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On the 23rd of July 2024, 
150+ children, young people, 
professionals, and Members of 

Parliament from across the political parties, 
gathered on the lawn in Parliament Square. 
They came together to support the No 
Child Left Behind campaign organised 
by the National Education Union (NEU, 
2024). The campaign is fi ghting to break 
down the barriers poverty puts up around 
equal access to education. Three hundred 
partners – charities, trade unions and 
professional bodies support this campaign 
and SAPHNA are proud to be one of these 
supporters and were delighted to be invited 
to the event and to be able to speak, giving 
a voice to the role of the school nurse in 
supporting the specifi c ask of the campaign, 
Free School Meals for all children. Twenty 
eight MPs attended on a busy sitting day, 
showing the cross-party commitment to the 
campaign. They were able to hear from the 
powerful coalition about why the campaign 
matters, spending time with the young 
people who attended at the picnic lunch.

Representing SAPHNA and as a frontline 
practitioner school nurse, I was able to share 
why this campaign is so important. School 
nurses are the only health professional with 
a reach extending to all school-aged children 
and young people, providing a public health 
service which is crucial to improving the 
health and wellbeing of children and young 
people and reducing inequalities. School 
nurses are aware of the worrying and 

growing evidence of poor health among 
children and young people, a growing crisis, 
and food poverty is one of the concerns 
central to this crisis. Seventy percent 
of school nurses report having seen an 
increase in support need for children where 
cost of living was an issue. During a week 
of action coordinated by the NEU’s No Child 
Left Behind campaign, health professionals 
from either SAPHNA or the British Dental 
Association, were asked about the impact 
of hunger on children’s health over the 
past year. Around two thirds (65%) of 
respondents reported that children’s health 
had declined as a result of hunger and poor 
nutrition, while almost a third (28%) said 
children were experiencing an increase in 
the incidence or severity of health problems 
to a large extent. As specialist public health 
professionals school nurses understand the 
importance of nutrition as a critical part of 
health and development, better nutrition is 
related to improved infant and child health, 
stronger immune systems, lower risk of 
non-communicable diseases and longevity. 
Poverty amplifi es the risk of, and risks from, 
malnutrition. People who are poor are more 
likely to be affected by different forms of 
malnutrition.

Malnutrition, in every form, presents 
signifi cant threats to human health and in 
school nursing we see this every day, the 
focus is often on childhood obesity but what 
we are actually seeing is children who may 
fl ag as obese are actually malnourished due 

to lack of food options leading to lack of vital 
vitamins and minerals.  

But the FSM campaign is about more than 
just nutrition – food in school matters for 
lots of reasons. Children and young people 
need fuel to learn and when this is not 
provided at home the impact can be seen in 
school. As a school nurse, I receive referrals 
asking for support for young people who 
are struggling to focus, presenting with 
challenging behaviour, presenting as 
being too tired to learn, struggling with 
friendships. Some of these referrals will 
suggest a diagnostic route may need to 
be explored but on further assessment, 
looking at the lived experience of the child 
and listening to the voice of the child, food 
poverty is the root cause of the concerns. 

Referrals to school nurses for support 
for mental/emotional health have increased 
exponentially, demands on other services 
mean that school nurses are often holding 
these young people. The link between 
poverty and mental health is something that 
school nurses see each day in their direct 
work with children and young people. The 
Centre for Mental Health, the Children and 
Young People’s Mental Health Coalition and 
Save the Children (2024) have published 
a joint report exploring the impact of 
poverty on the mental health of families in 
the UK, with fi rst-hand insights from young 
people and parents experiencing poverty. 
The report discusses the dual crisis that 
young people are experiencing, of living in 

Food poverty: The role 
of the school nurse

The cost of living crisis and food poverty continue to be a significant challenge for children, 
young people and their families. In SAPHNA’s augural survey of school nurses, 70% of 
respondents reported to have supported children, young people, and families where the 
cost of living and/or food poverty was an issue. Comments include that services had noticed 
‘an increased demand for community services – food banks, uniform banks, charity funding 
for white goods, etc.’  School nurses reported a range of activities in relation to supporting 
children, young people and families, which broadly fell into direct provision, supported 
access to community services and provision, and advocacy work. You will be able to read 
more about this in the full survey report which will be published soon.
Ann Marie Gallogly, deputy professional officer shares how SAPHNA works as part of a 
coalition to support children, young people and their families and respond to the challenges 
of food poverty and the cost of living crisis, and explains how school nurses support children 
and young people.
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poverty – an estimated 4.3 million children 
in poverty which is an increase from 
3.6 million in 2010/11 – and experiencing 
signifi cant mental health issue s. In 2004, 
one in ten children had a mental health need. 
In 2023, about one in fi ve 8–25-year-olds 
had a diagnosable mental health problem 
(NHS Digital, 2023). 

’Poverty at any age can have a 
devastating mental health impact 
but can be especially pernicious 
for children and young people. It 
is “impossible to overestimate how 
important poverty is as a driver” 
for so many of the social challenges 
experienced by children and young 
people’. (Centre for Mental Health et 
al, 2024)

As public health professionals school 
nurses are experts in looking at the context, 
thinking about the invisible backpack that 
many of our children and young people 
carry into school every day. To fi ll that gap 
of hunger with a nutritious hot meal every 
day in school would break that cycle. 

To sit with friends every day, with no 
division, no stigma around entitlement, would 
encourage healthy eating habits, encourage 
the socialisation benefi ts of eating together 
and reduce some of the fi nancial burden that 
parents and carers are experiencing.

In the area I work, in the Northwest, we 
do not have FSM, I asked some colleagues 
what they are seeing in their work, one 
colleague reported a massive rise of 
children eating beige only food such as 
chicken nuggets, chips and crackers or 
crisps. Food poverty makes this worse 
as parents may go for the easiest option 
knowing it will be eaten and not wasted 
and they cannot afford an alternative. One 
colleague was concerned that although 
schools are responsive to hungry children 
and will fi nd food for them, not all children 
would admit to being hungry, or even know 
that they are if they have become used to 
limited food. Food poverty has become 
the norm for these children. I asked school 
nursing colleagues in London where FSM 
are provided what the impact has been. 
They were clear that FSM have made a 
positive impact, a lifeline for some families. 

The call from the FSM campaign on the 
lawn in front of Parliament was loud and 
clear – no child should be denied the food 
they need to learn and thrive at schools. 
Investment in FSM for all will have a lifelong 
impact for children and young people but 
also for their families, communities, and 
society. SAPHNA will continue to support this 
campaign until the postcode lottery of FSM is 
removed and all children have access to a hot 
and nutritious meal in school every day. 
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For more information visit the SAPHNA website: https://saphna.co

School and Public Health Nurses Association Annual Conference
Wednesday the 6th of November 2024

The conference will be held at Buckinghamshire New University

This year’s conference will be a hybrid event so we will also be o� ering an option 
to join the conference online. 

Speakers include: • Sir Michael Marmot, Professor of Epidemiology at University 
College London, Director of the UCL Institute of Health Equity, Past President of the 
World Medical Association • Team CNO speaker Jamie Waterall, Chief Nursing O�  cer’s 
Directorate • Associate Professor Melanie Hayward • Dr. Sarah Bekaert and many more

Bookings at: https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/saphna-annual-
conference-2024-tickets-933188069637?a� =oddtdtcreator

A School Nurse for Every School
School nurses’ positive impact in addressing health inequalities 

in children, young people, and their families


