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Universal free school meals and the impact during the cost-of-living crisis
[bookmark: _Int_GEhLQvRb]Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_mILFGV6l][bookmark: _Int_IDPwM0DL][bookmark: _Int_GqrC4ZVi]Within this report it is the writer's intention to provide relevant information in response to a emerging issue of childhood hunger and understand the role of Universal free school meals and the impact they have on children and families during the cost-of-living crisis. With the intention of analysing evidence of the benefits or negative impact providing the free school meals may have on children's health and nutrition as well as the further community. Bringing in data from several sources including charities, UK Government and articles.
Overview and Background 
[bookmark: _Int_BYkbjqZ0][bookmark: _Int_wtvBX9g3][bookmark: _Int_DiD8C9XR]The purpose of the universal free school meals incentive is to assist in tackling the emerging issue of childhood hunger and improving the nutritional intake of children ,Johnson (2022) shares a similar view by suggesting that providing free school meals to all families in receipt of Univeral credit would ensure the children have a nutritional meal which would subsequently have a knock on effect to their ability to learn .The need to initiate and take advantage of the free school meal provision has grown vastly since its initial role out in 1906 when the British parliament first passed the education meal act resulting in the ability to provide free school meals to primary aged children from poor backgrounds (Holland, 2022) more so now during the current cost-of-living crisis where many family's are missing meals with figures as high as 1 in 6 people in Wales alone due to the high cost of food according to a poll conducted by Wales TCU (2022). Universal free school meals now share its own responsibility in some United Kingdome (UK) legislations, The Education Act 1996, the Welfare Reform Act 2012 and Children and Families Act 2014.The department for education (2018) Believe that around 50,000 additional pupils will benefit from a free school meal compared to the previous benefits system. Although Universal free school meals has been made redly available to many families throughout the UK not all will take advantage of the service with 17 per cent of primary school children and an additional 16 per cent of secondary school children qualifying for the free school meal provision but not claiming them according to Sandhu and Saunders, (2022) for many different reasons including but not inclusive of social stigma parents as well as their children may feel embarrassed about the fact they are in receipt of free school meals as it is considered as a benefit of being lower class or poverty stricken, Levy (2020) shares a similar view by stating many children would choose to hunger over embarrassment in front of piers. In addition another factor that may affect children reviving the free school meals across the united Kingdome could be dependent on their state in which they live as not all of the UK follow the same guidance in Wales they follow a means tested application where if you are in receipt of specific benefits or in a low income house hold you may be entitles however due to the current pressure of the cost-of-living crisis  Wales have now introduced free school meals for all reception children with the intention to grow the availability to further school years in the future planning to reach up to year two children by 2023 (Welsh government 2022)  this differs in England all children from reception age to year 2 are eligible regardless of their household income(Entitled to 2022). The need for readily available free school meals has now become more prominent than in previous years due to the current issue of the cost-of-living crisis which is affecting the majority of households over the UK.  Although there are clear advantages in relation to providing free school meals many there are also wider factors that may instigate a negative view to the roll out , individuals who are not in receipt of free school meals would oppose to the decision negatively due to cost of providing the additional meals and the financial strain it may have on the government who currently pay out around £38.9 million on free school meals this is expected to rise to around £49.5 million should the decision  be made to provide free school meals to all children whose families are in receipt of Univeral credit(Bevan foundation 2021).
Supporting data and information 
[bookmark: _Int_FEFN0UjP]According to documentation provided by the office of national statistics (2022) there has been a rise in the eligibility in free school meals in England from the 20.8% in 2021 with figures in 2022 now reaching 22.5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals these figures representing around 1.9 million pupils. Figures differ in Wales with data published in the school's census results stating That 21.3% of children were eligible for free school meals in 2022, which projected an increase from the previous 20.9% in 2021 (Welsh government 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_ZWrJ2ivj]In April 2022 the food foundation reported that around 2.6 million children live in a household that do not have the access to healthy food or have missed meals altogether (Gurung 2022).
