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THE CHEFS IN SCHOOLS WAY

A group of 7-year-olds are gathered around what appears to be a plant pot at a table. You can see carrot tops growing out of it, and cucumber spears buried in what looks like rich, dark, crumbly soil. The kids are poking at it, curious – there’s clearly some kind of game or dare going on. Alex pulls out a carrot, looks at the others and takes a bite, chews, then swallows it, looking pleased with himself. The group squeals. It’s Mina’s turn to go next. She takes her bite, then spits it out, and they all fall about laughing. The others pile in and have a go. The volume of their chatter goes up as they pull the vegetables out of their ‘soil’ – in this case, hummus topped with spiced, dried black olives and toasted breadcrumbs.

This is school lunch – the Chefs in Schools way.

Every day, children in our schools come into the dining hall to find sharing platters on the tables for them to explore. Some days, this will be tender whole cauliflowers, roasted until golden in star anise, with a knife sticking out of them for the children to carve up themselves. On others, it might be earthy, garlicky falafel to dip into yogurt, or vegetable sushi rolls.

After this will come the hot main course – sometimes inspired by dishes from the restaurant experience of our head chefs (such as the Edible Garden from Nopi that David made for his large secondary school in Hounslow), but just as often they come from the home cooking of our school kitchen teams, such as Toni’s Jollof Rice or SouSou’s Burek.
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We’ve had plenty of disasters, too. There was the lunch hour that our co-founder, Nicole, spent weeping over (and sweeping up) the 500 rejected portions of fresh mushroom tagliatelle she’d been making since 6 a.m. But that doesn’t stop us being brave about our dishes, at least most of the time. Yes, we add a kick of chilli or a fragrant note of lemongrass because we believe that kids deserve to be offered food every bit as delicious as the variety that we adults get to make and eat.

Feeding kids every day is what we do. It is a rollercoaster: when a child picks up an asparagus spear and chomps the top off, or names a fresh herb, it’s exhilarating. When they tip a perfectly executed 24-hour-braised lamb into the bin, or reject lovingly debearded mussels (seriously, imagine making enough to feed 500), we feel crushed. But we come back the next day and do it all again. We’re dedicated to feeding kids. We know the risks and the rewards, and we love doing it. Most of all, for all the many reasons that you will discover through the course of this book, we think it’s worth doing really well.





ABOUT THIS BOOK

Sometimes, at the school gate, a parent will collar one of the chefs and ask for a recipe that their child has mentioned. We’ve always tried to share whenever we can and yet receiving a piece of paper with notes and volumes to feed 500 isn’t all that helpful. So we decided to collect some of our favourite – and most successful – recipes into a book. After all, why should the fun be limited to school? And we’ve also included family recipes from some of our greatest supporters in the food world, like Yotam Ottolenghi, Thomasina Miers, Anna Jones and Henry Dimbleby.

Yes, cooking at home for our families is a different world to producing the large quantities of food needed for a school meal. But the spirit is just the same. A shared meal, made from fresh ingredients does take time, and might not always be appreciated. However, it can also be the most rewarding, memorable and joyful thing you can do for, and enjoy with, your family. It’s definitely worth a try.

This book is for anyone who wants to cook food from scratch for their families. Most of the recipes in it are simple enough for the novice cook to have a go at, yet there’s also plenty to inspire a more accomplished cook. It includes a huge array of flavours and ingredients drawn from around the world for families who want to try something new. We truly hope that there is something in it for everyone.

To help you navigate, the book is divided into three parts. This first part, The Chefs in Schools Way, is an introduction to us, the way we work and what matters to us. Kitchen Smarts is a practical section to help you set up your kitchen stores, and to plan, shop and cook efficiently. Part three (here) is where you’ll find the flavour – our recipes.
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NICOLE PISANI

“It all began in 2013 when I was Head Chef at Nopi, an Ottolenghi restaurant in central London. I had been rolling out high-end meals, such as Cod with Rassam and Pork Belly in Black Bean Sauce, for a privileged few for most of my working life. I was itching to tackle a new challenge when I saw a tweet from Henry Dimbleby (co-founder of Leon Restaurants and co-author of the School Food Plan), calling for an inspiring chef to turn around the food at his children’s school in Hackney. I thought, Yes! – a chance to put my skills forward and inspire a new generation of eaters.

I took the job – and only after that, went in for lunch. It was my first ‘school dinner’. I’m from Malta, where you go home for lunch every day. The first thing that struck me was the overcooked cabbage and a heavy, meaty smell that is so distinctive. The dining hall was noisy and stressful. Clearly some of the kids were frightened. The food was dolloped onto their plate and most of it went straight into the bin at the end of lunch. Going round the back, into the kitchen, explained so much. It was filled with ultra-processed foods that just needed heating up.

