	Food group
	Food based standards for school lunches (School Food Plan, 2014)
	Interpretation of SFS and definitions of food categories

	Starchy food
	One or more portions of food from this group every day 
	This analysis is based solely on the school lunch menu. It therefore excludes any starchy foods provided at other times of the day (e.g. breakfast clubs, breaktime, after-school clubs), as these are not consistently reported on menus and cannot be reliably identified.

	
	Three or more different starchy foods each week
	This analysis is based solely on the school lunch menu. It therefore excludes any starchy foods provided at other times of the day (e.g. breakfast clubs, breaktime, after-school clubs), as these are not consistently reported on menus and cannot be reliably identified.

	
	One or more wholegrain varieties of starchy food each week
	Wholegrain varieties include: wholemeal and granary flours, wholemeal and granary breads and bread products, wholewheat pasta, brown rice and oats, as well as higher-fibre white bread and 50/50 mixes of wholegrain and white (e.g. 50/50 brown and white rice, 50/50 wholewheat and white pasta), consistent with Pallan et al. (2024) and the SFS.
As this is a menu-based analysis, a starchy item is only coded as wholegrain where the menu description explicitly states that it is wholemeal, wholegrain, higher-fibre, or a 50/50 mix.

	
	Starchy food cooked in fat or oil no more than two days each week (This applies across the whole school day so will need to be cross-checked with lunch and afterschool club menus) 
	This is a menu-based analysis; therefore, items are classified using menu descriptions and common product types.
All pre-packaged starchy items (e.g. fish fillets in batter, fish burgers, chicken burgers, chicken nuggets, chicken goujons, wedges, chips) are assumed to have been cooked in fat or oil, unless the menu clearly indicates that they are “homemade” or prepared from scratch.
Where the cooking method is not explicitly described, items are classified as starchy foods cooked in fat or oil based on their product name and typical preparation.
Starchy foods prepared with added fat (e.g. garlic bread, bread cooked with oil or butter) are also included in this category.
Pre-packaged or commonly supplied pre-prepared products are coded as starchy foods cooked in fat or oil even if the specific cooking method is not detailed on the menu.
This approach similar Pallan et al. (2024), who did  batter used solely as a coating unless it coated a starchy item and excluded dishes where fat was only added after cooking (e.g. butter on jacket potatoes). They also excluded pre-packaged waffles and pancakes unless packaging.
In this study, poppadoms, waffles and pancakes are included as starchy foods cooked in fat because of their high oil content, and starchy foods with butter or spread added at any stage are included within this category.


	
	Bread - with no added fat or oil - must be available every day
	Only plain breads (e.g. brown, wholemeal, granary, white, mixed white and wholemeal, pitta, rolls, chapattis, naan, ciabatta, herb bread) are included, provided there is no butter or added fat within the bread itself. Where the menu description indicates added fat (e.g. garlic bread, buttered bread), these items are not counted towards this standard.

	Fruit and vegetables
	One or more portions of vegetables or salad as an accompaniment every day
	Vegetables are counted when they are clearly identified on the menu as a distinct item or accompaniment, and may be fresh, frozen, canned, dried or juiced.
Vegetables within composite dishes such as pizza, pitta, or sandwiches are not included, consistent with the approach described by Pallan et al. (2024).
Coleslaw is included, as it is a vegetable-based item.
Vegetable soup is only included where the menu explicitly states that it is made from fresh vegetables (e.g. “fresh vegetable soup”).
This definition is restricted to items that can be clearly identified from the menu description.


	
	One or more portions of fruit every day
	Fruit is included when it is explicitly mentioned on the menu (e.g. “fresh fruit,” “apple,” “fruit salad”) and not solely as part of a composite dish.
Fresh, frozen, canned, dried and juiced fruit are eligible, but only where identifiable from the menu description.
In line with Pallan et al. (2024), jelly-with or without fruit pieces-is not included, as it is unlikely to constitute a full portion of fruit based on menu information alone


	
	A dessert containing at least 50% fruit two or more times each week
	Fruit-based desserts are counted where a fruit is explicitly mentioned in the dessert name or description (e.g. “apple crumble,” “fruit pie,” “peach sponge”).
Because this is a menu-based analysis and recipes are not available, the study assumes that any dessert explicitly labelled with a fruit ingredient meets the ≥50% fruit content criterion.
Ice lollies are not included within this definition.


	
	At least three different fruits, and three different vegetables each week
	Different fruits and vegetables are identified from the menu where they are clearly specified:
Vegetables in all forms-fresh, frozen, canned, dried and juiced-are included when explicitly mentioned. Vegetables in composite dishes (e.g. pizza, pitta, sandwiches) are not included, consistent with Pallan et al. (2024). Coleslaw is included, while vegetable soup is only included if stated to be made from fresh vegetables.
Fresh fruit is counted only when explicitly mentioned and not solely as part of a composite dish.
Jelly, with or without fruit pieces, is not included as a fruit portion, in line with Pallan et al. (2024).
The weekly count of “different” fruits and vegetables is therefore based entirely on distinct items identifiable from the menu descriptions.


