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Introduction

The issue of unhealthy eating in children appears despite efforts from Government and Public Health England to be one that is not easily remedied (HSCIC, 2014).  September 2014 saw the introduction the School Food Plan (SFP), which entitled all children in the first three years of primary education to receive a free school meal (DfE, 2013). This is in clear recognition that good nutrition is essential for healthy brain function, cognitive, and physical development (Kitchen et al, 2012). Teachers have long recognised that when children are fed appropriately they are more ready, willing, and able to learn; and consequently also achieve better learning outcomes (Feinstein et al, 2008). The opposite then must also be recognised, that hunger impairs thinking and that behavioural, emotional and academic problems are more prevalent (Sorhaindo and Feinstein, 2006). It is pertinent here to consider the view of Maslow (Gross, 2010), who recognised that in order for children to reach a level of academic achievement the basic survival needs e.g. food must first be provided. There is undoubtedly good evidence both historic (which we will consider later) and research based, that children need healthy nutrition in order to succeed both developmentally and academically.  
 Why this is important for early years
Since learning begins at birth, the early years of childhood are therefore a significant period. Practitioners have always believed that providing a child with the best foundation possible has the potential to impact positively, and as such is a recipe for better life chances. Those early pioneers of education for the very young, names such as Pestalozzi (Bowers, 2004) and Frobel (Vickery, 2014) established the importance of childhood as far back as the mid eighteenth century, and have become both a benchmark and springboard for our practice today. 
Recent reports (DfE, 2013) have repeatedly stressed that for children to thrive, the early years needs to ‘get things right’.  The balance between high quality care and education (DfE, 2012) sets the issue of nutrition in a central place, since this is an essential component to both care and education. By providing good nutrition we are enabling both physical and cognitive development to flourish, and by establishing good habits in early years it is intended that this becomes the pattern for later life (Puska, 2004; Feinstein et al, 2008). 
What evidence is there for this ?
The historic evidence for this can be traced from the Rowntree survey (1901) which revealed that half the working class population of York could not afford enough food to keep them ‘physically efficient’ (Gillard, 2003). Not only was there material poverty but more so, an ignorance concerning proper nutrition for children. The Education Act of 1870 introduced elementary education for all children, and by 1879 some charitable schools in Manchester were already providing free school meals to feed poor children, so that they could concentrate on studying, rather than have to ‘earn their crust of bread’ (ibid). Margaret McMillan working alongside the poor of Bradford reached the same conclusion, and began to lobby government for the introduction of school meals (Bradburn, 1967). She was of the opinion that the state had a legal responsibility to provide proper nourishment for school children.  
In 1906, the Education (Provision of Meals) Act, established the principle that lunch was an essential part of the school day though there was no requirement for local authorities to provide this. Whilst the evidence for such provision had been made clear, it took another generation before the government took action to implement this. The provision of school meals and milk finally became statutory under the 1944 Education Act, which acknowledged that the nutrition and well being of children held a vital place in national policy (Gillard, 2003). 
Changes in culture during the 1970s and 1980s, such as cheap available ready food, inflation affecting the cost of school meals, and the Education Act of 1980 which removed the legal requirement for LEAs to provide a meal, saw a dramatic fall in take up. During the period from 1988 to 2005, schools meals were put out to private tender and national food standards no longer applied; unsurprisingly the quality of food and the numbers of children eating them continued to decline. Concerns about the quality of food being provided to children escalated, until the issue was taken up in 2005 by Jamie Oliver, and soon became a matter of national debate. The response from government came with the introduction of strictly and legally binding nutrition and food guidelines for all schools. The final response came with the introduction of the School Food Plan in 2014.
Throughout all of this has been a constant theme; that of the link between good nutrition and the overall health and well being of children. It is the enduring concept of nurturing the whole child, as first practiced by early educators such as Pestalozzi and Froebel (Bowers, 2004; Vickery 2014).

