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A government’s shame

as pupils go hungry

Caroline Voogd, editor

ith food inflation expected to hit 17%
early next year (Nabarro, 2022) there is a
sense of foreboding looming over schools
at what they will witness in the coming
months.

Amid COVID recovery, an unprecedented mental
health crisis among children and young people (Newlove-
Delgado et al, 2022), and a frightening resurgence of Group
A Streptococcus, schools are also witnessing many of their
families being pushed to the edge financially.

The cost of living crisis, driven by record inflation levels (around 11% at the time
of writing), is pushing many families into poverty and food insecurity. The impact is
stark. A survey of 6200 schools in England finds increased levels of pupils coming to
school hungry and non-free school meal families being unable to afford school lunches.
They also report pupils unable to concentrate, exhausted, and without adequate winter
clothing (Sutton Trust, 2022).

What is more, the Food Foundation’s Food Insecurity Tracker reveals that in
September four million children found themselves living in homes classified as food
insecuré—which are households where someone is forced to eat smaller meals, skip
meals, go hungry, or not eat for a whole day because they are unable to afford food. The
charity warns that the cost of a basic weekly basket of shopping has risen by 14-16%
in 6 months.

Free school meals (FSM) eligibility is fast becoming a shameful stain on the
government’s record. Pupil census information (DfE, 2022) shows that 1.9 million
pupils are eligible for FSM as of January 2022 (22.5%), an increase of around 450000
since 2020. And yet child poverty figures show that the number of children living in
relative poverty after housing costs in the UK stands at 3.9 million (27%). It is estimated
that 800000 children living in poverty are still not eligible for FSM.

Expanding FSM for all families on Universal Credit, as the Food Foundation’s Feed
the Future campaign is calling for, is a no-brainer if as a society we believe in protecting
our most vulnerable. The fact that one of the wealthiest countries in the world has so
many children living in poverty, living in food insecure homes, and so many pupils
whose families cannot afford a school dinner is deeply disturbing—especially when we
consider the cost of expanding FSM to everyone on Universal Credit is negligible: just
£700m (Patrick et al, 2021). It just takes political will...
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