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How it began

• Noticeable increase in requests for “alternative 
menus” for pupils with a diagnosis of autism or 
suspected to be autistic

• Traditionally requests via pupils’ dietitian had 
always been processed. If requests came via 
other routes, no firm policy

• Increasing demands from parents of pupils with 
autism who had exhausted wide range of 
options and adjustments already and expecting 
caterers to solve ongoing restrictive eating 
issues 



The ongoing 
questions

• How to ensure we are making “reasonable 
adjustments” as required under Equalities 
legislation without opening the floodgates to 
those who are merely “fussy eaters”

• We cannot cater for fussy eaters – cooks 
currently catering for more than 300 primary 
pupils with wide range of confirmed special diet 
needs. For food safety reasons we need cooks to 
be totally focussed on these, not distracted by 
long list of likes/dislikes/preferences



We needed help…….enter Cheryl ( Torfaen's 
Children + Young Persons Autism Officer)

Fountain of knowledge, 
knowing all the families 
we were already dealing 
with (and others we did 

not know about)

Good news – Cheryl 
confirmed that we were 

already doing lots to 
support these pupils



BUT

We needed a formal policy to 
set out what parents could 

expect and manage 
unrealistic expectations that 

clashed with food safety rules 
or were impractical (food 

from home, branded foods)

And we needed to ensure all 
our 200+ Catering staff had 
an awareness of Autism and 
enough understanding to be 

fully on board with suggesting 
and trialling adaptations



Online training for 200+ 
staff

- a big task with no work 
laptops or email 
addresses



In Person more 
in-depth 

training for 
Cooks with our 

own Cheryl
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Consulting 
with Parents

• Input from parents was sought and 
snowballed

• A parent we had long term working 
relations with fed into policy then 
shared it with her network of 
parents via local Autism Charity, 
Hope GB



Feedback and 
Input from 
parents on 

various drafts 
of the Policy

I think this is an amazing policy, you have 
always done your very best for Deri and I 
think you guys are great.

Deri is doing amazing, he loves comp, 
and catering are giving him little extra 
things to try now and again, he’s 
enjoying exploring the range of puddings 
especially!

I feel honoured that you have asked for 
my opinion on this.

I've just looked over the draft 
policy and to me it covers 
everything. With my child it's 
the change of menu that 
causes anxiety at school 
lunchtime. Having a menu 
that is kept consistent is a 
fabulous idea



Definitely the option for plain food - plain pasta 
etc. Or simple plain sandwiches? (Butter/ ham/ 
jam etc) They aren’t considered healthy, but 
chicken nuggets would probably be a winner! 
Maybe segregated plates to stop food touching?

That’s good, they never helped with our son as we didn’t 
have a medical certificate of food intolerances. It would be 
great if they were able to accommodate our kids too.

They have been really 
good with my soon in 
school can’t fault them 
but a update on what he’s 
eating would be good



My daughter goes to Torfaen Learning 
Zone. Denise, the canteen manager, is 
absolutely brilliant. We had a chat with 
her and she understands her GF diet 
plus the importance of routine:)

Not mixing foods together. My daughter loves all 
fruit and veg but won't eat it mixed together. 
Keep it simple. And maybe ensuring they have 
their food available to them at lunchtime - it 
may not be important for some if they are on 
last dinner break to have something different as 
they have run out of stuff. My daughter would 
just not eat anything if they did not have the 
specific item she was going to have. She has 
issues with food and getting her to eat anything 
is difficult so this is extremely frustrating. She 
likes having school dinners to sit with friends



Feedback 
from Health 
Board Paeds 

Dietitian I'm happy for the child not to have a 
named dietitian - I think a diagnosis alone 
is sufficient for an ASD menu - I would say 
it is parent's responsibility to inform you if 
they feel their child can move away from 
the ASD menu - providing they are 
encouraging change at home - also 
sometimes keeping school predictable 
(including meals) can be helpful.

Opening up additional, less 
healthy options to pupils not 
under a dietitian, are we at 
risk of a backward step in 

terms of not encouraging a 
wider variety of foods to be 

eaten?



