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Executive summary

Introduction

Schools have a significant opportunity to positively impact young people’s food choices,
helping to shape their lifelong dietary behaviours and reduce the risk of diet-related diseases
such as obesity and dental decay. Following on from our ‘Fuelling the Future’ research in
Summer 2024 with secondary schools, we sought to replicate this research in primary
schools, with the aim of understanding younger children’s experiences of food availability
within the school setting and the wider environment surrounding the school boundary. The
fieldwork undertaken considers breakfast clubs, breaktime provision, the dining environment,
school food policies and the food environment beyond the school gates. This research also
gathered views from headteachers and school cooks and was carried out as part of the Food
Active North West programme of work for 2025.

Methods

* Three face-to-face focus groups were conducted with approximately 30 primary school
pupils across the North West of England.

* Interviews were also conducted with a small number of headteachers and school cooks to
further explore some of the issues raised by children in the focus groups.

* Participating schools received a gift voucher to purchase school resources for their
contributions to the research.

Key findings

* Most pupils have breakfast at home, with some occasionally attending the school
breakfast club.

* There was an even split of pupils choosing school meals or bringing in packed lunches,
with pupils switching their choice throughout the week.

* Most pupils thought they had long enough to have their lunch break, and that the lunch
hall is generally clean and comfortable.

* There were clear policies on drinks that are not permitted in school, such as sugary drinks
and energy drinks.

* Pupils had lots of ideas on how to encourage healthier habits at school, such as hiding
fruits and vegetables in meals, offering a wider variety of healthier vegetarian and vegan
options, and taking cakes off the menu and replacing with fruit.

* Placesto buy food near school are dominated by less healthier options, such as
takeaways, fast food outlets and dessert shops. Pupils said they visit out of home food
outlets after school or at weekends with friends, but some said they never go and instead
go straighthome to eat food their parents have made.

| Page 4



Recommendations at a glance:

It is important to consider these findings within the wider context of the pressures that schools
face. Rising food costs, insufficient funding for school meals, and other wider challenges such
as operating at capacity and behavioural issues are placing schools under significant strain, yet
government support has not sufficiently increased. As such, this research has informed a series
of recommendations for national and local government, in addition to considerations for
schools.

Please see page 20 for our full set of recommendations.

National government. Review and increase funding for school food provision, specifically:
increasing funding per pupil to ensure this enables schools to provide high quality, healthy and
sustainable meals. Ensure all school food is nutritious and sustainable. Update the SFS to
reflect the most recent dietary guidance and environmental considerations and roll out a
nationwide monitoring system to support compliance and provide staff training on the SFS for
school cooks and staff delivering breakfast and after school provision.

Local government. Consider taking a whole systems approach to promote healthier weight
across the borough, to include engaging with schools and providing support to take steps to
promote healthier eating and physical activity within the school setting and explore
opportunities to influence improved quality and healthier food provision through procurement
and catering contracts.

Schools. Co-produce and implement a whole school food policy to apply to food provision
across the school day and wider learning opportunities through extra-curricular activities.
School governors to monitor and review food and drink provision regularly to ensure it aligns
with the SFS and supports healthier choices.
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Introduction

A healthy, balanced diet is essential to support children’s growth, development and lifelong
healthy behaviours. Yet achieving a healthy diet in practice can be challenging, with children’s
food choices shaped by factors such as household income, access and availability, the food
environment and wider social influences [1]. In the UK, many children are not meeting dietary
recommendations, with low consumption of fruit, vegetables and dietary fibre and high intake of
foods and drinks rich in saturated fat, salt and sugar [2]. The impact of poor diets on children’s
physical and mental health is far ranging; over 20% of reception children in England are living
with overweight or obesity, rising to 36% by Year 6 [3]; while 22.4% of Reception children and
16% of Year 6 children have dental decay [4,5]. Health outcomes also vary considerably across
England, with children from deprived areas more likely to experience poorer physical and
mental health, lower educational attainment, and limited access to nutritious food compared to
children from less deprived areas [6].

Given these challenges, schools can play a key role in positively influencing children’s food
choices. Through the meals and snacks they provide, the school food environment, and
opportunities for food education, schools can help children establish lifelong dietary
behaviours and reduce the risk of diet-related diseases such as overweight, obesity and dental
decay [7]. Establishing these habits early can support healthier behaviours that persist into
adolescence and adulthood [8]. Beyond health, evidence shows that children who have access
to nutritious school food every day also demonstrate improved academic performance, greater
lifetime productivity, and better overall health [9,10,11], reinforcing the vital role of schools in
supporting children’s development and well-being.

