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The following toolkit has been produced to aid schools in promoting the health and well-being of pupils, whilst supporting 

families to deliver consistent approaches and messages in developing positive eating and drinking habits both inside and 

outside the home.

The association between consuming too many sugary drinks and the 

negative impact this has on teeth, is commonly understood. Yet fewer 

people may be aware of the link between the over consumption of sugary 

drinks and weight gain. Consuming too many foods and drinks high in sugar 

can lead to weight gain and related health problems, such as type 2 

diabetes and heart disease as well as tooth decay.

Switching from sugary drinks and promoting milk and water as alternatives, 

can lead to numerous benefits, promoting children’s health, concentration 

and cognitive performance, whilst having a positive impact on the 

environment by reducing single use plastics.

The number of primary school aged children living with overweight and 

obesity significantly increases from reception year to year six. Schools are 

well placed to provide an environment for their pupils which promotes a 

healthy lifestyle and can positively influence dietary choices. Removing 

sugary drinks from the school environment, whilst encouraging and 

promoting milk or water as healthier options for children and families and 

taking a whole school approach will help to encourage children and young 

people to make healthier choices and influence future food habits.

This toolkit can be utilised as part of a wider whole school approach to 

promoting health and well-being, support the adoption of healthier school 

food polices and engage children as part of the curriculum to support 

learning. The toolkit is a practical resource offering a step-by-step guide to 

implementing a milk or water policy in your school, including all the support 

you might need such as resources for teachers and families, a frequently 

asked questions section, sample communications materials and signposting 

to other helpful sources of information and support.

This toolkit was piloted with two schools in Cheshire West and Chester in 

2022. The toolkit was revised based on feedback from the schools involved, 

and two case studies on their experiences can be found on Page 45.
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✓ Research consistently demonstrates that sugary 

drinks are the biggest source of sugar in children 

and young people’s diets. 

✓ By helping them to cut back we can have a 

significant impact on their overall intake, 

promoting good oral health, healthier weight 

and reduce the risk of other diseases later in life. 

✓ Cutting back on bottled sugary drinks can also 

benefit the environment too, by reducing the 

number of single-use plastic bottles used.

✓ Milk and low-fat milk are the best sources of 

hydration for children and young people, and 

can aid with concentration and behaviour 

during school hours. 

✓ Schools are an ideal setting to encourage 

healthy choices for children and young people.

✓ Implementing a ‘Milk or Water Only’ policy can 

significantly impact on children’s health and well-

being by laying the foundations, providing the 

environment and education to enable children 

to develop healthy lifestyle choices. 
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Local authorities

This toolkit is designed for local authorities to share directly with schools, to 

enable them to implement the policy themselves. The toolkit contains 

everything schools need to be able to do this independently, however, you 

may wish to monitor those schools who are working towards or have 

adopted the policy. There may be some useful learning from schools you 

may want to capture, perhaps through a survey or interview with relevant 

members of staff, or through a buddy system or community of practice.

Local authorities may wish to promote this toolkit with schools:

• Sharing information on council or Healthy Schools websites

• Feature within any relevant schools newsletters or networks

• Host a briefing event with schools to provide detail of the toolkit and how 

they can get involved

• To offer signposting to other local services and resources that might 

support schools to implement the approach or wider school food policies

If you would like this toolkit to be amended featuring local data and 

information on local support services, please email info@foodactive.org.uk

This toolkit has been designed to provide you with all the resources and 

support you need to implement your own Milk or Water only policy. 

Many of the resources featured in this toolkit are available as a separate 

Appendix, and will be labelled accordingly. These resources are available 

as editable Word and PowerPoint documents, so they can be customised 

with school logos and other useful information. Links to download all the 

Appendices are referenced throughout, or you can download the whole 

suite of resources via the link below. 
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In 2022 two schools in Cheshire West and Chester were involved in piloting this 

toolkit ahead of launching more widely. Following the step-by-step guide and 

utilising the resources in this toolkit, both schools implemented their own Milk or 

Water Only policy during the pilot. 

The school’s headteacher and head of school have kindly shared their experiences and learning 

from adopting a Milk or Water Only Policy. Huge thanks to both schools for taking part in the pilot 

and for sharing their journey, and to colleagues at Cheshire West and Chester council for 

supporting the pilot.
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How has the Milk or Water Only Toolkit supported your school to implement 

the policy?

The toolkit has really helped to give us all the stats, facts and information we 

need to be able to talk to parents and children about healthier drink 

choices, and the impact that some less healthier drinks can have on teeth 

and health in general. I have found that children in my class aren’t asking for 

juice, no parent is asking to bring juice in. In years gone by when we have 

attempted to implement a similar policy, we have a handful of parents each 

year that would say their child doesn’t like water and they have to give them 

juice, otherwise they won’t drink at all. The Milk or Water Only policy has 

changed the culture and now children are enjoying drinking water. 

What were the key barriers you faced in implementing the policy?