In a recent report published by the Bevan commission they found that around 45% of households only have enough money for the basic living essentials due to the current crisis (Green 2022)
The media 
[bookmark: _Int_aHlNvTVu][bookmark: _Int_i3YQ2Naz][bookmark: _Int_3hwKpbFf][bookmark: _Int_MeCj1W81][bookmark: _Int_lLVqmdf7][bookmark: _Int_zIOj7uIh]Mass media including social media, Newspapers ,the news Web sites, radio, television, and blogs are consequential in proclaiming attitudes and opinions that are already established (Britannica,2022) one way in which this is portrayed is  via agenda setting which is where  The priorities of which news comes first followed by the media in relation to how people think and how much influence will it have among the viewers(communication theory 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_V33K5hNq][bookmark: _Int_SNLwS5Ad][bookmark: _Int_2H9JItjW][bookmark: _Int_43Dfh8fR][bookmark: _Int_mDldgJ6B][bookmark: _Int_3GOQhTVj]The media have been at the fore front of the emerging issue of free school meals but more so in the recent years with the topic catching the attention of public figures one of those public figures profound for making a impact on the lives of children and assisting in providing them with the ability to have access to nutritious meals was football player Marcus Rashford who in 2020 used his personal Twitter platform to express his opinions of the free food parcels being distributed to qualifying families throughout the Covid19 school closures, during this time many families lost the benefit of having a hot nutritious meal provided for the children whilst in school and instead where supplied with a food parcel containing various non-perishable items as well as items to make cold sandwiches(Rashford 2021). In addition many other celebrities have also come on board expressing there views on the need for free school meals to not only be provided during the current cost of living crisis but also to be continued to ensure children don’t go hungry, these include Jamie Oliver who has recently used the media resource of radio to get his views across that children who have lunch will learn better (BBC news 2022)providing a view that not only is the nutrition of the child being meet but that of the development and well-being of the child are also developed by eating well. The free school meals during the cost of living crisis also got the attention of singer Zayn Malik who took a different approach to reach the attention of the UK Government with his support to back and attempt to tackle the emerging issue with a open letter to the British prime mister Rishi Sunak with in this he suggests that the Free school meals benefit is opened to all on universal credit as not only will it help all those in need and who need it most but also avoid children being divided into the categories of rich and poor (Malik 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_Y7Qz0ZSK][bookmark: _Int_nZmfwhfY][bookmark: _Int_kP86BmGt][bookmark: _Int_wAGA7T9t][bookmark: _Int_vjFkEAjv][bookmark: _Int_0qU13UvM][bookmark: _Int_lmxkLOpz][bookmark: _Int_PMT3XmoM][bookmark: _Int_fslUzi2z][bookmark: _Int_9gtUQdc4][bookmark: _Int_JIyXwIEB][bookmark: _Int_gcaRFybU][bookmark: _Int_rIkCQYAp][bookmark: _Int_DHl1BXlW]Newspapers are a exceptional platform available to spread awareness of emerging issues and was used well in raising awareness of the Marcus Rashford campaign allowing readers to share their views of the work being done where many recognised the positives in what he was doing when the government did nothing (The Guardian 2022). With that being said the publishing of newspaper articles all depend on the bias of the writer and the audience they wish to pitch to as Marcus Rashford found out when he came under scrutiny by the Daily mail for purchasing property however, they used the campaign in the title to mock the football player as appose to supporting its cause (Pinder 2020).
What has been the response to this issue 
[bookmark: _Int_FkYC3lKp][bookmark: _Int_f7rFhz6y][bookmark: _Int_PUX2Ww05][bookmark: _Int_2BPzJs5R][bookmark: _Int_7FHCUC1a][bookmark: _Int_ZFSHBvYF][bookmark: _Int_cAikPXT5][bookmark: _Int_9cDij6ek][bookmark: _Int_Vb2ntrgO]There has been a great deal of support in response to free school meals and the cost of living including that of several charities such as the Food foundation who are working with other charities to enhance the knowledge and gain addition results in relation to extending free school meals with the mission to is change  food policy as well as business practice to ensure individuals in all UK nations, have access to and adequate funds available to receive a healthy and sustainable diet(The food foundation 2022),School food working group in addition the celebrity attention which all in all has all been positive and helped broadened the attention to what has been and is still becoming a emerging issue as it not only effects children and families now but will continue to do so through out and after the cost of living crisis. 
[bookmark: _Int_VLIYXqSG]The Welsh government has acted upon the suggestions and evidence brought forward to them in relation to providing Free school meals in a bid to tackle child hunger and in response have committed to providing free school meals to all primary school aged children in Wales by 2024(Welsh Government 2022) this differs to England who have only offered to extend the free school meals to reception children, year one and year two(Gov.uk 2022)
[bookmark: _Int_842ls0vy][bookmark: _Int_NLbRP23r][bookmark: _Int_7iF0IHUJ][bookmark: _Int_vefvoTPW][bookmark: _Int_NQOfI6Zb][bookmark: _Int_FCt9xIcv][bookmark: _Int_G9oe3ykN][bookmark: _Int_ywknfakH][bookmark: _Int_0Rj8PYjB]In addition, positive steps have been addressed with in the autumn statement in regard to helping families with the cost of energy Pirce rises and additional financial support for universal credit (Gov.uk 2022) however no additional changes to the Univeral free school meals were addressed causing concern to many individuals and supporting charities making many feels ignored (Tidnman2022).
How effective has this response been? 
