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Executive summary

Currently in England, 1.2 million school-

age children in poverty are not getting free
school meals - 700,000 of them are not even
entitled to this key support. The Children’s
Society’s Fair and Square campaign is calling
for all children in poverty to receive free
school meals!

As part of this campaign, we worked with the
Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL)
and the National Union of Teachers (NUT)

to survey 570 teachers? about their views on
food in schools covering issues of free school
meals, the levels of hunger in schools and the
quality of school food. We also undertook a
nationally representative poll of teachers and
spoke directly to some young people® who
are entitled to free school meals.

1. Poverty and hunger in schools

Our survey of teachers provides evidence
that in many schools, children are going
hungry:

* Nearly three quarters (72%) of teachers
surveyed have experienced pupils coming
into school with no lunch and no means to
pay for one

* Nearly half (44%) of those surveyed found
that children are often or very often hungry
during the school day

e Two thirds (66%) of the teachers surveyed
stated that staff provide pupils with food or
money if they come into school hungry.

This evidence highlights the importance of
making sure all children in poverty are able
to get free school meals. We also undertook
a nationally representative poll* that found
that 98% of teachers believe that free school
meals should be available for all children in
poverty, including those in working families.

Recommendation 1: The government
should ensure all children in poverty can
get free school meals by extending
entitlement to all children in families
who receive Universal Credit.5

2. The quality of food in schools

Evidence from our survey suggests that
many teachers feel that in recent years
school food has become more nutritious
and improved in quality. The school food
standards were introduced in 2006 covering
all food and drink served at lunchtime

and throughout the school day. However,
academies and free schools do not currently
have to adhere to the school food standards.

e Over half of the teachers (53%) surveyed
stated that the standards have led to
improvements in the quality of school food.

* The vast majority (93%) of teachers we
spoke to, including 90% of teachers in
academies and free schools, thought that
all schools, including academies and free
schools, should have to adhere to the
school food standards.

Recommendation 2: The government
should make sure that all schools, including
academies and free schools, adhere to the
school food standards.

3. Cashless systems, stigma and
Free school meals

We welcome the fact that in many schools
children on free school meals are not easily
identifiable which reduces the risk of stigma.
However, we are concerned that nearly half
of secondary schools do not have cashless
systems, meaning those on free school meals
may be singled out.

e More than two thirds (70%) of the teachers
surveyed from secondary schools said that
all schools should have cashless systems for
school meals (most primary schools already
have cashless systems).

Recommendation 3: All local authorities
and school providers should introduce
cashless systems in order to de-stigmatise
the receipt of free school meals.
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Introduction

In England, 1.2 million school children living
in poverty currently do not get free school
meals. Of these, 700,000 children are not
even entitled to this vital support often
because they are from poor, working families.

Free school meals are a crucial entitlement
as they provide a hot, nutritious meal during
the day that can help children stay healthy
and learn. It is important that all children in
poverty are able to access this support.

The government will shortly be considering
changes to the provision of free school meals
following the overhaul of the current benefit
system and the introduction of Universal
Credit.? This presents a unique opportunity to
ensure that free school meals are available to
all children living in poverty.

The Children’s Society’s Fair and Square
campaign’ is calling for all children in
poverty to be able to get free school meals
by extending entitlement to all children in
families receiving Universal Credit.

In order to get a clear picture of what is
happening in school canteens across the
country, we worked with ATL and NUT.
Together we surveyed 570 of their members
to gain a greater understanding of the reality
of school meals today.® We also asked a
nationally representative sample of teachers
who they felt should be entitled to free
school meals.®
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We also wanted to hear from pupils about
their experiences of receiving free school
meals so we held focus groups with young
people across the country.’©

We spoke to teachers and young people
about three main issues:

1. Hunger in schools: including concerns
about children coming to school hungry,
the link this has with growing up in poverty
and the portion sizes of school meals.

2. The quality of food in schools: including
how healthy school meals are, the effects
of eating a school meal and the school
food standards.

