


Building Back Better: 
Is it time for universal school 
meals?

WELCOME!

Barbara Crowther
Children’s Food Campaign
@childrensfood



PLEASE TWEET!! 
#UniversalSchoolFood

Thanks for support from:

@FoodPlacesUK
@sfmtweets
@food_foundation
@BiteBack2030
@SAfoodforlife
@chefsinschools
@UKSustain
@CPAG_UK
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Raksha Mistry
Soil Association Food 
for Life

@Safoodforlife
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Beth, 15
Children’s Right to Food 
Ambassador, North 
Wales

@CR2FCampaign
@Food_Foundation





WHAT SHOULD THE GOVERNMENT 
DO ABOUT FREE SCHOOL MEAL 
ELIGIBILTY? 





HAS COVID-19 CHANGED YOUR 
VIEW ON RIGHT TO FOOD? 





Thank you! 

Read our Right2Food Charter: 
Here

Share your views on school 
food: 
endchildfoodpoverty.org/free-
school-meals 

https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/CR2F_CHARTER_A4_DIGITAL.pdf
https://endchildfoodpoverty.org/free-school-meals
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Reema-Gee Reid
Hollydale Primary School, 
Southwark

@HollydaleSchool
#universalschoolfood



Hollydale Primary School 
Yes we can!

Reema-Gee Reid

Headteacher 

Hollydale Primary School 
2013 - 2021

Universal Free 
School Meals 



40% free school meals

10% of pupils bring a 
packed lunch

YR-2

30% of parents 
receiving Universal 

Credit 

High mobility 

Sen 19%

50% EAL 
Regardless of income: 

All pupils receive universal free 

school meals

Y3-6
Healthy Free School Meals 

provided by the London Borough 
of Southwark

Hollydale Primary School 





Hollydale Primary School 
Pre-covid food insecurity issues were already a concern at 41% 

and this has risen as a result of the pandemic



At Hollydale:  Covid-19  has brought 
food poverty, experienced by families 

to the forefront.

This has put exceptional stress on the budgets of 
very poor families who are eligible for free school 

meals – and it has also simply laid bare the 
challenges that families on very low incomes will 
continue to face even in this transition to ‘new 

normal’.

Hollydale Primary School 



Hollydale Primary School 

xxxx is one of the parents at Hollydale Primary In Southwark, who  benefit from  
Universal Free School meals 

https://www.th

eguardian.co

m/society/202

0/dec/18/one-

meal-a-day-

how-

pandemic-hit-

families-

before-

unicefs-aid

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/dec/18/one-meal-a-day-how-pandemic-hit-families-before-unicefs-aid


Benefits of  Universal Free 
School Meals 

Our school is in a deprived area of London. We 
have found that universal free school meals has 

boosted health and  attainment.

Food should sustain, grow and repair.

Hollydale Primary School 



A ‘one size fits all’ approach to school 
lunches simply doesn’t work. What is 

additionally important is that is culturally 
aligned, where menus are unique and 

that value added initiatives start to 
develop a lifelong love of food. That is 

the aim at our school. 

Hollydale Primary School 

Universal Free School Meals Provision





Beyond Universal Free school Meals

Free of charge, they provide a weekly delivery of healthy 
surplus food that is made available to our children and their 
families to take home and enjoy. Our interactive assembly 
helps pupils (and staff!) to understand the reasons why so 

much food in our country is wasted, what happens to food if 
it’s not eaten and, importantly, what we can all do together 

to stop wasting food!

Hollydale Primary School 



The Greggs Breakfast Club 
Programme was established in 
1999 to help primary school 

children get a nutritious start to 
their school day.

- Addressing issues of poverty and 
inequality

- Ensuring food is at the heart of 
communities

- Supporting local community organisations to 
make a real difference

Breakfast Clubs
A good start to the day; a good start in life 

Hollydale Primary School 



Hollydale Primary School 

School Food Matters 

has supported us in 

feeding our families 

through the holidays.  

This has been a huge 

success  and very 

supportive of our 

families who would 

otherwise be 

experiencing food 

poverty.



Hollydale Primary School 

We help children to develop healthy eating 
habits and encourage an enthusiasm and 

interest in food.  

Lessons teach children the basics of food 
and cookery without the need for cooking 

facilities – which most primary schools lack. 



In support of  whole school approach for 
Universal Free School Meals 

Hollydale Primary School 

• Equality of good food for all

• Food education through eating well at school  

• Food education that will permeate future lifestyles

• Understanding that food sustains, grows and repairs the body Therefore 

needs to be nutritious This is regardless of income

• Should not be a privilege to eat well 

• Related to attainment and brain function

The vision is that every child learns about food in a 
holistic sense and has the confidence to eat well
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Andy Gold
Head of Food Strategy

Public Health
London Borough of Newham

@NewhamLondon
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The impacts of the Universal 

Infant Free School Meals policy

Angus Holford and Birgitta Rabe – University of Essex

Sustain Webinar: ‘Building back healthier and fairer - is it 

time for universal school meals?’, 

29th June 2021



Overview

 We’re both labour/education economists, based at Institute for Social and 

Economic Research at University of Essex

 Nuffield Foundation funded research project.

