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By Mark Knowles

With the help of celebrities such
as English chef Jamie Oliver and
US first lady Michelle Obama,
there is an ever increasing focus
on providing healthy school meals
to children in order to combat the
childhood obesity and diabetes
epidemics that are sweeping some
Western countries.

QSI International School Phuket
recently scored a coup for its
students in this regard when it
managed to entice Chef Tammasak
“Noi” Chootong, owner of the
popular Suay restaurant in Phuket
Town, to prepare lunches for the
school’s students and staff.

Having trained in Germany and
worked at a Michelin starred res-
taurant and the Queen Elisabeth II
cruise liner, Chef Noi returned to
Thailand several years ago to join
JW Marriott and then Banyan
Tree, during which time he gar-
nered several awards for his skills
in the kitchen.

But it was at his own restau-
rant Suay (which means beautiful
in Thai) where he stumbled upon
the unusual opportunity to roll up
his sleeves and cook for the kids
at QSI.

“One of the [QSI student’s]
parents went to the restaurant and
spoke to him, and it all started
from there,” says Sarah Foster-
Gross, a teacher at QSI.

Now, Chef Noi takes time out
of his busy schedule to craft tasty

and nutritious meals for as many
as 120 kids every school day. It’s
a world away from the pressure-
cooker environment of a 5-star
kitchen, but Chef Noi still employs
many of the techniques and styles
of cooking he has learned over the
years to bring variety and flavor
to his school lunches.

And it appears to be working,
“Yummy!” is the unanimous re-
sponse I got when I asked the
dozen or so primary students who
were the first to sit down for their
meals when I visited the school.

When asked how cooking for
the kids compared to working in a
5-star restaurant, Chef Noi replies,
“Well it’s great because you don’t
have to worry much about the pre-
sentation... as long as it tastes good,
it’s fresh and has good-quality in-
gredients, that’s all we need.”

Each month Chef Noi prepares
a menu to send to parents so they
can decide how many meals they
want their children to have at
school. This month’s menu featured
an eclectic range of dishes from
Italy, Germany, Thailand, Japan and
England – all of which reflect Chef
Noi’s culinary influences, as well as
the diversity of the international
student’s backgrounds.

Dishes such as penne with pesto
and seafood, chicken yakitori with
fried rice and tofu salad, somtum
with fried chicken and sticky rice,
and chicken schnitzel with potato
and cucumber salad give you an idea
of the variety of cuisines on offer.

School food
for thought

The school lunches are avail-
able to students for just 80 baht,
and all of that money is used on
ingredients, as the kitchen is not
run for a profit. All the meals also
include fresh seasonal fruit and a
probiotic drinking yogurt to make
them even healthier.

“We use all the budget, usually
when you see kids’ food, it’s very
cheap, maybe 15 or 20 baht, but
we use high quality ingredients
and we don’t make any profit off
the cost, so all the money goes
into the meal,” says Chef Noi.

 Chef Noi said his menu cre-
ations have been a hit with both
students and teachers alike.

“The teachers said that before
they didn’t eat at the school but
went out, or took their own lunch.
Now they eat here.”

“5-star cooking for 80 baht isn’t
bad!” agrees Ms Foster-Gross.

Unsurprisingly, as ever, some
kids remain a little reluctant to eat
their vegetables, but Chef Noi
says he hopes with the variety of
vegetables and salads on his menu
that kids will eventually learn to
enjoy them.

“Some people tell me, ‘kids
wont eat vegetables’ but I try to
incorporate everything into each
meal, so I add salad and vegetables
and let the kids decide if they want
to eat them. Even if they don’t eat
it, I try again, and gradually they
will taste it, and hopefully start to
like it.”

Naturally, with so many young

mouths to feed from various na-
tionalities, religions and cultures,
special meals have to be prepared
to suit the various different needs
of students, but with his long ex-
perience in the business, Chef Noi
takes it all in his stride.

 “We have some kids that eat
halal food, we have some kids
who are vegetarian, and some who
are gluten intolerant, or if they have
allergies they are taken into ac-
count as well.”

Patrick Buckley, the school’s
director said it was a great win

for the school to be able to recruit
such a talented chef to prepare
lunches for the students and that
it contributed to the school over-
all approach to give their students
the very best in all aspects of their
educational experience.

“Our school has always nour-
ished students’ development with
our highly qualified teachers, ac-
credited instruction and variety of
activities; it is great we can now
offer a lunch that is just as nour-
ishing and of high quality,” said
Mr Buckley.

‘Yummy’ recently became the most popular adjective among QSI students.

Chef Noi brings his 5-star hotel experience to the school canteen. The best ingredients and great variety of dishes is the new standard for the QSI menu. Photos: Mark Knowles