3. Cashless systems, stigma and free school
meals: including how school meals are
provided and whether there is stigma
attached to receiving free school meals.



1. Poverty and hunger in schools

The Children’s Society is very concerned that
over half of school children living in poverty
in England are not getting free school meals.
This is particularly concerning in the context
of recent reports about children coming to
school hungry. A breakfast-focused survey
found that 80% of the teachers surveyed
have had pupils arriving at school hungry
without having had breakfast." Another
survey also found teachers reporting an
increase in hunger in schools over the past
two years, with 62% stating that general
poverty was the reason for this increase.”?

Our survey of teachers also examined issues
of hunger in schools, including whether
teachers were concerned about levels of
hunger among their pupils, and the portion
sizes of meals provided in their school.

Teachers support for Fair and Square

There is widespread support amongst
teachers for allowing children in low income
working families to have free school meals.
The nationally representative poll, conducted
by GFK NOP on behalf of The Children’s
Society earlier this year, found that more
than 98% of teachers believe that free school
meals should be available to all children in
poverty, including those in working families.

Figure 1: Percentage of teachers who think that
free school meals should be available to all
children in poverty

. Yes
B No

Base: UK, 500 respondents, 6 Feb 2012

Young people on the importance of
Free school meals

The young people were very aware of the
financial importance of free school meals for
their families:

¢ One young person outlined the difficulties
parents can face: ‘Working, paying bills,
then having to pay for schools meals’.
She outlined how parents can struggle to
provide food at home and clothes for their
children as well as having to pay rent and
household bills.

* Another young person said that if they did
not receive free school meals their families
would face difficulties because ‘if you ran
out of milk... you wouldn’t have the money
to replace it’.

e For the young people, free school meals are
helpful as they allow the family to budget
for necessary items. As one young person
said: if you need to get new school uniform
your parents can afford it’.

Hunger in schools

Many of the teachers surveyed were
concerned about their pupils’ diet at home,
especially in families living in poverty:

'l teach in a deprived area and some
families Aind it difficult to provide
healthy but cheap food for their
children.’

‘Many of our learners would most
probably not get a hot meal at home.’

‘One of our main aims at our school
is to improve children’s diets. But it is
very difficult when at home no-one
eats healthily.’

Forty-four per cent of teachers told us that
they often or very often found children
hungry during the school day and only 5%
said they never found children to be hungry
in school hours.
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Figure 2: Percentage of teachers who have found children going

hungry during school
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For some teachers we surveyed these were
just normal levels of hunger as one put it,
‘teenage boys are always hungry’. However,
some of the teachers were very concerned
about pupils coming in hungry having not
had breakfast and felt that this was linked to
poverty at home:

‘For some | feel that they are so
hungry they eat everything [at school]
as this may be their main meal of the
day.’

‘We all know how hungry some
children [are when they] come to
school and in what poverty they live.’

‘They come to school and have not

had breakfast. They take toast that

they have not paid for because they
are so hungry.’

The teachers were asked what happens at
their school if a pupil comes in hungry. Two
thirds stated that staff will give them food or
money on these occasions.”® These findings
broadly reflect a Guardian survey, in which
nearly half of the teachers surveyed said that
they had taken in food for their pupils.

Some of the teachers we surveyed said:

'l personally feed hungry children as
| cannot bear the fact that they are
hungry.”
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Teacher survey, question 11, 526 responses

No,
never

‘Myself and many teachers in other
schools feed children with bread or
crackers in the morning from their
own budget.’

‘My colleagues and | have and do
discreetly provide food or dinner
money where possible/appropriate.’

Some teachers also highlighted the
importance of the School Fruit and
Vegetable Scheme™ which means all children
in Key Stage one (four to six year olds) in
state-funded schools are eligible for free
fruit. Some staff in primary schools said that
when children were hungry they were given
some of the leftover fruit. As one teacher put

s

it: ‘the free fruit scheme comes to the rescue’.