 Evaluate the (causal! where possible) impact of the UIFSM policy in England 

on:

⚫ Take-up (+ve) and registration (-ve)  for FSM

⚫ Bodyweights (-ve)

⚫ Absences from school (-ve)

 With secondary analyses, linking existing data sources, especially:

⚫ National Child Measurement Programme (school-level). 

⚫ National Pupil Database; Schools Census; KS1 and Early Years Foundation Stage Profile 

results (individual level).

⚫ Other data in public domain, e.g. National Indicators, Index of Multiple Deprivation, Local 

Labour Market Statistics, to control for other policies and confounders.

 Detailed methods, data sources for each graph in our full report at 

https://tinyurl.com/5fpm3n9a

https://tinyurl.com/5fpm3n9a


Estimating the effect on 

Reception children’s 

bodyweight outcomes
◼ Policy introduced in all of England in one go: No ‘natural experiment’ or ‘treated and 

control’ groups.

◼ Strategy based on comparing outcomes in the same school, visited for measurement at 
different times of year in pre-and-post UIFSM years.

◼ Controlling flexibly for changes in school composition and other banded school-level 
characteristics and policies.

◼ Principle is ‘dose-response’ effect:

◼ If UIFSM consistently changes children’s overall energy intake, through switching 
from packed lunches to school meals …

◼ i.e. Change in energy balance

◼ Expect zero effect on bodyweight outcomes for children measured on first day 
of school year. 

◼ But differences to emerge  in subsequent weeks/months, as children converge 
on new ‘set point’  / ‘settling point’.



Improvement in (Reception) 

child bodyweight outcomes

By end of Reception school year: 

→ 1%pt increase in healthy weight prevalence (base:76%)

→ 0.7%pt reduction in obesity prevalence (base: 10%)

→ 4% of a standard deviation lower BMI (about 60g-65g in typical child)

→ Small in absolute terms.

→ Large compared with other school-based interventions implemented or trialled in schools

◼ Treatment effects from our statistical model: No difference in bodyweight outcomes in first 
half-term, significant differences afterwards.



Who benefits?

All, by 

FSM-

eligibility FSM-eligible only, by school’s 

quintile of FSM-eligibility

◼ c.50%pt increase in take-up of school meals by not-FSM-eligible students.

◼ c.3%pt increase in take-up of school meals by FSM-eligible. (At all levels of FSM-eligibility 
within school)

◼ So while would expect most benefits to accrue to not-FSM eligible pupils, the policy has 
helped  raise take-up among harder-to-reach children who were already eligible. 



Who benefits?

Treatment effects of UIFSM for June half-term block by School FSM-eligibility Quintile

• Benefits accrue to a wide range of children but not those in the most and least affluent 
schools

• Suggests that meal quality can be improved even in relatively affluent families
• Policy does not seem to have helped close inequalities in body weights across areas. 



Reduction in absences 

among FSM-eligible infants
◼ Based on comparing changes in outcomes of Infants and Juniors in the same school pre-

and-post UIFSM. 

◼ Absence rates since 2015:

◼ 7% for FSM infants (4% are 
health-related)

◼ 5% for non-FSM infants (3% 
are health related)

◼ No effects for the group newly entitled to a free school lunch.

◼ Absences for the already-FSM-eligible reduce by over 1 day per year, half due to health 
reasons and half for other reasons. (Effect size of about 9%). 

◼ Going to school becomes more attractive as more peers are taking school lunch?

◼ Large nutritional benefit for the small number of FSM-eligible persuaded to switch?
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Treatment effect 
on absence 
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190-day 

academic year



Other considerations

◼ Small financial hit to schools from lower 
registrations for pupil premium by new 
starters

◼ Investment in auto-enrolment
required to mitigate this. 

◼ UIFSM has crowded out take-up of school 
meals among FSM-eligible juniors. 
Capacity constraints

◼ Threat to persistence of effects of 
UIFSM 

◼ Challenge to roll-out to older age-
groups, unless properly resourced.

Registration for FSM

Take-up among FSM-registered by school type



Coming soon…

◼ New Nuffield Foundation Project: The Impacts of Universal Free School Meal schemes 
in England

◼ Local Authority-based primary UFSM schemes since 2004

◼ Impacts on same outcomes and educational performance to age 11.

◼ Objectives are to build evidence on

◼ Persistence of effects.

◼ How effects vary with age and years’ duration of exposure.

◼ To help design the most cost-effective policy.



Angus Holford – ajholf@essex.ac.uk

Birgitta Rabe – brabe@essex.ac.uk

The Nuffield Foundation has funded this project, but the views 

expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily those 

of the Foundation. More information is available at 

www.nuffieldfoundation.org

Additional support from: 

mailto:ajholf@essex.ac.uk
mailto:brabe@essex.ac.uk
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/
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Questions & discussion

#universalschoolfood
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Thanks to everyone!

Please give us feedback

#universalschoolfood