National policy context

As part of the Labour government’s commitment to “raise the healthiest generation of children
ever” and tackle child poverty, they announced a series of welcome measures to improve school
food. Firstly, 750 primary schools participated in a free breakfast club pilot, with a further 2000
schools due to join the scheme from April 2026 [12]. The government also announced it will
extend free school meals to all children from families who receive Universal Credit, starting in
the 2026 academic year [13]. Lastly, and importantly, the government announced a review into
the School Food Standards (SFS), to align with latest nutrition guidance, and ensure they are
properly monitored [14]. The government must consider cost in this review, as chronic
underfunding means schools are struggling to meet the nutritional needs of pupils, forcing
schools to make difficult choices such as cheaper substitutes or less nutritious ingredients. The
current SFS which are mandatory in all maintained schools, new academies and free schools,
came into force in January 2015. The standards, which apply across all food and drink served
across the school day, are designed to ensure food provided in schools is nutritious and of high
quality, to promote good nutritional health in all pupils and protect those who are nutritionally
vulnerable. The standards provide guidance on what food should be served, when and how
often. A variety of fruits and vegetables, a starchy food, a protein source and a portion of dairy or
dairy alternative should be served every day. Additionally, fresh water should be readily
available. Schools play a key role in laying the foundation of children’s eating habits, especially
in early childhood, therefore it is vital the standards are met in the primary school environment
[15, 16].
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About this research

Following on from our ‘Fuelling the Future’ research with secondary schools published in
Summer 2024, we sought to replicate this research in primary schools, with the aim of
understanding young children’s experiences of food availability within the school setting and
the wider environment surrounding the school boundary. The research considers pupils views
on breakfast clubs, breaktime provision, the dining environment, school food policies and the
food environment beyond the school gates. The research also gathered views from
headteachers and school cooks and was carried out as part of the Food Active North West
programme of work for 2025-26.

This research helps to inform the emerging evidence base regarding school food provision, in
particular the views of primary school children regarding their experiences and how this shapes
their food choices. The feedback generated through the fieldwork has informed a set of
recommendations for schools, local authorities and government to improve pupil’s dietary
quality during the school day and overall experience of school food.

FISH Pig
5HEPH ERDS Plf
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Methods

Three face-to-face focus groups were conducted with approximately 30 primary school pupils
across the Northwest over summer 2025. Interviews were also conducted with headteachers
and school cooks to further explore some of the issues raised by young people in the focus
groups. Participating schools received a gift voucher to purchase school resources for their
contributions to the research.

Focus group and interview recordings were transcribed through a professional transcription
service, with transcriptions then undergoing thematic analysis. See appendix for a list of focus
group questions used (pages 23-24).

© 2023.Mvidedty Impact on Urban Health licensed viaa CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.
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Key findings

The following themes have been drawn out based on the primary aim of sharing the feedback
provided by young people in particular, and then supplemented where relevant with additional
commentary from headteachers and school cooks.

1. Most pupils have breakfast at home, with some occasionally
attending the school breakfast club

Most pupils reported having breakfast at home before school, with some pupils occasionally
attending the breakfast club. Typical foods eaten at home include toast with spread, cereals
such as Coco Pops, crepes, fruit and breakfast bars. Breakfast club options included bagels
with spreads such as jam or chocolate, fruit, pastries, cereals, and breakfast bars. On Fridays,
“special items” such as chocolate or pancakes with Nutella are available. Drink options
included milk and juice.

We prepare bagels for the whole school,

On a Friday you get special things, like really important because a lot of our
chocolate, a pancake with a little bit of families don’t eat but they also don’t get
Nutella on. Pupil. here early enough for the breakfast club.

So we make sure that everyone’s got
bagels that they can access straight
away at nine o’clock, they are putin the
classrooms, some children take them
out at breaktime because there’s still

We have about 35 pupils who some left. Headteacher.

attend the breakfast club. They 7

can choose any kind of fruit they
like or toast or sandwiches, or

sometimes breakfast bars and We’ve got a lot of children that come in who

pastries. Headteacher. struggle with trauma, so they come in and have
breakfast and the children know they can come
to me and have something to eat because it’s
like a car, ifyou don’tfill it up, it won’t work and

that’s the same with your body. If you don’tfill it
up with good food, you won’t be able to
concentrate and work. Teacher.

What types of food and drink are available at breaktime?

On the following page is a word cloud representing the food and drink the young people told us
was available for them to buy during break. The most common foods reported were different
types of fruit, water, bagels and bars.
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bagels water

strawberries

frUit bananas

milk bars

NB. The bigger and bolder the word appears, the more often it was mentioned by the young
people we spoke to.