We had anticipated parents complaining, breaking the rules and putting 

juice in coloured bottles where you can’t see what’s in it – however we were 

surprised that we didn’t receive a single negative email. One of the reasons 

why this happened is as a school we had already made progress on shifting 

towards milk and water as the default drinks. We had tried to ensure water 

bottles were available the whole school day and that they should only 

contain water. Juice was permitted at breaktimes and lunchtimes

but not in our classrooms. So there was already a foundation for

us to build on, and adopting an official policy didn’t come as such a shock 

to pupils or parents, they had been eased in. This is in some ways why it 

made adopting an official policy quite a smooth road for us. The Milk or 

Water Only policy was a final leap. 

Would you recommend schools make the swap to Milk or Water?

Absolutely, I think it is a bit of a no brainer now but what I would strongly 

recommend is there is a real gradual approach to it and depending on 

where individual schools starting points are will depend on how much before 

they go for the big exciting launch and where they get the children on 

board first because it’s when the kids go home and complain that it’s not fair 

that they don’t like water and they haven’t drank all day. That’s when you’ll 

get the complaints from parents. If you can get the children enjoying water 

first, being used to drinking water for the majority of the day first then when 

you do the big change parents won’t complain. I think it’s good for schools 

to do it as a cluster, it just helps with consistent messaging and approaches 

between schools. So I think if schools had all head teachers meet and they 

all have clusters so if they go we are doing this together and in 12 months’ 

time this is the plan. I think this is really a two-year plan, I do. 
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What are your key pieces of advice for schools?

✓ Take a gradual approach to implementing the policy – don’t rush it and ensure 

parents and pupils have time to adjust to milk and water becoming the default 

drink choice in school. 

✓ Get the children on board first with how drinking water and milk is good for them, 

the health benefits through more teaching you know not just a one-off assembly 

but more like a series of lessons. Pupils are the key gatekeepers here!

✓ Make use of additional resources to support and promote the policy. The GULP 

water bottles were very popular, I think it’s the no spill no lid cap and they’re 

much nicer in the classrooms because they don’t clatter on the tables. The 

children like the stickers as well. Children like stickers, all children love stickers! 

Finally a water cooler was really key in ensuring refilling water bottles was easy 

and the water is nice and chilled for the children. 

Mrs Gibson, Head of School and Deputy Safeguarding Lead, Shocklach Oviatt C.E. 

Primary School



How has the Milk or Water Only Toolkit supported your school to implement 

the policy?

Going through the process of implementing a Milk or Water only policy within 

our school has really helped raise the profile of the importance of offering 

healthy drinks to children. It has also provided a good opportunity to raise 

the subject of dental health and healthy diets not only with our pupils, but 

with our parents and carers too. The benefits of the policy should be felt 

beyond the school gates too, as it helps children to make informed decisions 

for themselves about healthier drinks outside of school and have a positive 

impact on the home environment. Adopting this policy has allowed us to 

demonstrate to parents one of the ways in which we want to support and 

encourage healthy choices for the children we teach.

What were the key barriers you faced in implementing the policy?

The consultation phase we conducted was really helpful, and we utilised the 

survey template in the toolkit and administered this online via our usual 

school communication platforms. Of the 70-odd parents who responded, 

75% said they supported us implementing the policy and the remaining 25% 

were either ‘not sure’ or didn’t support the policy. Below are some of the 

responses we received from parents:

• “Happy for school to be encouraging families to be more health 

conscious.”

• “We encourage at home to only drink water so it will reinforce this. I also 

find our children don't actually drink enough through the day so 

educating them on how much they should drink and why they should 

drink water would be good, rather than just me telling them.”

• “I think it's great that as a school you are promoting milk or water only in 

school as there are endless benefits to it.”

These findings therefore helped us to identify what concerns parents did 

have about the policy, these are summarised below.  

• Hydration is a big concern: Some parents are concerned that their 

children are not drinking enough in school anyway. They then worry that 

some children may not drink all day if given only water in their bottle. 

Some have tried this and seen it to be true. Hydration more important to 

them than what they drink.

• Increasingly going to the toilet: Parental concern about children 

increasingly going to the toilet during lesson times. 

• Choice and education: Taking choice away (I feel it's a parent’s job to 

police what's in their child's best interest). Some parents feel that it should
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What are your key pieces of advice for schools?

✓ Keep all staff members informed throughout, giving them the reasons why it is so 

important and also so that they can give their ideas. Early years foundation stage, KS1 

and KS2 differ practically in how the policy is implemented so getting ideas from all staff 

helps. 

✓ Early years foundation stage children respond very well to the visual reward charts 

whereas KS2 reacted really well to being informed about the importance of milk and 

water only for health and environmental reasons, therefore being able to make their 

own mind up.

✓ Seek evidence and information for knowledgeable support, especially with regards to 

responding to any potential parental resistance.

Mr Rose, Headteacher, Huntington Community Primary School
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• be about choice and education rather than telling and policing. Some don’t think we should be 

policing lunch boxes and water bottle contents.

Following this consultation, we used the evidence and FAQs in the toolkit to respond directly to those 

parents with answers to their concerns. 

Would you recommend schools make the swap to milk or water?

Yes we would; it is good to be able to say that we are ‘Milk and Water only’ from the first contact 

that parents have with the school. Having a policy helps to ensure that the guidance is not ignored 

by staff and parents.
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