What is interesting about this cycle of school meals as a means of improving the health and nutrition of children, is that, despite many attempts to educate children and families about proper diet and nutrition (Fewell, 2012), the levels of ignorance today appear to have changed little since that initial report of 1901, which identified ‘levels of ignorance’ as part of the problem.  The issues of yesterday remain apparent still today, is not just about low income but a poor understanding of nutrition and diet.
A project similar to the School Food Plan was implemented by Puska in Finland, during the 1970s in order to improve diet and nutrition which at that time, was likewise a matter of national concern. He held the view that educating people alone was not enough to change their behaviour; to do so things had to be made easy for them. He further established that the provision of free school meals was essential to change the national diet. He held the view that dietary habits established in childhood remained for life, hence it was critical to start this in school (Puska, 2004). This distinct approach adopted by Puska, appears to be followed similarly by the School Food Plan; no doubt with the same intended outcome for success.
It would appear that an ‘easy’ approach has been fostered by the School Food Plan which has adopted a holistic view to the problem. Not only is food free for those under the age of seven, but close attention is being given to what children like to eat, how this is presented, the nutritional content, how dining rooms are an attractive and enjoyable place to eat, and where children are encouraged to develop a pleasure of food and social company (Dimbleby and Vincent, 2013). 
In addition, this is supported by the EYFS 2014 (DfE, 2013), and the National Curriculum 2014 (DfE, 2013) which has clearly put not just education about food and nutrition back in the curriculum, but moreover, how to cook it (see table 1).  It may be said in years to come that 2014 was a significant year for education.
Table 1. How the 2014 curriculum teaches about diet and nutrition
	EYFS 2014
	National Curriculum 2014 KS1

	there is a requirement that children are kept healthy and their welfare is promoted 
	understand and apply the principles of nutrition and learn how to cook

	where children are provided with meals they must be healthy, balanced and nutritious
	use the basic principles of a healthy and varied diet to prepare dishes

	children are to understand the importance of physical activity and to make healthy choices in relation to food
	understand where food comes from


It is clear then that the intention is not just to educate but rather, to bring about a change in culture. Many schools have gone beyond introducing school meals and should be commended for their creative initiative for example, by include children in growing vegetables and keeping hens; all this produce is then cooked and eaten in schools. Children are starting to cook, and again many schools have extended this to include workshops where children and parents learn to cook together. Anecdotal evidence from schools suggests that this has proved popular with children and parents alike, and that there is a fresh response with many parents opting to provide time, energy, and practical support.
There remains however, the issue of hunger and food poverty. At a time when schools are responding positively to the introduction of the SFP and the number of Breakfast clubs has quickly increased, there is an upsurge in families using Food Banks to supplement their basic food needs. Figures from the Trussell Trust (www.trusseltrust.org) show that 26,000 people used Food Banks in 2008, whilst in 2014 that number had rapidly increased to 913,138; of which 330,205 were children. The trend rises steeply during school holiday periods.  The correlation between children needing food when they are not in school, and the reliance on food banks at such times, cannot be overlooked. It is clear that children from low income families are provided with one, possibly two meals a day during the school week and school term. But, what provision is made for them ‘out of term’? 
As part of Margaret McMillan’s work to establish school meals for the poor in Bradford, an experiment was conducted in 1907, with 109 children.  Of this group 40 had breakfast and dinner provided at school, 69 had no meals provided; all the children were weighed weekly. During the school holiday period none of the children were fed, on their return to school it was found that they had all suffered a dramatic drop in weight( www.greenlane.ngfl.ac.uk).  Whilst the ethics of this may sound somewhat dubious, it none the less served to highlight the importance of providing meals for poor children.  It could be argued that this same gap in provision still exists today.
While it is acknowledged that the provision of free school meals is made ‘in school’ i.e. during school times, it may be more appropriate to suggest that this should be extended to cover ‘children of low income families beyond the school year’. Those low income families who rely on benefit support receive the same amount of money all year round, regardless of the fact that during school holidays their children no longer receive free meals; no extra financial support is given to cover such periods. There may be obvious administrative difficulties in ensuring that those children who would then be eligible for support, beyond that provided in school actually received it; it surely is a problem worth trying to resolve.
 If the results of that Bradford experiment where true back in 1907, then it would seem logical to assume that we have the same problem today.  There are still some children who will only receive proper nutrition during term time, and as such may then decline in both physical and cognitive development once school is out. This has particular relevance during the long summer break, which incidentally corresponds with the highest rates of uptake by food banks. Practitioners have always recognised, and long before the government felt the need to tell us, that all children matter.  Yet it may appear that some children are slipping through the net of provision and this may raise an awkward question. If all children matter, then surely they matter all of the time? 
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