And 
sadly…confirmation 

a  Published Policy 
was long overdue

My son has never been able to use his free 
school dinner entitlement throughout his 6 
years in primary , due to his limited diet 
because of his Autism. I provide him with a 
lunch consisting of the few things he will 
eat.(jam sandwich, frube, cheese string, 
fridge raiders). If Torfaen catering could 
address this issue it would be such a 
weight lifted off us as parents to know 
they can be catered for  especially if a 
hot meal was offered (chicken 
nuggets/potato letters/turkey dinosaurs)



The Published 
Policy – copy 
on all sites



The main 
points – 
what we 
will do

100% staff completed online training

If diagnosed before starting school – orientation 
planned

Practical adjustments to meals – presentation, menu 
cycles, access to repeated choices and alternative 
foods not on the menu

Tweaking of menu as tried out

Advance warning to parents/pupil if unexpected 
changes to menu



The main 
points – 
what we 
can’t do

NUTRITIONAL ANALYSIS*

BRANDS

SUPERMARKETS

FOOD FROM HOME

CASH IN LIEU OF FSM

CHANGES IN ENVIRONMENT (SCHOOLS TO ACTION)

CHANGES IN SCHOOL FOOD POLICY (SCHOOL 
DECISION)



*Nutritional 
Analysis of 
Named Pupil 
Menus - 
IMPORTANT

• Any named pupil menu provided is a SUPPLEMENTARY 
MENU not a replacement menu. It is not intended to 
undermine efforts to ensure all pupils receive a 
nutritionally balance healthy lunch.

• The full standard nutritionally balanced menu is still the 
preferred first option for all pupils and is always available 
to them daily.

• The supplementary menu is a “reasonable adjustment” 
offering to ensure that pupils with autism who are likely 
to refuse the standard menu are not at a disadvantage to 
their peers by going hungry. We want all pupils to be able 
to learn and reach their full potential.

• The supplementary menu is not intended to replace 
efforts school staff should be making to encourage 
trialling of standard menu items (touch, smell, taste etc). 

• But as caterers we have to ensure that there is an 
alternative where a pupil is likely to go hungry or we are 
open to claims of disability discrimination under 
Equalities legislation.



The main 
points – 
what we 
expect from 
parents

Permission for our Catering Dietitian to speak 
with other Health Professionals involved in the 
pupil’s care

Work with Dietitian on menu writing and 
tweaking

Respectful to school cooks



Other 
points

If all options exhausted, back to pupil’s own dietitian 
to assess intake and advise on making up shortfalls at 
home

If all options exhausted, signposting – Cheryl and 
other forms of support

Must have confirmed diagnosis – if undue delays and 
concerns, we will work with Cheryl if felt an interim 
plan is appropriate



The Published Policy – on the website and via 
the Council’s social media routes



Sharing Good Practice via LACA and PSC



The Published Policy – in the news



Success is better 
measured by the 

reach of this 
published 

work…….and 
continued feedback 

from parents

• Word has spread fast, since publishing the Policy 
(Feb 2022), we have had a steady stream of 
pupils with a diagnosis of Autism being catered 
for with individual menus/adaptations (currently 
60+)

• We expect this to increase based on projections 
shared by Cheryl’s team



Want to know more?

• Check if your LA has an Autism Officer/Autism 
Team

• Neurodivergence Wales What is autism? - 
Niwrowahaniaeth Cymru | Neurodivergence Wales | 
National Neurodivergence Team

• National Autistic Society “Autism and Eating 
Challenges” about £150 for a full day live 
online

• Consult with your local Autism 
Charity/Support for Parents – if unsure who 
these are, ask the parents of those with 
children with a diagnosis

https://neurodivergencewales.org/en/parents-carers/what-is-autism/
https://neurodivergencewales.org/en/parents-carers/what-is-autism/


Long waiting 
list for 
diagnosis but 
needs help 
now?

• Approx 700 pupils with autism diagnosis in 
our area

• Another 700 on the waiting list for 
assessment and diagnosis

• Disability rights apply after diagnosis, but 
some missing out on eating at school whilst 
waiting

• How to ensure we do not open the 
floodgates to “fussy eaters” but do support 
those with real issues?



Agreement 
with Paeds 
Dietitians in 
Health Board

In the absence of a confirmed diagnosis of autism or 
ARFID, we can only consider parents’ requests where a 
health professional emails a referral (no specific form 
needed) confirming that the pupil meets the 3 criteria 
below

1) they have carried out an assessment of the pupil and 
there are complex sensory hypersensitivity issues

2) the pupil would benefit from reasonable menu 
adjustments

3) offering a menu other than the standard menu (which is 
the only one nutritionally balanced) would not, in their 
opinion cause harm/be detrimental to work being 
progressed with HP’s/parents/pupils at home

A dietitian may be the best placed to confirm the above, 
but we will consider requests from any health professional.



Thanks for 
listening

louise.gillam@torfaen.gov.uk
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