Fruit is the main option available at breaktime, but some pupils reported leftover breakfast bagels
are also sometimes offered. Some pupils reported that their school has a policy which only
allows them to bring in fruit from home for breaktime, with apples, oranges, strawberries and
bananas the most popular options. However, some of the pupils said that they regularly bring in
other snack items like breakfast bars, crepes, crisps, biscuits and fruit winders. One school
reported that they are working to promote healthier snacks at breaktime and discourage children
from bringing in less healthy options such as crisps and biscuits. However, they noted that uptake
so far has been limited. Overall, pupils were happy with the food available at breaktime and
thought it was a good idea to have fruit available. Pupils reported that they needed a snack to see
them through to lunchtime.

My class usually have the fruit
I don’t normally bring any food in at breaktime, but if before break and then we’re

I do, | bring crepes or pastries, | don’t like fruit. Pupil. allowed to have fruit after

w break as well and biscuits and
cereal. Pupil.

We’re trying to minimise that sort of thing so N

asking people to bring fruit in but bring it in tubs
that can be taken home and washed as well. But
the uptake hasn’t been as great as we want it to
be. Headteacher.

I normally bring in some biscuits
or a [fruit] Winder. Pupil.

| Page 10



2. There was an even split of pupils choosing school meals or bringing
in packed lunches

Some pupils switch between school dinners to packed lunches during the week, in particular if
they don’t like a certain school dinner option. Schools mentioned that their menus have to
comply with the SFS, running on a three-week cycle to ensure balance and variety. Each day,
pupils can choose between several options, typically a meat or fish dish, a vegetarian or pasta
option, and jacket potatoes or sandwiches. Salad bars including different vegetables, fruits and
pasta are also offered daily. Popular school meals included pizza and chips, jacket potatoes
with cheese, spaghetti with tomato sauce and chicken korma curry. Pupils that brought in
packed lunches reported having sandwiches with crisps or chocolate, leftover food from the
night before, toast, or leftover takeaways like noodles and curry. Pupils reported generally
positive views about the school meals that are offered.

Some children bring in a cold takeaway food, like a burger or cold chips
fortheir packed lunch. That’s a big issue for here because there are lots of
cheap takeaways nearby, it’s accessible. | mean | know for my boys,
making a healthy lunch box is expensive. Headteacher

3. Most pupils thought they had long enough to have their lunch break,
and that the lunch hallis generally clean and comfortable

Pupils reported having between 45 minutes to an hour for lunch is long enough to queue, eat and
play. However, lunch times are staggered by year group and pupils who go in last said they felt
rushed and didn’t have enough time to have their lunch. Pupils also mentioned that the queues
tend to go slow depending on how popular the meals are that day. For example, on a Friday the
queues are a lot longer and slower than usual because the meals are more popular amongst the
pupils. Most said there is enough room to sit down and eat with friends, but sometimes it can be a
squeeze if all the year groups are in the canteen. Generally, pupils said the dining space is clean,
with some volunteers helping to keep the space tidy. However, a few pupils mentioned that they
found the lunch areas dirty, specifically the outside area. Some pupils say they are very hungry by
lunch time, whilst others said they aren’t because they have had a lot of snacks in the morning.

The lunch staff are so We have the tiniest bit to do to help clean up, we
good it means | never putthe fruit thing into the water to clean it and
have to wait long to get then the cutlery into the water. Pupil.

my lunch. Pupil. \

The floor, no [is not clean] but because there’s
Sometimes if you want probably maybe 200 people eating in it at

to sit with your friends, least, it’s going to get dirty. Pupil.

we’ve got to squish

altogether. Pupil.
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4. There were clear policies on drinks that are not permitted in school,
such as sugary drinks and energy drinks

Most of the schools taking part in this research have a milk or water only policy, meaning milk
or water are the default drink options during the school day for pupils, and other drinks such
as juice, squash, cordials and sugary drinks are not permitted. However, some schools
reported that juice and squash are sometimes offered on special occasions. However, pupils
mentioned that at after-school clubs, further drink options are available, including apple
juice, chocolate milk and Vimto.

You can’t have any type of fizzy drinks. Let’s say you had a
Lucozade in your hand and Miss came and saw, they would go,
“No, you can’t have that,” and then probably give you a bottle
of water instead. Then you would have that at the end of the

day to take home. Pupil.

Normally we just get water but on a special
day, like Christmas, we get juice. Pupil.

