
 

If the government is serious about tackling
child poverty, it should extend free school
meals
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The government has created a new ministerial taskforce for its child
poverty strategy, led by Work and Pensions secretary Liz Kendall and
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Education Secretary Bridget Phillipson. It is urgently needed: 4.3 million
children in the UK are living in poverty.

The government has already committed to making sure free breakfast
clubs are available in all primary schools in England.

We know that having a good breakfast at school can help improve child
behavior and readiness to learn, and helps children achieve more at
school. The introduction of breakfast clubs for all primary school
children is welcome—but this cannot be the limit of the government's
ambitions if it is serious about tackling child poverty and dealing with its
consequences. Extending free school meals in England would be a
powerful step here.

One in five children live in food insecure households, and children in the
UK are getting sicker and smaller as a result of poor diet and poverty.

The education system has been left to pick up the pieces of Britain's
crumbling public services and counter the country's child poverty and 
food insecurity crisis. Ongoing research I'm leading suggests that there
are now more food banks inside of schools than outside of them.

If the new government is serious about addressing child poverty,
hardship and food insecurity, school meals and food need to be near the
top of the policy agenda. None of the government's missions can be
achieved if the country's children are hungry, poor and experiencing the
harsh realities of food insecurity.

Taking action

Good food at school makes children's lives better. Let's look at some
options available to the government.
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https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/child-poverty-statistics-causes-and-the-uks-policy-response/
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/free-breakfast-clubs-schools-what-labours-plans-would-mean-pupils-and-families
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/free-breakfast-clubs-schools-what-labours-plans-would-mean-pupils-and-families
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/breakfast-clubs-work-their-magic-disadvantaged-english-schools
https://phys.org/tags/primary+school+children/
https://phys.org/tags/primary+school+children/
https://phys.org/tags/school+meals/
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/initiatives/food-insecurity-tracking#tabs/Round-14
https://www.theguardian.com/society/article/2024/jun/19/uk-children-shorter-fatter-and-sicker-amid-poor-diet-and-poverty-report-finds
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-bristol-67555025
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/berj.3931
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/education/documents/bristol-working-papers-in-education/Baker_Feeding%20Hungry%20Families%20Food%20Banks%20in%20Schools%20in%20England.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/child+poverty/
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/files/misoc/reports/Impact-of-the-UFSM-schemes-in-England.pdf


 

In England, schools currently receive funding of £2.53 per meal.
However, the per meal funding rate has lost value in real terms over the
last decade—16% between 2014 and 2023 (when the funding rate per
meal was £2.41). This makes it incredibly challenging for schools to
provide good quality, nutritious and culturally appropriate meals.

The devolved governments of Wales and Scotland provide more money
per free school meals at a much higher rate: £3.20 and £3.30
respectively. The government should increase school meal funding for
schools in England to, at a minimum, account for the impact of inflation
over the last decade.

Secondly, the government should look at expanding the eligibility for
free school meals further. One of the primary purposes of free school
meals is to provide children living in poverty a meal when they come to
school. But the link between need and provision is broken and needs to
be fixed.

Currently, around 1.9 million children are eligible for means-tested free
school meals in England. But 900,000 more children live in poverty but 
do not qualify for free school meals. This is largely a result of restrictive
eligibility criteria.

For example, families in receipt of universal credit benefit payments,
but who have a household income of over £7,400, do not qualify for free
school meals. This means that 1.7 million children in families eligible
for universal credit miss out. Expanding free school meals to include
these children would cost £1.5 billion per year. But the long-term 
economic and social benefits of this investment dramatically outweigh
the upfront costs.

Equal opportunities
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-meals-in-further-education-funded-institutions-guide-2023-to-2024-academic-year/free-meals-in-further-education-funded-institutions-guide-2023-to-2024-academic-year#:~:text=2024-academic-year-,1.,payment%20schedule%20in%20section%207.1
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/policy-menu-school-lunches-options-and-trade-offs-expanding-free-school-meals-england
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/policy-menu-school-lunches-options-and-trade-offs-expanding-free-school-meals-england
https://www.laca.co.uk/news/free-school-meals-funding-increase-inadequate-says-laca
https://www.thecaterer.com/news/laca-campaigns-for-government-to-level-up-school-meal-funding#:~:text=Currently%20English%20schools%20outside%20London,Scottish%20schools%20receive%20%C2%A33.30
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/policy-menu-school-lunches-options-and-trade-offs-expanding-free-school-meals-england
https://cpag.org.uk/news/new-official-data-shows-900000-children-poverty-dont-quality-free-school-meals-under-national-policy#:~:text=Nine%20hundred%20thousand%20children%20in,data%2C%20published%20today%2C%20shows
https://www.gov.uk/apply-free-school-meals
https://www.bigissue.com/news/social-justice/7-10-children-universal-credit-without-free-school-meals/#:~:text=Around%201.7%20million%20children%20are,in%20families%20on%20universal%20credit.
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/policy-menu-school-lunches-options-and-trade-offs-expanding-free-school-meals-england
https://urbanhealth.org.uk/insights/reports/expanding-free-school-meals-a-cost-benefit-analysis#:~:text=Healthy%2C%20free%20meals%20at%20school,social%2C%20financial%20and%20health%20benefits


 

Finally, and more ambitiously, the government should consider
expanding universal free school meals provision to all primary school
age children. In Scotland, all children aged five to ten get free school
lunches, and free school meals for all primary school children are being 
rolled out in Wales. In London, mayor Sadiq Khan made extending
universal free school meals for all primary school aged children central
to his reelection campaign in the capital. The policy, he argued, would
"give the next generation a chance."

This means that primary school age children in Bridget Phillipson's
Sunderland constituency—an area with a high rate of child poverty—do
not have access to universal free school meals but those in the prime
minister's London constituency of Holborn and St Pancras do.

Labor MPs have shown support in the past for universal free school
meals. A range of organizations have forcefully made the case for 
extending free school meals across the country and for improving school
food more generally. Expanding access to free school meals is also a 
popular policy among voters.

As with any policy, there are questions of efficiency, equity, trade-offs
and what the country's finances allow. However, policies like this send a
powerful message about the sort of society we are and want to be—a
society that takes care of all its children and brings them together as
equals to share a meal at school.

Extending free school meals coverage offers a path to a brighter future
for children—and would be a powerful way to counter the division and
discord that has characterized much of the last 14 years.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.mygov.scot/primary-school-meals
https://www.gov.wales/free-school-meals-information-parents-and-carers
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-68844210
https://www.sunderlandecho.com/news/people/one-in-three-sunderland-children-living-in-poverty-finds-heartbreaking-report-4489550
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/free-school-meals-mps-bill-b2244317.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/free-school-meals-mps-bill-b2244317.html
https://freeschoolmealsforall.org.uk
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/news/feed-future-campaign
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org
https://www.schoolfoodmatters.org
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/new-data-labour-and-conservative-voters-overwhelmingly-back-giving-free-school-meals
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/policy-menu-school-lunches-options-and-trade-offs-expanding-free-school-meals-england
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/if-the-government-is-serious-about-tackling-child-poverty-it-should-extend-free-school-meals-235070
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