visual
and accessible way of communicating findings (Hawkins, forthcoming) and so | applied
a systems scribing approach to translate the accounts into systems maps. Systems
scribing is a method for visualising the coordination of different accounts and borrows
representative tools from system engineering, using elements such as actors, frames,
relationships, and annotations to show dynamic systems and processes of change over
time (Bird and Riehl, 2019). Elements of the system map are arranged and sized in order
to show their relative power and relationship within the system based upon the accounts
of informants and the observation of the practice. A deeper explanation of the system
scribing approach is provided by Bird and Riehl (2019).
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Findings

Findings are presented in two ways, firstly as a narrative summary of the key themes that
emerged from the IE fieldwork with observations and quotations from research
informants and secondly in process diagrams that show how changing policy processes
can be seen to shape space allocation as well as the expectations about what a school
meal service would provide, and subsequently how these influence working practices.

School kitchens are not big enough to meet the desired policy outcomes of increased
demand

Of the three schools that participated in the IE, two reported issues with inadequate
food storage and preparation space. Both schools B and C had been built as part of the
Building Schools for the Future Primary Capital programme, and whilst many staff
reported improvements in the quality of building spaces and equipment, kitchens had
reportedly become much smaller than in previous buildings.

The impact of reduced kitchen space on meal provision was twofold. Staff reported
that they had inadequate space to work and prepare the wide variety of meal options for
the current uptake of school meals, which was between 40 per cent - 60 per cent of
children enrolled at the school. With policies aiming to increase uptake of meals to
improve child health and improve the financial viability of the school meal service
(Department for Education, 2023), many staff were sceptical that they had the capacity
to deliver on these targets within the current kitchen space. In one of the new school
kitchens, staff reported that on the one day that many children stay for lunch, the annual
Christmas meal, staff had to start the preparation the day before. Working some
additional hours to support the Christmas lunch was an act of good from staff, but it
highlighted the potential capacity issues and if uptake throughout the year reached these
desired levels, this could not be sustained.

In school B, the head cook and kitchen staff had to share a small cupboard space
used as a changing room, an office for menu planning and stock management, and for
the storage of cleaning equipment and supplies. In school A that occupies an older
building with generous kitchen space including a large and well-lit office, the head cook
reflected that when she had started working in school food there were a lot more kitchen
staff and more of the food was prepared from basic ingredients which took longer,
whereas now they had access to more pre-prepared food and so needed fewer staff and
less kitchen space. Whilst this wasn’t reported as a negative development, it does
suggest that there is a tension between the school food policy objectives related to using
minimally processed foods and preparing meals from fresh ingredients (Department for
Education, 2014), and the resources provided to deliver these objectives.

In the above example the accounts show how the work is being coordinated by the
textual power (Smith and Turner, 2014) of the school food policies that target increased
uptake (Department for Education, 2023), the school food standards legislation (UK
Government, 2014); and the schedule of accommodation that determines kitchen size
in newer school buildings (Department for Education, 2014).

School Kitchens don’t provide adequate storage space to meet expanded demand for
school lunch or to support stock management

Providing a range of hot and cold meal options every day is a demanding and complex
process, especially when many school cooks don’t receive the meal order until the
morning of service. In addition to this, expanding the school food offer to include
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breakfast clubs, healthy snacks and cooking classes places demands upon the food
storage and service space. Several school staff in schools B and C mentioned issues with
storage and stock management due to limited kitchen space and so were unable to hold
contingency stock and thus required to make frequent orders.

The kitchen on the other hand, is tiny. Probably a quarter of what they had at the
other school. They have struggled with space, like even for stock, they don’t have
space for holding stock which has been a real challenge for them, like when we
had the snow days and couldn’t get delivery, they don’t hold the stock like they
used to. You used to be able to have 20 tins of beans in the back for emergencies,
but the cook just doesn’t have the space. (School C deputy head)

In school B the cook showed me how the supplies for the school breakfast club were
now competing for space with the school lunch supplies, meaning she was only able to
hold enough food for a few days’ worth of meals, increasing the amount of time she had
to spend ordering stock (from her desk in the cupboard she shares with the cleaning
supplies). This account directed the research to explore the processes that had led to
smaller kitchens in the newer schools which ‘activated’ the schedule of accommodation
texts (Department for Education, 2014).