5. Schools are trying to discourage pupils and parents from bringing in
less healthy snacks

While some pupils bring in fruit at breaktime, others currently opt for less healthy items such as
biscuits and crisps. Schools are trying to discourage pupils from bringing in less healthy snack
items and, while many families have been supportive of the move towards healthier snacks,
there has been some resistance from parents who feel strongly about what their child should be
allowed to bring. To address this, one Headteacher mentioned that they’re hoping to introduce a
“healthy snacks only” policy from the new academic year, permitting only fruit and vegetables.

When it’s a birthday at the moment, a lot of our parents send in sweets for the children. So,
from September, what we’re asking them to do, instead of sending in sweets is buy a book
for the class. The child can come in non-uniform on the day of their birthday, but they bring
in, instead of sweets, they bring in a present for the class which is a book. Headteacher.

Once we’ve got the healthy snacks embedded
Just parents’attitude more than then we’re moving onto healthy lunch boxes
anything else, | want my child to because again, there’s some issues with some
have this so therefore why are you children, not all of them but some children’s
saying no. Headteacher. lunch boxes aren’t that great. Headteacher.
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One Headteacher said they have a packed lunch policy, which is sent out to parents if a child
brings in a packed lunch that doesn’t meet the SFS. Overall, they said parents received this well,
because the policy clearly states what is and isn’t allowed. However, they tried to introduce a
‘no birthday cake policy’, which wasn’t received so positively.

We’ve tried to link that with little rewards within our hall
in terms of nice lunch boxes effectively. We’ve got a
display now that tells them what a lunch box should
look like so it’s kind of empowering the children so that
they can educate the parents in a way. Headteacher.

We are really trying to work
towards a whole school
approach - linking healthy
eating with healthy bodies
and healthy minds - I’'m
really passionate about all
this. Headteacher.

The no birthday cake policy wasn’t welcomed. We %

just said listen, we’re a healthy school. If you’ve
got a heavy month on birthdays, the kids are
having six or seven cakes. So, the policy is no,
please, no cakes or biscuits or anything like that.

If you want to do something, please buy a book >

and we can putitin the library. Headteacher.

One school decided to be completely meat free so they could cater for all pupil’s dietary
needs and provide healthier options. For example, the school has a high proportion of Muslim
students who would require Halal meat, but this requires additional space to store and may
not be the preference of other non-Muslim pupils. To ensure meals meet required nutritional
standards, the school cook said they use lentils and beans in most meals as the protein
source, which caters for all dietary requirements.

The Halal food would have to be stored

separately, and our kitchen is tiny, it Pretty much every veggie meal will have

would just be a nightmare and wouldn’t lentils or beans in it, and sometimes we

work. Plus, it’s just healthier, isn’t it? use Quorn. We use red lentils in a lot of

School cook. tomato sauces, and the children don’t
even know it’s in there. School cook.

I do try and encourage children to eat the salad
and veggies and finish their meals, like today we
had oriental noodles so it’s basically a sweet
and sour with egg noodles and a lot of them just
wanted the noodles. | say well I’ll put a little bit
on your plate for you to try. It does help because
they do come back when it comes back around
and they do want it. School cook
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6. Pupils had lots of ideas to encourage healthier habits at school

Pupils suggested hiding fruit and/or vegetables in meals, for example, blending into sauces to
increase children’s vegetable intake, and a wider variety of healthier vegetarian and vegan
options. One pupil suggested taking cakes off the menu and replacing with fruit. Some pupils
suggested bringing in healthy snacks that contain less sugar, including raisins and dark
chocolate. Pupils also said they would like more opportunities for sport throughout the school
day, with more fun, outdoor equipment to encourage physical activity. Some pupils and
teachers thought that all pupils should be entitled to a free school meal. One school was
partnered with Tesco Stronger Starts and reportedly received £400 worth of fruit every week.

We get all sorts — peaches,

strawberries, raspberries, apples - the I think the school should give two dinner

pupils can help themselves to whatever options, one healthy and one not as healthy

they want and take it to class. Teacher. because usually you can pick fruit for dessert
\ after your lunch, | usually pick fruit. Pupil.

More like climbing and exercise stuff out

on the yard because we don’t really have
that many things out on the yard. We’ve
got planters and that but like climbing
walls and stuff and jump ropes. Pupil.

We had world culture day last month, all
the classes got a country, and we got to
taste foods from that country and stuff.
Year 6s got China and we chose egg fried
rice and stuff like that. Pupil.

~X

What about the parents that can’t afford £2 for a school meal, and you have
to save every single penny just to pay for that. It’s unfair. Teacher.

=

I think everyone should be entitled to a free school meal
because that could be their only hot meal of the day. Pupil.