	Meat, fish, eggs, beans and other non-dairy sources of protein
	A portion of food from this group every day
	This study identifies a daily portion of protein where the menu clearly lists an item from this group, including fresh or frozen meat and poultry; fresh, frozen or canned fish; shellfish; eggs; meat alternatives (e.g. soya-based products, Quorn™); tofu; and pulses such as beans, chickpeas and lentils, as well as nuts.
Only items explicitly identifiable from the menu are coded; where the presence of a protein source cannot be determined from the dish name or description, it is not assumed.

	
	A portion of meat or poultry on three or more days each week
	Meat or poultry portions are counted when the menu clearly indicates a meat or poultry-based main dish (e.g. “roast chicken,” “beef casserole,” “chicken curry,” “meat pie”).
Meat soups and meat-based composite dishes are included if the menu description specifies the meat component. Items with ambiguous names that do not clearly indicate meat or poultry are not counted.

	
	Oily fish once or more every three weeks
	Oily fish is only recorded when it appears as the main dish, not as a topping or side once per three weeks.
Dishes where oily fish (e.g. salmon, sardines, pilchards, mackerel, herring, or fresh/frozen tuna, as well as anchovies and trout) is served as the primary component of the meal are coded as oily fish.
Where oily fish is used only as a topping or accompaniment, it is not recorded.
This approach is consistent with the definition applied by Pallan et al. (2024).

	
	For vegetarians, a portion of non-dairy protein three or more days a week
	Non-dairy protein for vegetarian options is recorded only where the presence of a suitable ingredient is explicitly stated on the menu.
Eligible ingredients include soya products (e.g. soya mince, tofu), Quorn™, pulses (beans, chickpeas, lentils), vegetarian sausages, vegetarian burgers, and nut-based products.
Where no clear reference to these plant-based proteins is provided, the dish is assumed not to contain a qualifying non-dairy protein.
In line with Pallan et al. (2024), hummus is excluded, as it is unlikely to constitute an appropriate portion under the study definitions.

	
	A meat or poultry product (manufactured or homemade meeting the legal requirements) no more than once a week in primary schools and twice a week in secondary schools 
	This menu-based analysis counts meat and poultry products according to how they are described on the menu.
The following are not counted as “meat products” in this study: chicken or turkey burgers (assumed to be breaded unless otherwise stated), sausages, beef/lamb/pork burgers, Scotch pies, sausage rolls, Cornish pasties and other pastry-encased meat products, as well as dishes such as chicken tikka, BBQ chicken, BBQ pork and pulled pork.
Bacon is also not considered a meat product, consistent with Pallan et al. (2024).
Instead, this study includes fresh and frozen meat and poultry; fresh, frozen and canned fish; shellfish; eggs; meat alternatives (e.g. soya products, Quorn™), tofu and pulses as part of the wider protein group, but not all of these are classified as “meat products” for the purposes of this specific standard.


	Milk and dairy
	A portion of food from this group every day
	Milk-based foods are included when they are explicitly mentioned on the menu and clearly identifiable (e.g. “cheese,” “yoghurt,” “custard,” “rice pudding”).
Cheese or yoghurt used as a garnish, topping or dressing is not counted unless specified in the menu description.
This differs from Pallan et al. (2024), who counted cheese added to salads, baked potatoes, sandwiches, crackers and pizza even when not highlighted in the menu.
Yoghurt dressing is not counted, as it is unlikely to constitute a full portion.
Cream or mousse may be included when clearly stated and where they form the main milk-based component of the dish.


	
	Lower fat milk and lactose reduced milk must be available for drinking at least once a day during school hours 
	Where milk is mentioned on the menu, it is assumed to be lower-fat milk in line with the SFS, as menus do not routinely specify fat content. However, this assumption is acknowledged as a limitation of the menu-based approach.

	Foods high in fat, sugar and salt
	No more than two portions a week of food that has been deep-fried, batter-coated or breadcrumb-coated (This applies across the whole school day so will need to be cross-checked with lunch and afterschool club menus) 
	This study uses a menu-based classification that assumes most listed convenience items are pre-prepared and cooked in fat or oil.
All pre-packaged items such as fish fillets, fish burgers, chicken burgers, chicken nuggets, chicken goujons, wedges and chips are counted as deep-fried, batter-coated or breadcrumb-coated unless clearly labelled as “homemade” or similar.
Where the cooking method is not specified, items are classified as deep-fried or coated based on common preparation methods implied by the product name.
Starchy foods cooked with added fat (e.g. garlic bread, bread prepared with butter or oil) are treated as part of this category.
This approach differs from Pallan et al. (2024), who excluded some items (e.g. batter solely as a coating if not on a starchy item, products where fat was added only after cooking, and pre-packaged waffles/pancakes unless confirmed cooked in fat).