Similar to the above findings about hunger

in schools, our survey also found that 72% of
teachers surveyed have experienced pupils
coming to school with no lunch and no means
to pay for one.® Many teachers felt that this
occurred mainly due to parents being unable
to afford a proper lunch for their child:

'l see a significant number of pupils
who do not have a mid-day meal
because they have no money.’

' am aware that some pupils do
not have food for breakfast/packed
lunches, and who survive on their
evening meal.’



‘Last month [I] found two qirls sat on
[the] toilet floor sharing one’s packed
lunch because other [girl] had no
lunch moneuy.’

One teacher said that this rarely happens
because at their school; ‘the majority

(of pupils) are in receipt of free school meals’.
This highlights the importance of eligibility
for free school meals for children in more
deprived areas.

Another issue raised in this survey is the
portion size of the meals provided. Fifty-
eight per cent of the teachers surveyed felt
that lunches at their school are an adequate
size with one teacher noting they are just the
right size’. However, nearly one-third thought
that the portions at their school were either
quite small or inadequate.”

Figure 3: Teachers views on the portion sizes
of school meals

Inadequate portions

. Large portions
. Adequate portions . Don’t know
B Quite small portions

Teacher survey, question 6, 533 responses

Key findings

Young people’s views on
portion sizes

All of the young people we spoke to said
that their free school meal allowances
only cover a main meal and either a drink
or a pudding option, but not both. The
free school meal allowance also does not
cover any food or snack at break time. In
one of the schools the young people said
they have to wait until 1.30pm for lunch.
One boy said that this made him ‘get
fidgety and rude’ because he was hungry.

Some of the teachers surveyed worried
that the small portion sizes may leave some
already deprived children hungry:

‘Working in a deprived school, a
school dinner is often the only cooked
food children eat. They are often given
not much more than a teaspoon of
rice [or] cous cous and... only one or
two cubes of meat.’

‘Children are often hungry in the
afternoon when they have eaten a
school meal.’

Many teachers were also concerned that the
portion sizes were not always suitable for
older children:

‘As I'm in a primary school, the size of
the child varies tremmendously! For the
reception children the portion size is
often too large, for years one-four it's
fairly reasonable but | know that many
year Ave and six leave the table still
hungry.’

‘The older, bigger students receive
the same size meal as the younger,
smaller students!’

Our survey of teachers provides evidence that in many schools children are going hungry.
This ranges from children having no lunch and no means to pay for one, to children

not having any breakfast or only a small dinner as that is all the family can afford. This
highlights the importance of making sure all children in poverty are able to get free school
meals, as called for as part of our Fair and Square campaign.
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2. The quality of food in schools

The quality of the food served in schools across
the country has been the subject of debate for
the past few years. Research has shown that
healthy school food can have a significantly
positive impact on concentration and alertness
in the classroom.”® Our survey explored teachers’
views on the quality of the food provided in
their schools and whether they had seen any
improvements since the introduction of the
school food standards in 2006.

The vast majority (77%) of the teachers
surveyed felt the meals provided at their
school were healthy, with 63% finding them
quite healthy and 14% finding them very
healthy.

Figure 4: Teachers views on the quality of
school meals
100%
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Teacher survey, question 5, 533 responses
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know
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Some of the teachers described their healthy
school meals and the good practice at their
schools:

‘We have really great, delicious food
with a range of at least five options
every dauy.’

‘The catering service runs a healthy
eating competition where the pupils
who have made the healthiest choices
win a voucher.’
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‘Our cook works extremely hard to
develop interesting meals that are low
in fat. We also grow a lot of produce
that our children eat.’

However, some teachers were less impressed
with the nutritional value and quality of the
food at their schools, with 17% considering
their school food to be quite unhealthy.
Another issue was that, though there were
healthy options, children were mainly
choosing the more unhealthy meals:

‘Food available is healthy but children
combine it in an unhealthy way.’

‘Not many fruit and vegetables
included in the cooked and fresh
meals.’

