Two birds with one stone: How putting the value back into mealtimes can improve children’s communication and long-term health.
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Every early years practitioner has the responsibility of supporting children to make healthy food choices and to promote good health (DfE, 2017). However, it has been found that some adults supporting mealtimes downplay the sensory experiences of eating in favour of a rational approach, underpinned by an understanding of food as fuel (Hansen and Kristensen, 2017). I find this unhelpful as eating is a sensory, social interactive experience that promotes health, conversation and well-being (Mita, Gray and Goodell, 2015). My awareness of how the adults around children support lunchtime rituals and routines in England, was challenged recently after visiting Spanish nurseries and schools, while acting as a research intern for a project exploring the meaning of child-centred practice (Bogatic et al., 2018; Campbell-Barr et al., 2018). I recognise that my observations in Spain (and England) are not representative, but they have prompted this personal reflection on mealtimes. 

Drawing on my Spanish study visit, the aim of this reflection is to explore how adults supporting mealtimes in England, can facilitate children's exploration of food in a sensory way that promotes care for their bodies and supports them to build a healthy relationship with food, to reduce childhood obesity and to improve communication skills. This is a current early years issue, as one third of children under fifteen are currently obese in England, and the language skills of disadvantaged children are falling short of their peers. Consequently, the Conservative government has released a plan to reduce childhood obesity and invested 6.5 million pounds in initiatives that seek improve children’s early language skills (Gov.UK, 2017; Gov,UK, 2018). I believe that addressing the way mealtimes are presented in England, can support both issues and will help children to become healthy and equip them with the language skills they need in the future. 

During my trip to Spain I observed how mealtimes are presented in the Spanish cultural context, enabling me to reflect upon how mealtimes are offered in England. Mindfulness of the comparison was heightened whilst comparing data from a survey question, asking practitioners to consider when they encourage children to communicate with each other. 

The data revealed that in Spain, mealtimes are the main time that practitioners encourage children to communicate with each other. In England, the principal time practitioners would promote communication was during care routines; secondly during large group activities; and then during small group activities and mealtimes (Forthcoming). This suggests that Spanish practitioners view mealtimes as an opportunity to encourage communication more than English practitioners do. The initial report from the observation data also acknowledged that Spanish mealtimes support children to explore their food, promoting child-centred mealtimes (Campbell-Barr et al., 2018). 

Traditionally in England, mealtimes have been viewed as an opportunity to communicate and reflect upon the day’s activities with children, where adults model eating the same foods as them (Yates and Warde, 2017). Rotenberg (1981) defines mealtimes as “planned social interaction centred on food” (p 26). This reflects the socio-cultural approach to learning that is grounded in the work of Vygotsky, where children and adults share ideas and construct meaning (Daly et al., 2006). However, in England, the tradition of eating as a family has become increasingly difficult over the 21st century, as parents are working longer hours, which has seen a reduction in the number of children's quality mealtime experiences (Yates and Warde, 2017). This is significant, as it has been found that family style mealtimes support children to form healthy food habits for life (Mita et al., 2015). I suggest that adults supporting mealtimes in settings, should provide children with a family style mealtime that reflects the traditional English adult role, akin to that observed in Spain.

In Spain, adults and children sat together and shared the same meal, promoting a discussion about the food children were presented with. Children could talk about their likes and dislikes freely, and adults would talk about the benefits of the food they were eating. Some children moved the food around with their fingers, exploring the different ingredients and sharing their thoughts with others around them. A funny moment occurred when a boy opened his mouth to show the child next to him the food in his mouth, which then made the other child eat. The boy was acting as a positive role model to his friend, which encouraged him to eat, however, I believe that if a child in England were to show the food in their mouth to someone else they would be asked not to. 

There are two main difference to take into consideration in the way mealtimes are facilitated in Spain compared to England; they are the adult role and the way food is provided within settings and I will discuss them in that order. 

In England, unlike Spain, most adults do not eat with children which is a false representation of the purpose of mealtimes. Personally, this is something I have always struggled with, as children are unlikely to value what adults around them are telling them to eat if they do not observe adults eat it too. 