With that being said there has been some negative issues raised in regards to the costings on the government's budget in relation to the help being provided however it holds the argument that although the costings are high right now with providing the support the families are in great need of the additional help as it is tackling hunger , nutrition as well as preventing several families getting into debt in order to provide their children with hot meals as it is not only the cost of buying the food but also the preparation of the food and as the cost of fuels are going up in line with inflation several families are having to choose between heating and eating (The guardian,2021).
[bookmark: _Int_eCMFXPl1][bookmark: _Int_9makQ33b][bookmark: _Int_JOvLToLk][bookmark: _Int_kqt2em04]Despite the potential negatives evidence does show how it is helping more children now ,Data provided by the Department for education (2022) has shown a rise of 1.7% of pupils eligible for free school meals since 2021, with 1.6 million pupils taking advantage of the free school meals out of the 1.6 million 1.3 million would not usually qualify had it not been for the changes made under the universal free school meal policy.

Recommendations taking the issue forward.
[bookmark: _Int_vEQzmsEi][bookmark: _Int_4EKI9Mot][bookmark: _Int_JfYymNUZ][bookmark: _Int_omlhiFdY][bookmark: _Int_Y6EpnM2X][bookmark: _Int_QZjDFZ5F][bookmark: _Int_4Xc0DOvi][bookmark: _Int_DHdeJhC2][bookmark: _Int_sK8euSYu][bookmark: _Int_XZQQjcOp][bookmark: _Int_c0KWb2FE][bookmark: _Int_Pjdk3uIg][bookmark: _Int_P5XLHhUj][bookmark: _Int_PfcXsoLk][bookmark: _Int_9bWz7V7w][bookmark: _Int_EHQOeAEy][bookmark: _Int_AulcxQjD][bookmark: _Int_htPBGgnK][bookmark: _Int_R1nZ5YWU]It would be the recommendation of the writer to continue in supporting vulnerable families by providing free school meals with the additional help being extended further than just  those who are in receipt of universal credit as many working parents are in a equal financial strain resulting in missing meals for themselves and their children which has a knock-on effect to the child's development and well-being as well as the issue of malnourishment , this could be done by conducting a expenditure form to provide wider background information to show what each family is left with rather than just how much they receive. As well as following to Feed the future campaign in response to rising the threshold eligibility for free school meals. It is also the recommendation that all governments mirror the same response in providing free school meals for all aged children rather than specific ages that differ dependant on the country Feed the future (2022) would agree also suggesting that the government change the eligibility criteria to allow all living in poverty to receive free school meals. It would also be recommended that free school meals are continued to be provided to those who need them throughout the school holidays as it is at these times where children become more vulnerable as they don’t have to extra security of being overseen by the teachers in order to observe for any signs of hunger or other help required. To help assist in the costing of providing such help it would be recommended that a opt in and out online form to be completed prior to receiving the help this would then allow families to opt out if they chose or not require preventing costly waste to food that may not get eaten allowing support to be spread further to others in need. The government should aim to work close with registered charities in order for them to hear how the help provided is benefiting those who have access as well as how it could help those who don’t currently qualify to allow a greater understanding of the issues raised. 
Conclude 
[bookmark: _Int_vTCRAxBl][bookmark: _Int_uncrAP3t][bookmark: _Int_JPF2TVlI][bookmark: _Int_KtwL1asa][bookmark: _Int_mPf5DFWs][bookmark: _Int_cJeCHsgT][bookmark: _Int_V1tI2MCi][bookmark: _Int_jbuhQDpw][bookmark: _Int_Zcd8JTBK][bookmark: _Int_yr8aXuQI][bookmark: _Int_xbipacG7][bookmark: _Int_NQ90mLJk][bookmark: _Int_qwqh9xcS][bookmark: _Int_m3FSXIaQ][bookmark: _Int_52jS2MXI][bookmark: _Int_4nMrLh8S][bookmark: _Int_htzeNkT2][bookmark: _Int_yGwsx3gB][bookmark: _Int_KYDNuS3z][bookmark: _Int_ynPfNZvt]In conclusion evidence provided shows a extensive need for help to be provided to those in need to help assist with childhood hunger. The free school meal initiative has proven to helped dramatically however it is vital that throughout the current cost of living and following on from this the help needs to remain to allow families to regain a better financial position to provide children with the nutrition they require. If a child is not receiving the essential nutrition, they require this can have a detrimental effect on their health and wellbeing. The media can have a huge impact on how negatively or positively the information is portrayed having a lasting impact on the readers, it is important for the media to share factual information and remain no bias to ensure a fair perception of the issue is being broadcasted and to help prevent a stigma being brought over the issue resulting in many not taking available help. Child hunger is not going to go away on its own therefore it is vital for all available resources and help from local authorities, Government charities and schools to work in unison to ensure the issue is dealt with efficiently and effectively. 
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