	
	No more than two portions of food which include pastry each week (This applies across the whole school day so will need to be cross-checked with lunch and afterschool club menus) 
	This study focuses on the lunch menu only.
Pastry-containing items are counted when the menu clearly indicates shortcrust, flaky, filo, choux or puff pastry, including quiches, meat pies, fruit pies, fruit tarts, sausage rolls, pasties and samosas.
Only items identifiable as pastry-based from the menu description are included.


	
	No snacks, except nuts, seeds, vegetables and fruit with no added salt, sugar or fat 
	Snacks are defined as pre-packaged items (other than confectionery, sandwiches, cakes or biscuits) that are ready to eat without further preparation and that include potato, cereals, soya, nuts, seeds, fruit or vegetables as a basic ingredient.
Following Pallan et al. (2024), this salted or sweet nuts, and salted or sweet popcorn; plain popcorn is permitted.
Confectionery, sandwiches, cakes, biscuits, desserts (e.g. waffles, pancakes) and crackers are not counted as snacks within this category.
Because this is a menu-based study, snacks are only recorded when they are explicitly mentioned on the menu.


	
	Savoury crackers or breadsticks can be served at lunch with fruit or vegetables or dairy food
	Savoury crackers and breadsticks are only recorded when explicitly mentioned on the menu. Items are not inferred if they are not described.

	
	No confectionery, chocolate and chocolate-coated products 
	In line with Pallan et al. (2024), this study treats the following as confectionery or chocolate-containing products:
Cakes decorated with sprinkles, sweets or chocolate;
Cookies or muffins with chocolate chips;
Cakes or biscuits with chocolate frosting or coating (e.g. bourbons, pain au chocolat);
Chocolate sauces (e.g. served with waffles);
Yoghurts with chocolate balls, flakes or similar inclusions.
However, because classification relies solely on the menu descriptions, items are only coded within this category when chocolate chips, chocolate, or chocolate-based toppings/condiments are explicitly stated. If chocolate is not mentioned in the menu wording, the item is not assumed to contain it.


	
	Desserts, cakes and biscuits are allowed at lunchtime (they must not contain any confectionery)
	This criterion is  assessed in the present study. Determining whether desserts, cakes or biscuits contain confectionery would be determined from the wording within the menu such as mentioning “chocolate”. 

	
	Salt must not be available to add to food after it has been cooked
	It is assumed that all participating schools comply with this requirement as part of standard practice. The menu does not provide information about table salt availability, so this standard cannot be independently verified within a menu-based analysis.

	
	Any condiments limited to sachets or portions of no more than 10 grams or one teaspoonful
	As the menu does not report portion sizes of condiments (e.g. ketchup, mayonnaise, salad cream, brown sauce, chutney), it is assumed that schools follow the national standard. This requirement is therefore not directly measurable from menu data.

	Healthy drinks 
	Free, fresh drinking water at all times
	Following Pallan et al. (2024), it is assumed that free, fresh drinking water is available as standard provision in all schools, even where it is not explicitly mentioned on the menu.
This study cannot verify the presence or location of water facilities and therefore treats water availability as an assumed baseline rather than a variable assessed from menus.

	
	The only permitted drinks are:
	

	
	Plain water (still or carbonated)
	This study adopts the same classification criteria for compliant and non-compliant drinks as outlined by Pallan et al. (2024). Non-compliant drinks include flavoured water not made with fruit (unless it meets the criteria for combination drinks), fizzy drinks not made with fruit, diet drinks not made with fruit, squashes, and self-serve drinks where portion size cannot be controlled (with the exception of water or low-fat milk). Flavoured milk is also included within this standard, consistent with the FUEL study.
However, unlike the FUEL fieldwork-based approach, this study relies solely on menu information. Drinks are therefore only coded when they are explicitly described on the menu (e.g. “fruit juice” or “milkshake”). In line with Pallan et al. (2024), it is assumed that plain drinking water is available even if not listed. Where no other drinks are mentioned, it is assumed that only water is provided. It should be noted that this standard was not examined in detail in the present analysis.



	
	Lower fat milk or lactose reduced milk
	

	
	Fruit or vegetable juice (max. 150ml)
	

	
	Plain soya, rice or oat drinks (enriched with calcium), plain fermented milk drinks
	

	
	Unsweetened combinations of fruit or vegetable juice with plain water (still or carbonated) 
	

	
	Combinations of fruit juice and lower fat milk or plain yoghurt, plain soya, rice or oat drinks enriched with calcium, cocoa and lower fat milk; flavoured lower fat milk
	

	
	Tea, coffee, hot chocolate
	

	
	Combination drinks are limited to a portion of 330mls. They may contain added vitamins or minerals, but no more than 5% added sugars or honey or 150mls fruit juice
	

	
	Fruit juice combination drinks must be at least 45% fruit juice
	