During my time as a setting manager, I asked my staff to eat with the children as I was aware that some children did not have the opportunity to eat with their families throughout the week. Initially there were conflicting views among staff and one staff member told me that their lunchtime was their time to relax and ‘take five’. My response was that she was correct, and that lunchtime holds the same purpose to children and as adults we should represent the true purpose of mealtimes. I recognise my own beliefs around practice are rooted in social-construction theories, such as those of Vygotsky (Daly et al., 2006) and that this shaped my response. I also pointed out to the staff member that their lunchtime was half an hour and by eating with the children their break would be more relaxed, as they would not have to eat during ‘their’ time. This was something my colleague had not considered and once the benefits to both children and adults were pointed out they felt better about my request.  

As staff began to eat with the children they found children would ask questions and share their ideas about food. This enabled staff to see the value of sharing food with children and recognise the opportunity to have longer exchanges of communication with children one-to-one than they would during session time as supported in research (Kultti, 2014). Also, Development Matters (BAECE, 2012) states that part of the adult roll is to allow children to talk about the food they like while supporting them to make healthier choices. Allowing staff to eat with children facilitates this in a holistic way which is how children learn best in their early years (Daly et al., 2006). This is because adults model the process of eating healthy food rather than just telling the children to make healthy choices.

It has been found that adults implement more rules during mealtime routines than at other parts of the day, which restrict children's holistic exploration of food and restricts communication (Kultti, 2014). However, this is not the case in Spain. An observation from the research project showed how children explored their spaghetti and meatballs with their hands while the teacher sat with them, encouraging them to connect with the food (Campbell-Barr et al., 2018). This demonstrates how Spanish practitioners view mealtimes as an opportunity to promote communication, interacting and responding to children’s bodily movements and gestures. Mealtimes create a break from the days activities, where children can communicate freely, providing the perfect unstructured environment for communication where practitioners can learn a lot about children. However, practitioners in England can often overlook the value of language exchanged at mealtimes (Alcock, 2007; Kultti, 2014). 

In Spain all children in early years settings have their food provided from birth whereas in England it is often supplied in the form of a home packed lunch or school dinner. I acknowledge some settings do provide dinner for children however, since the introduction of the thirty hours free funding some settings have had to charge families for meals they provide (Tanuku, 2017), and this increased cost could influence parents' choices. 

The difference in the approaches explained above demonstrates how Spain provides all children with healthy food from a young age, in a supportive mealtime environment which has been found to support children to become healthy adults (Mita et al., 2015). This is because children eat a wide range of food and view healthy food as part of their normal diet. It also demonstrates how all children in Spain have the same opportunity to make healthy choices.

The English approach can limit children’s opportunities to try new foods as some children are dependent on their families to make healthy food choices for them. This may be problematic; I have observed a child’s lunch being removed due to it being judged as unhealthy and this turned the mealtime into a negative experience, leaving the child and parent feeling culpable. The parent had provided food from the local shop they had access to as they did not drive, showing how environmental factors influence children’s access to food.

Further, the Conservative government does not appear to be creating the environment needed to support settings or families fulfil the plans to reduce childhood obesity and turn mealtimes into a time of interaction and value. The free school meal entitlement, which previously saw all early years school children receiving a free meal, has been cut; furthermore, it is likely that children living in poverty will be the hardest affected (Royston, 2018).

Cutting the early years free school meal entitlement does not offer children opportunities to form healthy food habits as it creates a divide between how meals are provided, reducing the exposure children have to a variety of foods. The meals parents provide is governed by their income, which could further restrict food choices, and many children living in poverty have hard working parents who work longer hours than more affluent parents (Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 2015). This could mean that children living in poverty are those most likely to eat without their parents, restricting opportunities to communicate and share family mealtimes. This is a pressing concern as disadvantaged children’s communication skills are frequently behind those of their peers (Gov.UK, 2018). 

To move forward and support children to make healthy food choices as well as improve communication, I suggest that more settings should encourage staff to eat with children. The Conservative government should also reconsider cuts they are making to the free school meal entitlement and extend it to all early years setting. Children’s early mealtime experiences are important to their present well-being and inform their future association with different food types as well as supporting language development (Kultti, 2014; Mita et al., 2015). The Spanish approach to family style mealtimes can provide children with the foundations they need to be healthy adults. After all, interactive family style mealtimes are part of English history and it is important to reconnect with this tradition to support children’s future health and improve their communication skills. 
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