
 

 September 2021 We shape an education system that delivers equitable and excellent outcomes 

He mea tārai e mātou te mātauranga kia rangatira ai, kia mana taurite ai ōna huanga 

 

Ka Ora, Ka Ako | Healthy School Lunches 
Programme 

Nutrition Guidelines  

 

 

 

September 2021 

 

  



Ka Ora, Ka Ako | Healthy School Lunches Programme  

Nutrition guidelines 

2 

The lunch served/supplied should align with the principles in the Ministry of Health Healthy Food and Drink 

Guidance - Schools (the guidance) document, as well as the Ministry of Health’s current Food and Nutrition 

Guidelines for Children and Young People.  

For detailed information on types of food, serving size limits, and nutrient criteria please refer to the guidance 

on the Ministry of Health website: 

Healthy Food and Drink Guidance – Schools | Ministry of Health NZ 

 

 

Guidance principles 

The principles of the guidance are as follows. 

Variety and balance 

To ensure that meals are balanced, offer a variety of 

healthy foods from the four food groups: 

» plenty of vegetables and fruit 

» grain foods, mostly wholegrain and naturally high 

in fibre 

» milk and milk products, mostly reduced fat 

» legumes, nuts, seeds, fish and other seafood, 

eggs, poultry and/or red meat with fat removed 

(protein foods). 

Minimal saturated fat, salt and added sugar 

Food should be prepared with, or contain minimal 

saturated fat, salt (sodium) and added sugar, and 

should be mostly whole or less processed. This 

means: 

» foods containing moderate amounts of saturated 

fat, salt and/or added sugar may be available only 

in small portions and not served daily  

» no deep-fried foods 

» no confectionery, eg sweets, lollies, chocolate. 

Drink options 

Offer only water and unflavoured milk as drink 

options. This means:  

» no sugar-sweetened drinks  

» no drinks containing ‘intense’ (artificial) 

sweeteners  

» no fruit or vegetable juices (including 100 percent 

juice, no-added-sugar varieties).  

Applying the guidance to lunches 

All principles outlined above, as well as the detailed 

list in the Ministry of Health Healthy Food and Drink 

guidance – Schools publication must be adhered to.  

Main meals: 

» All main meals in the lunch programme must be 

rated ‘green’. This means 75 percent of the 

ingredients must include ‘green’ category items 

eg vegetables, fruit, wholegrain rice, pasta, bread, 

and wraps, fish, lean poultry and meat, reduced 

fat dairy products within recommended portions. 

» Include plenty of vegetables in every meal – aim 

for a full serving (75g) but ensure there is not less 

than half a serving (37g). 

» Ensure meals are balanced.  All meals should 

contain: 

− a source of carbohydrate (i.e., grain foods 
like pasta, rice, bread, or starchy vegetables 
like potato, taro) 

− a source of protein (ie, meat, poultry, dairy, 
beans, legumes, nuts and seeds). Aim for 
half to one serving of these in each meal 

− For more information on serving sizes refer 
to Ministry of Health serving size advice. 

» Consider ‘meat-free’ days. Lunches don’t always 

need to include meat.  Choose a vegetarian 

protein source for the meal such as dairy, eggs, 

beans and lentils or tofu. Legumes and beans 

make healthy vegetarian meals or can replace 

some of the meat in a meat dish. 

» Bread, grains, and pasta should be 

wholegrain/wholemeal. 

https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/new-serving-size-advice-dec20-v3.pdf
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» When serving fish, chicken or meat in your menu 

remove skin and visible fat. Snacks or sides: 

» Select snacks or sides that are low in saturated 

fat, salt and added sugar, and within the 

recommended portion sizes (where specified).  

» Select items that have a Health Star Rating 

(HSR) ≥ 3.5. Refer to the Ministry of Health 

Healthy Food and Drink Guidance for detail on 

types and portion sizes. 

Baked items 

Baked items (excluding bread-based items) may not 

be served more than twice in a week.  Baked items 

must contain fruit or vegetables and include some 

wholegrains.  They should be lower in sugar than 

standard baked items.  

Ideas for healthier lunches 

Consider these to make your lunches healthier.  

» Include two complementary items along with the 

main meal eg low-fat yoghurt and fruit - seasonal 

fresh fruit, frozen fruit, canned in natural juice 

(drained). 

» Other healthy complementary items you could 

include are:  

− vegetable sticks (eg carrot, cucumber, 
celery) with hummus 

− wholegrain/multigrain/rye crackers >3.5HSR 
with no-added-salt nut butter or hummus or 
reduced fat cheese 

− unsalted nuts and seeds with no added 
sugar  

− low or reduced fat yoghurt or custard ≤150g. 

Portion Sizes 

» A minimum of three serving sizes is required, 

however you may provide additional serving sizes 

also.   

If you choose to do this, please seek guidance 
and approval from the Ka Ora, Ka Ako nutrition 
team for appropriate sizes. Email: 
schoollunches.nutrition@education.govt.nz  

» Minimum serving sizes are as follows.  Meals 

must not drop below these minimums: 

− Year 0-3, 180g serve 

− Year 4-8, 240g serve 

− Year 9+, 300g serve. 

Dietary Requirements and Cultural needs 

» Ensure key dietary requirements and cultural 

needs are able to be adhered to including dairy 

free, gluten free, nut free, halal, kosher; cultures 

where beef and pork are forbidden. 

 

 

https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
mailto:schoollunches.nutrition@education.govt.nz
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Summary of the health and food drink guidance 

Nutrition criteria  

This information is from the Ministry of Health Healthy Food and Drink Guidance which identifies the healthy 

options for the foods and drinks in schools.  

It classifies foods and drinks as green, amber and red, as detailed in the table below. This provides a practical 

way to categorise foods as healthy or less healthy for food service providers. 

 

Green items 

» are a good source of nutrition 

» are the basis of a healthy diet 

» are generally lower in saturated fat, salt and added sugar 

» are mostly whole and less processed 

» come from the four food groups: vegetables and fruit; grain 

foods (mostly wholegrain and those naturally high in fibre); 

milk and milk products (mostly low fat); and legumes, 

seafood, eggs and meat with fat removed.  

 

Amber items 

» are not part of an everyday diet 

» may have some nutritional value 

» are often more processed 

» in large serving sizes, can contribute to consuming excess 

kilojoules/calories. 

 

Red items 

» have poor nutritional value 

» are high in saturated fat, salt and/or added sugars 

» can contribute to consuming excess kilojoules/calories 

» are often highly processed foods and drinks. 

 

Further information 

For more information email schoollunches.nutrition@education.govt.nz  

 

Read about School Lunches Programme at https://www.education.govt.nz/free-and-healthy-school-lunches/ 

 

For detailed information on types of food and portion sizes please refer to the Guidance document available on 

the Ministry of Health website. 

https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools 

 

For recently updated information on how many servings of different foods children need to eat each day refer to 

the new MOH serving size advice. https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/new-serving-

size-advice-dec20-v3.pdf  

 

Recipe ideas: https://www.healthykids.org.nz/eat/recipes OR 

https://www.heartfoundation.org.nz/wellbeing/healthy-recipes  

mailto:schoollunches.nutrition@education.govt.nz
https://www.education.govt.nz/free-and-healthy-school-lunches/
https://www.health.govt.nz/publication/healthy-food-and-drink-guidance-schools
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/new-serving-size-advice-dec20-v3.pdf
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/documents/publications/new-serving-size-advice-dec20-v3.pdf
https://www.healthykids.org.nz/eat/recipes
https://www.heartfoundation.org.nz/wellbeing/healthy-recipes