I was perplexed. When I was growing up in Malta, eating delicious, fresh food every day was as basic a human right as breathing and sleeping. Today, we live in a world obsessed with food. We Instagram every meal and have access to any kind of food we could wish for, during any season. I just couldn’t believe that children were being asked to eat this version of ‘food’. So, I took the job and set about creating change.

I wanted to blow the minds and taste buds of everyone at that school. I wanted to serve them juicy chicken, roasted in Moroccan spices, and colour their rice with turmeric. I wanted to place sharing platters of kisir, kimchi and pickles on the tables and let them explore for themselves. And I wanted to teach them to cook; to really cook – and not just cupcakes, but how to knead bread and blitz soup and how to butcher chickens and cook over fire.”
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Nicole didn’t know it at the time but, at this one school in Hackney, with the support of a visionary Executive Head Teacher (Louise Nichols), Chefs in Schools was born.

Food in schools has come a long way over the past generation. Thanks to the light that Jamie Oliver and Jeanette Orrey shone on school dinners, there are next to no turkey twizzlers on the menu these days. The School Food Plan, led by Henry Dimbleby (now our Chair) and John Vincent in 2012 put new standards on the table, along with £580 million of government money, which provides free school meals for all children up to Year 2. However, the norm was still bland, boring and beige, and it wasn’t good enough.

The School Food Plan team found plenty of schools doing food well, and discovered that there are as many different ways of doing good school food as there are schools themselves. In some, it’s a community effort: parents and producers make a plan to grow, source and cook fresh food for their local school, while at others, contract caterers have committed to fresh produce and seasonally inspired menus.

The Chefs in Schools way is grounded in restaurant practice and we train up kitchen teams to have restaurant level skills. An important part of our mission is to instil pride in a workforce, made up predominantly of women, who do one of the most important jobs in our society: feed our children. All too often they are unrecognised and denied opportunities for professional development. Chefs trained by us can hold their own in a restaurant kitchen; they receive a School Chef qualification, demonstrating that they have the practical skills necessary to cook food that meets the School Food Standards and improve children’s health. Through the training, they also develop skills in how to make learning about food fun for children and get them excited about trying new flavours and ingredients.



It’s the Head Chef’s job to work closely with suppliers – grocers, fishmongers, butchers – to source the best quality ingredients they can afford, enabling them to swap out the traditional school catering model of buying in as many dried and prepared ingredients in favour of fresh. These days, those freezers have become fridges, and they are filled with green broccoli, crisp lettuce and shiny tomatoes, marinating meat and whole sides of hake, straight from the sea.

MISSION

Our mission is to improve the health of children through better eating and food education.

Behind those very plain words sits a group of people – a movement, in fact, of chefs, teachers, campaigners and parents – who all believe passionately in the power of food to bring nourishment, nurture and sustenance to a new generation. We believe a school dinner is so much more than a filler to get a child through the school day – in many of our schools, lunch can be the only chance a child gets to eat.

Eating well at school helps both behaviour and attainment, which in turn are key to social mobility and children fulfilling their potential. While we have always believed school food to be a vitally important source of nutrients and sustenance for kids, Covid-19 concreted this as a fact for us.
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“Just before the first Covid lockdown in March 2020, two little girls came up to the pass. One of them was really shy and the other was holding her hand to encourage her. The shy girl asked for seconds. She was really hungry because there was no food at home and she wanted to take some home to her sister who had nothing to eat. I wrapped up a load of fish and beans so she could take them back at the end of the day, and I told the Headteacher. The school took care of that family’s food for the whole of lockdown.” Nerissa, Chef Trainer

Never before have we needed food to do so much. Our country is facing a crisis in diet-related ill health, and children are at the forefront of it. These days, one in ten children arrives at primary school obese and, by the time they start secondary school, it is one in five. In areas with the highest levels of socio-economic deprivation, these statistics nearly double, to one in three. Research by the Food Foundation estimates that over 4 million children are living in poverty and these children face malnutrition as well as obesity, often at the same time.

In the end, it comes down to this: all children deserve to eat well and school is the one place where we can reach them.

ABOUT US AND WHAT WE DO

The challenge that we set ourselves when we launched in 2018 was, if we can make food as fresh and inspiring as a restaurant in one school, could we do it in a hundred? We gave ourselves five years to try.