‘Chips are on menu too often. Meals
are chicken nuggets and chips, fish
Angers and chips, burgers and chips.’

Young people’s views on the
quality of their school food

The young people we spoke to had mixed
views on the food in their various schools:

* A boy at a primary school said about his
school meals: 7 like them because they
are tasty’.

e Other young people at a secondary
school said that they liked that
their school had food from different
countries, like jerk chicken and lasagne.
However, these young people did not
think the quality of the food at their
school was great.

* One teenage girl said that her school
meals were simply ‘bearable’.



Packed lunches

A recent study found that more than a
quarter of children entitled to free school
meals take packed lunches instead because
they fear being stigmatised.” However,
many of the teachers we surveyed had
concerns about the general quality of the
packed lunches their pupils bring into school.
Over 40% of teachers thought that packed
lunches were unhealthy, echoing other
recent research that has shown that only
1% of packed lunches meet the nutritional
standards set for school lunches.?® Many
teachers commented that the quality of
packed lunches varied:

‘It is obviously mixed, but on the
whole, most things are pre-packaged.
As a parent as well as a teacher, |
know how hard it is, but at school we
often see packed lunches where most
of the packed lunch is made up of
what | would call treats.’

“10% or less are healthy, 50% unhealthy,
40% absolutely shocking, consisting
ONLY of sugar, salt, dairy, fat.’

'l have seen a child with a packet of
Haribo sweets for his lunch — we had
to arrange for the child to have a
sandwich. This is not an isolated case.

’

The impact of having a
healthy lunch

Many of the teachers surveyed have found
that a healthy school lunch has a significantly
positive impact on pupils, with 72% stating
that it can improve concentration and
behaviour. 18% of the teachers surveyed said
a healthy lunch can also improve educational
attainment. Only 5% stated that it has no
impact at all.

Research by the School Food Trust has also
shown that improving the nutritional quality
of food provided at lunchtime and the
environment can have a positive impact on
children’s learning-related behaviour in the
classroom.?

Some of the teachers surveyed outlined the
impact that a healthy lunch can have:

‘Filling, healthy meals seem to affect
alertness...’

‘Concentration and behaviour are
poor if children do not eat enough or
have too many sugary foods. This, in
turn, seems to effect attainment.’

'IF you have students asking when
lunch is and watching the clock
because they are hungry how can
they focus on their learning?’

The school food standards

In May 2006, the government announced
new standards for school food covering all
food sold or served in schools including at
breakfast, break times, lunch and in tuck
shops, vending machines and after school
clubs. These school food standards were
phased in to all local authority maintained
schools between 2006 and 2009.

Notably, these mandatory school food
standards do not apply to academies or
free schools. These schools are instead
expected to comply with the terms set out
in their funding agreements, which vary
from academy to academy and do not have
to stipulate adherence to the school food
standards.

The school food standards include both
nutrient-based and food-based standards.??
The food based standards outline that certain
types of unhealthy food are not allowed such
as crisps and that certain foods like fruit and
vegetables are always provided. The nutrient-
based standards aim to make food healthier
by increasing the amount of vitamins and
minerals while reducing the fat and salt
content.

Our survey asked whether the teachers
thought that the quality of the meals
provided at their school had improved as

a result of the introduction of the school
food standards. The majority of the teachers
(53%) stated that the standards have led to
improvements.
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Figure 5: Teachers views on whether the
introduction of nutritional standards in 2006
has improved Food at their school

Don’t know

. Yes

.No

Teacher survey, question 5, 533 responses

Many teachers commented on improvements
and some also stated that the banning of

certain types of foods has had a positive impact:

‘Significantly better and more varied.’

‘Food looks and smells much more
appetising, greater variety — jacket
potatoes, chips only once a week
instead of every day.’

‘The school had got rid of all vending
nmachines and banned crisps and
‘snacks’... Staff cornmented on how much
better afternoon behaviour was since the
children (11<18) stopped snacking and
consuming all the e-numbers.