Challenges over dining space allocation - dining hall space needs to be big enough for
children to be supported to eat healthily

Dining space provision is another key area where different configurations of available
space are shaping school meal practices. Current government guidance to schools
(Department for Education, 2023) signposts to the schools to the school food plan ‘what
works well’ web resource (School Food Plan, nd) which emphasises the importance of
the lunchtime experience and the role of the lunchtime supervisors in supporting good
food practices such as healthy eating, using utensils, and calm social interactions over
lunch (School Food Plan, nd). This was another area where space constraints shaped
practices in important ways that made it easier for schools with larger and more flexible
dining spaces to meet the guidance.

Because all schools visited use a serving hatch system, where children queue for
individual service, there is always a need to manage queuing times and availability of
seating space.

In School A whilst the kitchen space was generous in comparison to the newer
schools, the dining room space was much smaller, and this resulted in more pressure to
move children through the space in the available time. In comparison, the two newer
schools (B and C) had elected to either combine their dining and hall space allocation,
or use their hall as the dining room, resulting in much larger dining areas and fewer time
/ space pressures.

In schools B and C which had larger dining rooms, staff were able to spend more time
sitting with children, noticing when they weren’t eating and encouraging them to eat a
healthy range of foods, this practice is in line with guidance provided to schools via the
school food plan resource pack (School food plan, nd) in which lunchtime supervisors
are told that their role includes encouraging pupils to eat a balanced meal and ‘manage
pupil’s choices to ensure they get a balanced meal’ (LACA, 2015). In school A with less
dining space this wasn’t happening, it was much busier and there was more pressure to
finish up and move on. Very few staff were eating in the dining room and there was less
circulation space for lunchtime supervisors to move around the table.
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| heard lots of accounts from the serving staff about their strategies for encouraging
children to take all elements of a balanced meal, but the real challenge came when the
children sit down to eat, with many staff expressing frustration at how hard it was to get
children to eat a healthy balanced meal. Time spent in the dining hall with children and
creating a welcoming and relaxing atmosphere where dining together could foster
valuable social interactions and develop social skills around dining was seen as crucial,
but it was recognised that school design processes did not automatically prioritise space
for this to happen and accordingly, compromises needed to be made.

School B had a small dining room space adjacent to the larger school hall, separated
by folding doors. After trying to restrict the meal service to the allocated dining room, the
school decided to open the doors at lunchtime and allow dining to take place in the hall
space. It was reported that there was resistance to this from the caretaker who would
have to ensure that the hall space was cleaned ready for the afternoon lessons, but they
had been persuaded to take on this extra work for the sake of an improved lunchtime
experience.

It’s just one hall too. We did have an option when we moved to this building to have
a separate dining room, but we chose not to have one, but to have a cooking room
instead. (School C Deputy Head)

The deputy head of school C explained that in the design of the new building they had
the option of a very small separate dining space or providing a dedicated room for
cooking lessons, and they chose to use the hall space for dining so as to provide this
additional space. again, this meant that the school sports hall had to be transformed
very quickly into a dining space and then returned to a clean and tidy space in time for
lessons. These compromises are managed at a local level, but this process represents a
lot of work and resourcing if schools are to be expected to deliver a holistic approach to
healthy food.

These accounts show how the work of supervising children in order to ensure that
they eat a balanced meal is work that is coordinated by the supervisor guidance texts
(School Food Plan, nd; LACA, 2015) but shaped also by the schedule of accommodation
processes (Department for Education, 2014) that determine whether there is adequate
space in the dining room to move around the tables, or for staff to sit with children. In
the case of dining room space, the newer school buildings were at an advantage, but
only when they had decided to boost the space available for dining by combining it with
the main hall space that was also used for sport and assemblies.

Queueing times, uncertain seating plans and the anxiety of busy lunchtimes

Queuing times are regularly cited as one of the reasons that children choose to take
a packed lunch instead of a school meal. Long queues were reported to lead to disruptive
behaviour and schools have well thought out strategies to manage lunchtime demand,
often sending younger year groups in to eat first, letting the older children out to play and
calling them in as the queue length diminishes. Queue length is partially determined by
the space allocation in the dining room, but the main issue is the size and capacity of
the serving hatch, combined with the range of dishes on offer and the ways in which
children select their meals. Since deregulation and the introduction of choice, children
now queue and choose from a selection rather than being served a single meal at table
(Rose et al., 2019).

In most schools | visited children chose a meal in the morning and were allocated a
coloured wrist band or sticker that the serving staff could use to identify what to serve
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them. Children would pass down a line, have their meal identified and then be served
the relevant components, with some encouragement and negotiation taking place about
which elements of the meal the children wanted and were required to take. Children then
selected a dessert, bread and were then often directed to a self-serve salad bar. Getting
nearly three hundred children aged between four and eleven through this process is a
complex logistical challenge. In many cases these schools did not have spare time or
space and so significantly expanding the number of children taking a school meal would
represent a challenge. Currently children who bring in a packed lunch require seating
space, but because they don’t need to be served, they take up far less time and don’t
contribute to queuing pressures.