7. Places to buy food near school are dominated by less healthier
options, such as takeaways, fast food outlets and dessert shops

Pupils listed nearby food outlets - Gregg’s, Sayers, McDonald’s, Mario Pizza, Tacos Chicken,
small supermarkets and corner shops. Pupils said that most of these outlets were within
walking distance of the school and are visited after school or at weekends with friends. Some
pupils said they never go to these shops and instead go straight home to eat the food their
parents have cooked. One Headteacher mentioned that a new McDonalds was opening within
walking distance of their school but also emphasised that while fast food could appeal to
families, most children are collected by parents and don’t independently visit these outlets, so
the directimpact may be limited at primary school age.
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1 go to Tacos Chicken to get milkshakes

—1go to Tacos Chicken a lot! Pupil. Sometimes after school when

I’'m almost home, | go to the
corner shop and get crisps or
something. Pupil.

1 go to Tesco with my dad and
sometimes he will buy me like a full There’s a McDonald’s opening tomorrow,
meal for after school, like a sandwich that’s why I’'m smiling... the location
and a dessert and some juice. Pupil. where we are here, there’s seven
V schools... the McDonald'’s is literally just
there but there’s two schools almost

right opposite. Headteacher.

8. Pupils reported seeing adverts for less healthy food and drink online

Pupils said they often see food or drink adverts whilst watching YouTube - including adverts for
Fanta, cakes, vanilla coke and Just Eat. Most pupils said they don’t think these adverts
influence what they buy or eat.

| don’t want to buy what | see online because imagine if
you didn’t like it, you’re just wasting money. Pupil.

What types of food and drink can young people buy near their school?

milkshakes

tast food

burgers
chips
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Discussion

Breakfast clubs and breaktime

School breakfast clubs can improve nutritional intake and help to address inequalities in
educational outcomes, particularly among children from deprived areas [17]. As part of the
government’s promise to “raise the healthiest generation of children ever” and tackle child
poverty, 750 primary schools participated in a free breakfast club pilot, with a further 2000
schools due to join the scheme from April 2026 [18].

In this research, some pupils occasionally attended the school breakfast club. Some options
included less healthy items not permitted under the SFS, such as bagels with spreads with jam
or chocolate, pastries, cereals, breakfast bars, and “special items” such as pancakes with
Nutella and juice. Whilst breakfast clubs provide a safe and positive space for children to relax
and spend time with friends before the school day begins, it is imperative that the food and drink
offer meets the nutritional needs to support children’s growth and development, setting them
up for the school day.

Most pupils reported that they could only bring fruit in to eat at breaktime, with no breaktime
tuck shop available. However, some pupils said they regularly brought in less healthy items
such as breakfast bars, pastries, crisps and biscuits. Although one school reported they are
working to promote healthier snacks at breaktime and discourage children from bringing in less
healthy options such as crisps and biscuits, they noted that uptake so far has been limited, and
they had received some push back from families. Whilst not as many less healthy items are
available in primary school settings compared to secondary school at breaktime, it is clear from
the research in both primary and secondary settings that food and drink offered at breakfast
clubs or breaktime continues to be an area of the SFS that schools struggle to comply with. As
there is currently a lack of monitoring and enforcement of SFS at a national level [19], schools
may overlook the guidelines, which are vital to protect children’s health and reduce inequalities.
National monitoring of SFS would provide transparency regarding levels of compliance and is
likely to build trust in the school food system.

Although school governors are responsible for ensuring school food meets the SFS, there is little
evidence on how schools implement and monitor compliance. In response to this, the Food
Standards Agency and Department for Education commissioned an SFS compliance pilot
across 18 sites in England in 2022-23: Phase 1 results suggest the process of incorporating
checks into the role of Food Safety officers can help to improve compliance, however several
improvements were also identified. The important learning generated from this pilot should be
scaled up nationally to consider how local authorities can be supported further to ensure there
is capacity for Food Safety Officers to take on this importantrole.

Trading Standards is a sector which is often under-resourced yet holds a number of
responsibilities relating to food hygiene and safety inspections, as well as enforcement of
legislation to restrict the promotion of less healthy food and drink by place (i.e. checkouts, store
entrances and end of aisles). Phase 2 explored the feasibility of an updated monitoring
framework, and the response from local authorities and schools [20]. Although schools
reported they were happy to facilitate the checks, local authorities reported significant barriers
regarding effective follow up with non-compliant schools to improve their provision. Owing to
the significant differences across local authorities, including population size, footprint and staff
capacity, it is unlikely a national standardised process could be put into practice across all local
authorities.
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The dining environment