'Since sweets and fizzy drinks were
removed from the menu, the [pupils’]
behaviour and concentration has
improved.’

Key findings

As part of our Fair and Square campaign,
The Children’s Society is supporting the
Save our School (SOS) Food Standards
campaign? calling for all academies and
free schools to adhere to the school

food standards.

Our survey found that 90% of teachers in
academies and free schools agreed that their
schools should have to adhere to the school
food standards, while 93% of all teachers
surveyed supported this.

Some teachers in academies and free schools
detailed how food standards have declined
as a result of becoming academies:

‘Standards have slipped since moving
from a local authority school to an
academy! Seems to be more profit
making now.’

‘Following conversion to academy
status a cheaper provider has been
appointed and the quality of food has
deteriorated massively. Both staff and
students have stopped buying the
mMain meal as it is awful.’

This echoes School Food Trust research,*
which found that although some academies
are providing healthy food and choosing to
follow the nutritional standards, many others
are not. This research found evidence of
academies selling unhealthy food and drink
that have been banned under the standards.

Moreover, it is not only teachers who support
extending the school food standards to
academies; a recent survey by the Local
Authority Catering Association found that
92% of the parents polled wanted all schools
to abide by the standards.?®

The evidence from our survey suggests that many teachers feel that in recent years, school
food has become more nutritious and better quality particularly when compared to packed
lunches. The majority of teachers surveyed thought that school food has improved as a result of
the introduction of the school food standards in 2006. However, some teachers are concerned
about the food provided in their schools and the vast majority of the teachers surveyed feel
academies and free schools should have to adhere to the school food standards.
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3. Cashless systems, stigma
and free school meals

Our Fair and Square report found that 300,000
of the 1.3 million children registered for free
school meals are not taking them up on any
particular day.?® Some of the parents we
surveyed for the Fair and Square report?” were
concerned about the stigma attached to free
school meals. These parents were concerned
that in schools where children on free school
meals are easily identifiable, their children could
be bullied.

Our survey asked teachers whether they had
seen or heard of children being teased or bullied
as a result of getting free school meals. Some
teachers said:

‘In a previous location [school] FSM
[Ffree school meals] children did receive
a packed lunch from a neighbouring
primary school. There was a stigma
attached to this.’

‘Persistently, throughout my whole
teaching career [I] have seen bullying
associated with free school meals] -
Nno Matter how subtle and tactful the
school tried to be.’

Previous research on this issue, found that
where pupils entitled to free school meals
have to identify themselves to dinner

staff through either giving their names or
producing tokens, this has been a source of
embarrassment and has led to lower take-up
of free school meals.?®

Some teachers we surveyed detailed how
in their schools the system of payment for
school meals means that pupils receiving
them are easily identifiable:

'FSM [free school meals] pupils queue
daily for tickets (during break-time)
and use the tickets to pay for lunches
at thetill.’

100%+

‘Food is served on a tray with different
sections rather than on individual
plates for pupils who pay.’

The stigma associated with free school meals
is not widespread mainly due to the increase
in cashless systems, meaning that those on
free school meals are not easily identifiable.
As a result our evidence on stigma is not
conclusive as the majority of teachers
surveyed were in schools using cashless
systems and so had not seen any bullying
associated with free school meals.

In our survey of teachers, 76% said that at
their school, pupils on free school meals were
not identified.

Figure 6: Percentage of teachers who Felt that
the pupils on free school schools at their school
were easily identifiable
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75.8%

70%
60%
50%-
40%-
30%
20%
10%- 8.2%

0%

No Don’t know
Teacher survey, question 16, 512 responses

Yes

In primary schools, over 80% of the teachers
surveyed stated that pupils do not know
who receives them, because in most primary
schools payment for free school meals is
arranged between parents and schools.