School space allocation - assumptions and expectations for school lunch

As the school design had been identified as a key issue by a number of research
participants, | was directed to speak to a school building architect about their
experiences of designing primary schools and look at the area guidelines and space
allocation that were used in the design of primary school buildings at the time.

The school architect explained to me that the space allocation for kitchen space was
a fixed formula calculated on the number of children in the school and the number of
classes in each year group. This space allocation can be found in the scheduling
documents for school buildings (Department for Education, 2014), but as with other
elements of the school space allocation, it is not clear what assumptions about school
lunch preparation work and food storage have informed these calculations.

There is a set formula, for example if you've got a two-form entry primary school
you get a schedule of accommodation and a target maximum area. Dining areas
have been getting smaller and smaller because they say there has been less take
up of dinners. (School architect)

The school architect and one of the deputy headteachers who had been involved in
the design process for their new school building confirmed that school dining space was
seen as flexible space that could be traded for other specialist space provision within the
school. The assumption was that other areas in the school, such as the hall could double
up as dining space. As the kitchen and food storage sizes are fixed and non-negotiable,
the spaces are clearly deemed adequate, and yet the people doing the work of school
lunch delivery in these spaces tell me that they barely cope with the current low levels of
demand, let alone being able to expand provision to meet policy aims which seek to
increase the uptake of school meals whilst offering a range of healthy food options
prepared on site (Department for Education, 2023).
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Systems diagrams

Figure 2: Systems diagram showing the institutional and policy processes shaping school
lunch practices and outcomes
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Figure 2 brings together the accounts and observations from fieldwork with the
findings from the analysis of texts activated by research participants, visualising this as
a system. The most powerful force shown here is the schedule of accommodation, which
sets the size of kitchens and dining spaces within which national and local school food
policies must be enacted. Schools have no power to change national policies, but they
do have some flexibility in how they respond to the pressures exerted by them. The
message from school food workers who participated in this study is that any expansion
in the uptake of school meals risks compromising meal quality and the dining
experience.
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Figure 3: How kitchen space and the school lunch offer have changed over time
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Figure 3 shows in more detail how the divergence between school food policy and
kitchen space allocation over time has created the pressures reported by school food
workers, who are now expected to deliver a much more complex range of food options
in significantly smaller spaces. Policy aspirations to increase uptake whilst maintaining
choice do not appear to take into consideration the significant reduction in food
preparation and storage space in the contemporary school kitchen.

Discussion

School food is tasked with supporting improvements in child health through the provision
of meals in schools (lllgkken et al., 2021; Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013). These aims are
ambitious in their scope and place a significant responsibility on the school meals service
to deliver nutritionally balanced but also appealing food options that children and
families will choose over packed lunches from home which have been found to contain
a higher proportion of ultra-processed foods than school meals, and contain foods that
would not be permitted under school food nutritional regulations (Parnham et al., 2022;
Andersen et al., 2015). As well as delivering a range of healthy and appealing options,
school food policy asks schools to have strategies in place to increase the uptake of
school lunch (Department for Education, 2023). There are concerns about the lack of
evidence that school food is having the desired impact because many children do not
choose a school meal, and due to the prevalence of processed convenience food in the
school food offer (Fernandes, 2013; Devi et al., 2010; Parnham et al., 2022; Stevens et
al., 2013). School food nutritional policy seeks to improve these health impacts through
increased uptake and meal quality, but to deliver on this school kitchens need to be able
to meet increased demand for school meals, whilst minimising the use of processed
foods, minimising food waste and staying within strict budgets (Dimbleby and Vincent,
2013; Department for Education, 2023).
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Framing school lunch as a complex practice, this research has demonstrated how the
work of providing school lunch has changed over time, and how this evolution has been
shaped by changing institutional processes and policy that have exerted power upon the
practice (Shove et al., 2012). My research makes a new contribution to knowledge by
working from the accounts of school food workers to offer a new perspective on some of
the barriers to policy delivery. These accounts have been largely absent from research
into the delivery of school food policy, and they offer new insights into some of the
challenges experienced when attempting to deliver policies at the front line. | have
mapped institutional processes to show how power imbalances between competing
policy areas (food policies and building design and space allocation policies) are shaping
and constraining practices in school kitchens, adding a deeper level of explication to
these accounts, and showing the textural processes that have led to the ‘problems’
encountered by people doing the work to meet policy aims (Smith and Turner, 2014).