A positive dining experience provides a comfortable and safe space for children to explore new
foods and is important for fostering lifelong healthy eating behaviours, as well as promoting
overall good behaviour which can result in improved classroom performance [21]. Research
suggests overcrowded dining halls coupled with time pressures detract from the eating
experience and the ability of staff to encourage children to eat [22]. Overall, pupils reported
positive lunch time dining experiences. Compared to our research in secondary schools,
primary school pupils reported they had a long enough lunch break to eat and play outside,
typically between 45 minutes to an hour for lunch, but the year group who eat last often feel
rushed. It is concerning that the lunchtime experience appears to decline when pupils enter
secondary school, with the rushed nature and unwelcoming dining environment inadvertently
undermining the importance of taking time to enjoy a healthy meal with friends. A good school
food culture requires putting health and nutrition at the heart of the school day, from primary
through to secondary education helping pupils develop a lifelong appreciation of healthy eating.

School cooks were aware their menus had to meet the SFS and said they run on a three-week
cycle to ensure balance and variety. Daily choices typically include a meat or fish dish, a
vegetarian or pasta option, jacket potatoes or sandwiches, alongside salad bars with
vegetables, fruit, and pasta. Popular meals include pizza and chips, jacket potatoes with
cheese, spaghetti in tomato sauce, and chicken korma. However, there is no system to prevent
pupils from repeatedly selecting the same option, meaning some may miss out on a varied
nutrient intake - for example, those choosing jacket potatoes or pasta every day. Stronger menu
planning focused on nutrient-based standards, rather than just food groups, could address this
issue. It is important the government considers this in the current school food standards review,
to address key nutrient gaps among children, such as calcium, iron and vitamin D, and support
their long-term health [23].

On average, packed lunches are slightly more common among primary school pupils in England
compared to school meals [24]. This is of concern, as research has found packed lunches tend
to be less healthy compared to school meals, often containing more ultra-processed foods and
less fruit and vegetables [25]. This was also corroborated in this research — pupils that brought in
packed lunches reported having sandwiches with crisps or chocolate, leftover food from the
night before, toast, or leftover takeaways like noodles and curry.

School food policies

In comparison to our secondary school research, where pupils had limited awareness of
existing healthy eating policies, a number of the primary schools mentioned implementing or
working towards specific healthier eating policies. These included healthier snack policies that
permitted only fruit and vegetables; salad bars at lunchtime where pupils could help
themselves; and clear rules on what drinks are permitted (milk and water only). Some schools
also mentioned trialling a “no birthday cake” policy to reduce sugar intake, replacing cake with
alternative celebrations such as bringing in a book for the class or being allowed to wear their
own clothes. However, headteachers acknowledged that such policies were not always
positively received by parents.

Packed lunch policies were another area of development. One school reported that packed
lunches brought from home were monitored against the SFS, with clear guidance shared with
parents if a child’s lunch did not meet requirements. While this was generally well received by
parents, other schools described the challenges of packed lunches often containing foods such
as crisps, chocolate, or even takeaway leftovers such as curry and noodles.
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Some schools were also embracing broader whole school food approaches, such as involving
pupils in food growing activities where they were responsible for tending to a garden of different
fruits, herbs and vegetables including tomatoes, peppers and courgettes. As part of the Key
Stage 2 curriculum [26, 27], pupils are expected to understand seasonality and where and how a
variety of ingredients are grown, reared, caught and processed, as well as to prepare and cook a
variety of savoury dishes using different techniques. While food growing was highlighted by
some schools, opportunities for food preparation or cooking were not mentioned by the pupils
or schools we spoke to, and therefore it is unclear whether this element of the curriculum is
being delivered in practice.

Both pupils and headteachers recognised that more could be done to support healthier eating.
Pupils put forward creative ideas, such as blending vegetables into sauces to increase intake,
offering more vegetarian and vegan options other than Quorn, replacing cakes with fruit, and
allowing healthier snacks like raisins or dark chocolate. They also linked food and health more
broadly, suggesting that schools could provide more opportunities for physical activity during
the day through fun, outdoor equipment and games. Building on these ideas, adopting a whole
school approach to food - where policies, curriculum, provision, and school culture are aligned
- can drive lasting change in how children think about and engage with healthy eating. This
approach reinforces positive behaviours across different settings and involves the whole school
community, and can extend beyond the classroom and into the home environment [28]. Such
policies are particularly valuable in ensuring all pupils have access to balanced food, which can
also play a part in tackling inequalities in diet quality and health outcomes between children
from different socioeconomic backgrounds [29].