In secondary schools, payment systems
are more varied. As a result, more of the
secondary school teachers (23%) than
primary school teachers (12%) said that
pupils entitled to free school meals were
easily identified. Currently around half of
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secondary schools use cashless systems
ensuring that pupils who receive free school
meals cannot be identified.?®

Young people’s views on stigma
associated with free school meals

All of the young people we spoke to

were in schools where pupils on free
school meals were not identifiable. In

the secondary schools they had cashless
systems where cards are automatically
updated for those receiving free school
meals and in the primary schools payment
was arranged between parents and the
school. They did not think stigma or
bullying associated with free school meals
was an issue in their schools.

Many teachers supported the use of cashless
systems as a way of ensuring pupils on free
school meals were not identified and therefore
not stigmatised:

‘No one knows who is on free school
meals as their cards are topped up.
They have the same swipe card as
anyone else.’

‘Cashless is good if children cannot
be identified by peers as having free
school meals.’

‘As a child | had FSM [free school
meals] for a while but refused to
continue... because it was humiliating
qQueuing up for the ‘free’ ticket, so

| think it's really important not to
stigmatise the FSM children.’

Key findings

The majority (71%) of the teachers surveyed
from secondary schools agreed that all schools
should have cashless systems for school meals.

Figure 7: Percentage of teachers who felt that
all schools should have cashless systems for
school meals

Don’t know

. Yes . No

Teacher survey, question 18, 512 responses

We welcome that currently in many schools children on free school meals are not easily
identifiable, reducing the risk of stigma. However, we are concerned that nearly half of
secondary schools do not have cashless systems when pupils get their meals, so those on free
school meals could be singled out bringing a higher risk of stigma and bullying.
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Conclusion and recommendations

Shockingly, only around half of the school
children living in poverty in England are
receiving free school meals. 1.2 million are
missing out on this vital support, with 700,000
children not even entitled to it because their
parents are working.

Our report shows there is overwhelming
support amongst teachers for changing this, as
98% of teachers in a nationally representative
poll believe that free school meals should be
available for all children in poverty, including
those in working families.

This report also presents compelling evidence
that in many schools across the country

children are going hungry, with two-thirds of the
teachers surveyed stating that staff will provide
pupils with food or money if they come into
school hungry. We are concerned that those
children living in poverty and not getting free
school meals could be going without food. In a
previous survey, one parent*° told us that her:

‘Child liked the meals when he was
entitled to them. Now he just has a bread
rollif | don't have the full money.’

The Children’s Society’s Fair and Square
campaign is calling for all children in poverty

to receive free school meals.® With the
government introducing the new Universal
Credit benefit system in October 2013, the
criteria for who is entitled to free school meals is
changing. This presents a once in a generation
opportunity to ensure that those children in
families who are working on a low income are
also able to benefit from free school meals.

Recommendation 1: The government should
ensure all children in poverty can get free
school meals by extending entitlement to
all children in families who receive Universal
Credit.??

The report also provides evidence that many
teachers have seen better quality school

food since the introduction of the mandatory
standards in 2006, with over half the teachers
surveyed stating that there have been
improvements.

Our concern is that the growing numbers of
academies and free schools are not bound by
the school food standards and can serve food
and drinks that are banned in other schools.
The overwhelming majority of the teachers we
surveyed, even those in academies, believed
that all schools should have to adhere to the
standards.

Recommendation 2: The government
should make sure that all schools, including
academies and free schools, adhere to the
school food standards.

The vast majority of schools in this country have
cashless systems so that children on free school
meals are not easily identifiable, reducing the
risk of stigma. Research has found that where
pupils on free school meals had to identify
themselves by producing tokens, this caused
embarrassment and led to lower take-up of free
school meals.®®

We are concerned that nearly half of all
secondary schools still do not have cashless
systems and that, in these schools, those on free
school meals are at risk of being singled out and
bullied. More than two thirds of the teachers
surveyed from secondary schools said that all
schools should have cashless systems for school
meals.

Recommendation 3: All local authorities and
school providers should introduce cashless
systems in order to de-stigmatise the receipt
of free school meals.
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