School kitchen size has reduced over time as expectations about the work that would
be done there shifted in line with changing ideological approaches to the provision of
school meals, from a statutory duty to feed all children from a state-subsidised service
to a deregulated free market model with no nutritional responsibilities (Rose et al.,
2019). In recent decades there has been a gradual return to the original ideological
framing of school food as vital to the health and wellbeing of children (Adamson et al.,
2013; School Food Plan, 2014; Department for Education, 2023) but this has not been
matched by increased resources. Spatially this can be seen as a shift from full-service
kitchens designed to feed all children in the school a single hot meal option prepared
from raw ingredients on site, to kitchens that are now half the size but serving up multiple
meal options to a reduced number of children and struggling to work within the space
and time allocated to the task. Schools want to increase uptake, but there are concerns
that in newer buildings there isn't the capacity to meet increased demand without
compromising meal quality, or the working conditions of staff. School food work is still
highly gendered and dominated by a female workforce. It has been argued that women
‘put up with” working conditions and expectations and are willing to do extra work if the
role demands it, or to balance work against other life commitments such as caring for
families (Boterman and Bridge, 2015; Pilcher, 2000). This willingness to accept lower
pay and more challenging working conditions in order to balance competing needs of
employment and caring work can be seen as a structural segregation in the labour
market (Bettio and Verashchagina, 2009). School food work has followed the pattern of
public service restructuring which has exposed the predominantly female workforce to
more job insecurity (Bell and Blanchflower, 2011; 2014). The willingness of kitchen staff
and lunchtime supervisors to do additional work as an act of goodwill should be seen as
potentially exploitative in this context.

School dining rooms also now need to incorporate space for queues, as children can
no longer be served a single option at table and must queue and select from a wide
range of options. Unsupervised children are known to make poor food choices (D’Angelo
et al, 2020) so there is also significant work involved in ensuring they choose and then
eat a healthy meal. This requires dining spaces where children can take their time to eat,
and staff are able to supervise appropriately.

Conclusions and recommendations

This paper is not presenting a critique of school food policies, but rather arguing that
there are spatial barriers to the effective delivery of policy aims. Tracking food policy
alongside developments in school building design processes as set out in the Area
guidance for Mainstreams Schools policy document (Department for Education, 2014),
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| argue that there has been a divergence between these two processes, and that food
policy aims for increased meal uptake and freshly cooked meal options are not being
reflected in the allocation of kitchen and food storage space. Kitchen staff are working
at capacity in these spaces, and when they have to meet occasional spikes in demand
(such as the annual Christmas dinner) staff have to work additional hours to meet this
demand.

Older school buildings have much more generous kitchen and food storage spaces.
This space was needed at the time of build because the expectation was that meals
would be prepared daily from raw ingredients and that most children would take a school
meal (Rose et al., 2019). School food policy and guidelines such as those issued by the
Department for Education (2016; 2023) and the Food Foundation (2022) advocate for
a return to the days of freshly cooked meals and increased uptake, but with the
additional burden of having to provide a range of meal options. In modern school
buildings there isn’t the space to store additional ingredients or to cook these additional
meals.

Improving child health through the provision of school food is a complex issue with
many factors determining success. This paper has focused upon one aspect of findings
from a study in a limited number of schools which highlighted the spatial factors that
were found to be shaping the way that school food work was taking place. In this context
| argue that school building design needs to recognise the value and importance of this
work and the role that space allocation plays in the delivery of school food policy, this
could apply to the design of new buildings or the retrofitting older schools. School food
workers involved in this research demonstrated a passion for the work and a
commitment to improving the health and wellbeing of children by feeding them well.
However, they are working within institutional constraints beyond their control and in
spaces that do not seem to be designed to meet even current levels of demand, or that
recognise the complexity of the practice.

I conclude by asking that policy makers value the experience of this committed and
highly experienced workforce and make use of their knowledge in the policy design
process. To that end | make the following recommendations:

e Policy makers should involve school food workers in school food policy design,
with a particular emphasis upon their assessment of the resources needed to
deliver changes in the school lunch offer.

e Reconnect school food policy makers, professional kitchen designers and school
building designers to discuss the spatial implications of policy decisions
connected to school food that make use of the expertise of school food workers.

e Policy makers should consider the work required to not only prepare the food, but
to serve it and then encourage children to eat a balanced meal. This work
becomes more complex with increased choice and has important spatial
requirements.

*Correspondence address: Anna Hawkins, Department of the Natural and Built
Environment, Sheffield Hallam University, S1 1WB. Email: A.hawkins@shu.ac.uk
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