We are a charity working to transform how food and food education is delivered in schools. We do that by helping schools implement the philosophy and method that Nicole developed in that first school kitchen she walked into. We train teams to run school kitchens with the passion for food and professionalism of a restaurant. We support schools to provide food lessons that inspire children, and we campaign tirelessly to make sure that as many children as possible can access great food in schools.
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OUR FOOD

The chefs we work with cook food that is bright, colourful and culturally varied. Most importantly, it is packed with flavour. We don’t dumb it down or believe that children will only eat very basic food. From delicately scented Keralan Fish Moilee Curry to Corn Ribs, this is the food that you will find in the pages of this book. Some of it comes from our experience as restaurant chefs, and much of it comes from the different cultures of the cooks in our kitchen teams.

However, we have learned – often through bitter experience – that you can’t just present a plate of complex new flavours to children and expect them to eat it. We’ve taken to thinking of it as ‘The Journey’ and we talk a lot about it, particularly when we are starting to work with a new school. The Journey means that we recognise that some flavours and textures can be challenging and that, while they are the destination, they are not the starting point.
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“The vegetables, in my opinion, are actually very nice. Last year I used to hate them, but now I really like them.” Mandeville School pupil, Mimina

We can’t afford to become cocky about kids eating fresh fish or unfamiliar spices, or any food that is different or new. Every year, in every school, after the long summer break, The Journey begins again. We strip it back, start with good, plain food and then gradually introduce more complex flavours and textures. That is the nature of working with children; they keep us on our toes.

“It’s more challenging than any restaurant kitchen I’ve worked in and the children are tougher than any restaurant critic I’ve ever come across!” Nicole

REAL FOOD

While we’re on the subject, let’s take a minute to talk about processed food and, in particular, ultra-processed food. This is defined as any food that has been through so many processes that it no longer resembles its original ingredients. It often has a list of scientific-sounding ingredients that don’t sound like food, including flavourings, additives and preservatives. Think packaged biscuits and cakes, salty snacks, industrial bread and sweetened breakfast cereals. At the time of writing, this kind of food accounts for over half the food bought in the UK. Yes, HALF.

It’s a hard habit to break as, if you’re anything like us, sneaking towards the biscuit tin at teatime is almost impossible to resist. Our bodies crave sugar and fat in order to lay down energy in case of lean times ahead and they have done so since the dawn of time. Ultra-processed food is, simply put, addictive.

At Chefs in Schools, we talk instead about real food. What we mean by ‘real food’ is food that is prepared from whole ingredients and doesn’t contain additives, flavourings or preservatives. The gravy for our roasts comes from the roasting juices, and the custard for our puddings is made from fresh whole milk. When we take a delivery from our suppliers, the carrots may be wonky, the potatoes can have earth on them and the chicken has bones in it.

Our simple belief, backed up by research, is that, if you eat as much unprocessed food as possible, you will be living a healthier, more nourished and happier life, for your children, yourself and our planet.

Nicole and the teams have rules and aims that shape the menus and recipes they are continually developing. In some schools, the dish can change, depending on who’s cooking it. In other kitchens, the recipes are set in stone after years of crafting. There is no hard and fast way of working but there are some main ideas that all of our teams keep in mind:

Fresh and seasonal: We source fresh, seasonal ingredients from incredible suppliers. Packets and powders are not used in the kitchens. This keeps nutrients high and the environmental cost low.

Colourful: We plan our menus around the whole rainbow of vegetables and fruit. The more variety in colours, the more vitamins and minerals, ensuring a nutritionally varied diet.

Varied: We use a variety of cooking methods (roasting, baking, steaming more than frying) and, where possible, a variety of ingredients within food groups (different grains, pulses, meat and fish). This ensures that we are not getting too hung up on easy (and often popular) but not very nourishing options, such as deep-frying, and in turn it stimulates biodiversity – in the land, and in our gut.

In our schools, the kitchen teams also make their own bread and yogurt, which helps to keep costs down and added ingredients out. We’ve included recipes for these here, too. Our Yogurt is mild and fresh and has a homemade-ness about it that money can’t buy. Soda Bread is the first cookery lesson our Reception classes take, but don’t let that put you off – it’s the first recipe that students at renowned cookery school, Ballymaloe, learn too. At our schools, we make basics from scratch because it’s the restaurant way, and it’s good kitchen economy. At home, it’s comforting to know exactly what has gone into each dish – you worry less about a bag of crisps here



WE EAT FIRST WITH OUR EYES
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IT’S NOT JUST WHAT WE EAT, IT’S HOW WE EAT, TOO
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YOUR EATING ENVIRONMENT




TEACHING KIDS ABOUT FOOD IS HOW THEY LEARN TO EAT WELL
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HEALTH – PEOPLE AND PLANET
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