Food and drink beyond the school gates

Shops and fast-food outlets selling less healthy food and drink near schools are a growing
concern, as higher densities of these outlets are often linked to increased rates of obesity and
related health issues among children, particularly in deprived areas where they are most
concentrated [30, 31, 32].

Pupils described the presence of fast-food outlets, dessert shops, small supermarkets, and
even a recently opened McDonalds within walking distance of their schools. Some pupils said
they occasionally visit these places after school or at weekends with friends, while others
reported going straight home to eat meals prepared by their parents. This contrasts with our
earlier research with secondary schools, where a higher proportion of pupils reported visiting
food outlets after school, partly attributed to the greater autonomy adolescents have over their
food purchases. Headteachers echoed these observations and also noted that while the
presence of fast-food outlets near schools is concerning, younger children are often collected
by parents after school, which may also reduce their independent access compared to
secondary school pupils — some secondary schools allow pupils to leave the school premises,
particularly older pupils or sixth form pupils.

Local authorities have an important role in shaping the food environment. The National Planning
Policy Framework [33] strengthens powers to refuse applications for new hot food takeaways if
they are within walking distance of schools or in areas where a concentration of such outlets is
having an adverse impact on health. While this represents an opportunity to improve local food
environments for children, the opening of new fast food outlets near some schools suggests
that more consistent application of such planning policies is needed by local authorities.
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Beyond the high street, the digital environment was also highlighted as an influential factor.
Pupils reported frequent exposure to advertising for less healthy food and drink products,
particularly while watching YouTube, citing brands such as sugary drinks, cakes and fast food
delivery services. Although many children said they did not believe these adverts influenced
them, a strong body of evidence [34] demonstrates that food marketing shapes preferences,
increases brand awareness, and can directly impact food intake and health outcomes. Children
may also be less likely to recognise the persuasive intent of advertising, making them
particularly vulnerable. The Government has outlined plans to restrict the advertising of less
healthy food and drink before 9pm on television and introducing similar restrictions online as
part of the National Obesity Strategy [35]. However, these measures have been repeatedly
delayed, and a watered-down version of the legislation is due come into force January 2026 [36].
This has been strongly criticised by health campaighers and youth advocacy groups [37], who
point to clear evidence of the impact of advertising on children’s diets and the widespread
public support for tighter regulation.

Conclusion

Children spend a significant amount of time at school, consuming about a third of their daily
food intake, making schools a model setting to promote and encourage healthy behaviours in
children.

Whilst primary schools are working hard to improve their food and drink offer and associated
policies, they are coming up against numerous challenges, in particular the influence of family
habits within the home environment and opportunities presented by the local food environment.
Overall, the primary school pupils in this research reported more positive experiences than
those in our secondary school research and, although good practice was highlighted, it is clear
primary schools continue to struggle with key areas outlined in our findings. Despite efforts to
promote healthier options, some pupils are bringing in unpermitted, less healthy snacks, whilst
many pupils opt for packed lunches over school meals. In addition, there is a lack of parental
support for certain health promoting policies, such as no birthday cakes.

A whole school approach can bring together all aspects of school food, engage the whole
school community and help to reinforce appropriate messages relating to food and drink
through the school day. This approach can also support children in building healthy habits that
continue beyond the classroom into their lives at home, and this is especially important given
the food environment around many schools, which can be saturated with less healthy, ultra-
processed food and drink options.

The findings from this report must be considered within the context of the significant challenges
schools, local authorities and parents are facing. Healthy foods are more than twice as
expensive per calorie compared to less healthy foods, and funding restraints means schools are
struggling to provide good quality, nutritious meals. The government must provide adequate,
sustained funding and scale up SFS compliance so all schools can deliver healthy, nutritious
meals for all children.
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Recommendations

Schools need support from national and local government to be able to address the concerns raised
within this report. A range of recommendations are detailed below that seek to bridge this gap and
may go some way in bringing about longer-term, sustainable change. A number of recommendations
have also been set out for schools to consider how they can start to embed a good food culture and
consult with pupils and parents. These recommendations have been informed by the findings of this
research and prioritised to align with the Food Active policy calls.

National government

Review and increase funding for school food provision, specifically: increasing the funding per
pupil to ensure this enables schools to provide high quality, healthy and sustainable meals;
funding to improve school buildings and facilities, particularly in schools that are at or over
capacity, to improve the dining and school kitchen facilities to ensure there is sufficient space to
cater for all pupils.

In the absence of universalism, ensure all children have access to free school meals by
introducing automatic enrolment for eligible families.

Consider the learning generated from the SFS compliance pilot in 2022-23 to replicate this
nationally, ensuring that sufficient resources and funding are provided to both local authorities
and schools for implementation. To include more staff training for school cooks and staff
delivering breakfast and after school provision, on the SFS to improve awareness across the
workforce.

Ensure all school food is nutritious and sustainable. Update the SFS to reflect the most recent
dietary guidance and environmental considerations and roll out a nationwide monitoring system to
support compliance (School Food Review [38]).

Use ongoing reforms to planning in England to make it easier for local authorities to control their
local food environments, including ensuring the new ‘Design Codes’ incorporate healthy food
environments and the proposed changes to the National Planning Policy Framework to address
the proliferation of hot food takeaways [39].

Local government

Consider the school fringe, utilising planning levers to restrict the proliferation of less healthy food
and drink outlets and implement a healthier advertising policy to ensure only healthier foods can
be advertised on council-owned advertising assets.

Consider taking a whole systems approach to promote healthier weight across a local authority
footprint, to include engaging with schools and providing support to take steps to promote
healthier eating and physical activity within the school setting.

Explore opportunities to influence improved quality and healthier food provision through
procurement and catering contracts.

Schools

Co-produce and implement a whole school food policy to apply to food provision across the
school day and wider learning opportunities through extra-curricular activities.

Ensure there are regular opportunities to consult with pupils about school food provision and
gather their feedback.

As legal guardians of schools, governors to regularly monitor and review food and drink provision
to ensure it aligns with the SFS and supports healthier choices.

Staff to model and reinforce positive food behaviours, for example through role-modelling at
mealtimes and adhering to school policies (e.g. milk and water only), ensuring pupils receive clear

and consistent messages.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Pupil questions

Please note these questions were used as a basis and adapted depending on the
interviewee.

Breakfast

Do you eat breakfast at home before coming to school?
If yes, what do you have?

Do you have breakfast at school?

If yes, what do you have? Do you like it?

Breaktime food provision

Canyou tell me what food and drinks you can get at break time?

Do you bring food in from home?

Do you think the food at breaktime is healthy? Why or why not?

If you could change something on the menu, what would you add or takeaway?
Does the price of the food help you decide what to buy?

School dining environment

Hands up if you go to the canteen at lunch time? (If you don’t, why not?)

How much time do you get for lunch? Do you think it’s enough time to get your food?
What are the queues and seats like at lunch time? Is it eat to find a place to sit?

Is it clean and comfortable?

Healthy eating at school

Some schools try to help everyone eat healthier. Can you think of anything your school
does? (Prompts: only drinking water and/or milk, free fruit at breaktime, no sugar
drinks/sweets/crisps allowed)

Do you have any ideas for how your school could help people eat healthier?

Shops near school

Do you ever go to a shop before or after school? What do you usually buy there?
Why do you like to go those shops?

Are the shops near your school or do you have to go a long way?

What makes it hard to make healthy choices?

Advertising
Do you ever see any food or drink adverts on the way to or from school?
How about online / TV / YouTube?
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Appendices

Appendix 2: Headteacher & school cooks questions

During this research, we have explored what types of food is available at breaktime.
What types of food are available to pupils at your school during breaktime?

Do you think this offer could be improved to better support their health and wellbeing?
Describe the set up at dinner time for pupils. How long do they get for lunch?

As a school, have you implemented any policies that aim to improve pupils’ access to a
healthy diet? Have you tried anything in the past that hasn’t worked?

What are your thoughts on the types of food available to pupils in the surrounding
environmenti.e. corner shops and takeaways? Do you know if these are popular with

your pupils?

During this research, we have explored what types of food is available at breaktime.
What is most popular with pupils?

How would you describe lunchtime service? Are there any ways it could be improved to
benefit pupils?

As a school, are you aware of any policies that aim to improve pupils’ access to healthy
food and drink?
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Fuelling the Future

How does secondary school food fare for our young people?

About Food Active

Food Active is a healthier weight programme of work originally based in the North West of England,
delivered by the public health charity the Health Equalities Group. The programme aims to address
the environmental, social, economic and legislative factors that influence people’s lifestyle choices
and behaviours. To achieve this we take three approaches:

* Influence Policy: We work to influence policy to promote healthier weight at local and national
level.

e Campaigns & Tools: We develop tools, campaigns, and training opportunities to promote
healthier weight, including balanced diet and physically active lifestyles, to populations who
suffer the greatest level of health inequalities.

* Research & Partnerships: We undertake research and develop strategic partnerships to lobby
and advocate on issues pertaining to healthier weight and the impact of both the food and built
environment.

Click here to follow us on socials, subscribe to our podcast and join our mailing list:
https://linktr.ee/food_active

Health Equalities Group is a Registered Charity No. 1110067
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