


Urban Childhoods





Urban Childhoods
Growing up in inequality and hope

Edited by Claire Cameron



First published in 2025 by
UCL Press
University College London
Gower Street
London WC1E 6BT

Available to download free: www.uclpress.co.uk

Collection © Editor, 2025
Text © Contributors, 2025

The authors have asserted their rights under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 
1988 to be identified as the authors of this work.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Any third-party material in this book is not covered by the book’s Creative Commons 
licence. Details of the copyright ownership and permitted use of third-party material is 
given in the image (or extract) credit lines. Every effort has been made to identify and 
contact copyright holders and any omission or error will be corrected if notification is 
made to the publisher. If you would like to reuse any third-party material not covered 
by the book’s Creative Commons licence, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright owner.

This book is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 
4.0 International licence (CC BY-NC 4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/4.0/. This licence allows you to share and adapt the work for non-commercial 
use providing attribution is made to the author and publisher (but not in any way 
that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work) and any changes are 
indicated. Attribution should include the following information:

Cameron, C. (ed.). 2025. Urban Childhoods: Growing up in inequality and hope. 
London: UCL Press. https://doi.org/10.14324/111.9781800089341

Further details about Creative Commons licences are available at  
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

ISBN: 978-1-80008-931-0 (Hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-80008-933-4 (Pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-80008-934-1 (PDF)
ISBN: 978-1-80008-935-8 (epub)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14324/111.9781800089341

http://www.uclpress.co.uk
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.14324/111.9781800089341
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
https://doi.org/10.14324/111.9781800089341


	 ﻿ Contents � v

Contents

List of figures  vii
List of tables viii
List of acronyms and abbreviations ix
List of contributors  xi
Foreword xxi
Acknowledgements xxv

 1 Introduction 1
 Claire Cameron

 2  Conceptualising urban childhood as part of broad and deep 
local eco-systems: towards a multi-disciplinary framework 21

 Deniz Arzuk and Claire Cameron

Part I: Place

 3 Places to play in Bradford 41
 Amanda Seims and Sally Barber

 4  Reclaiming streets for the health, wellbeing and safety of  
children 71

  Adriana Ortegon-Sanchez, Nicola Christie, Sarah O’Toole,  
Sophia Arthurs-Hartnett, Lisa Dowling, Kimon Krenz and  
Rosemary McEachan

Part II: Provisioning 

 5  Unequal family lives in the inner-city: poverty and financial 
insecurity amidst a cost-of-living crisis 101

 Amy Barnes, Sian Reece and Kate Pickett

 6  Inequality challenges for parents and governments in 
providing economic security for pre-school urban children: 
lessons from COVID-19 123

  Margaret O’Brien, Katie Hollingworth, Hanan Hauari and  
Sarah O’Toole



vi	 URBAN CHILDHOODS

  







 






 
















 








	 ﻿ L ist of f igures � vii

List of figures

	 3.1	 Kashmir Park before transformation.� 54
	 3.2	 Kashmir Park after transformation.� 55
	 3.3	� Examples of participatory methods used to engage girls  

in co-designing green spaces.� 57
	 3.4	� Bradford green spaces co-designed by girls.� 58
	 4.1	� Children’s ideas for improving the school  

neighbourhood: cleaner, street design.� 80
	 4.2	� Children’s ideas for improving the school  

neighbourhood: greenery, play spaces.� 81
	 4.3	� School neighbourhood improvements: percentages and  

location.� 82
	 4.4	� Children’s views about easier active travel to school: 

reducing traffic speed and street design.� 83
	 4.5	� Children’s views about easier active travel to school: cycling  

and cleaner streets.� 84
	 4.6	� Active travel to school improvements: percentages and  

location.� 85
	 4.7	� Children’s views on what would improve the area around  

the school and their journey to school in Bradford and  
Tower Hamlets: combined analysis.� 86

	 4.8	� Examples of a footpath, cycle lane and local street with  
different space configurations to meet children’s needs.� 88

	 5.1	� Graphic summary of key facts and figures relating to  
child poverty in the UK.� 103

	 7.1	� The proportion of women with clinically important  
symptoms of depression in BiB and BiBBS by ethnicity.� 147

	 7.2	� The proportion of participants with key risk factors for  
poor mental health and with clinically relevant  
symptoms in Bradford, Tower Hamlets and Newham.� 154

	 8.1	 Narrative 1: Ayesha’s story.� 175
	 8.2	 Narrative 2: Maria and Antoni’s story.� 176
	 8.3	 Narrative 3: Sahra’s story.� 177
	10.1	� A map of the Early Learning at 2 (EL2) application  

process (Tower Hamlets, 2022).� 223



viii	 URBAN CHILDHOODS

	11.1	� Comparison of income, housing, health and skills  
statistics within and beyond Tower Hamlets.� 236

	11.2	 The collected Dream Village.� 240
	11.3	� Communities and places supporting an urban childhood:  

an event at the Bromley by Bow Centre; online Family 
Playrooms.� 242

List of tables

	 1.1	 Population indicators for Tower Hamlets and Bradford.� 8
	 1.2	� Child health indicators for Tower Hamlets, Bradford and 

England (selected).� 9
	 2.1	� Key points: theoretical contributions from critical  

childhood studies, urban studies, public health.� 33
	 4.1	� Influences of the built environment on child health.� 76
	 6.1	� Changes in employment status between Wave 1 and  

Wave 2 for couple mothers and fathers and lone  
mothers.� 130

	 7.1	� Ethnicity of participants in the BiB and BiBBS cohort  
studies.� 146

	 7.2	� Ethnicity of the participants in the three-cohort analysis 
of maternal mental ill health during the COVID-19  
pandemic.� 153

	 8.1	� Selected area characteristics of Tower Hamlets,  
Islington and Barking and Dagenham. � 169

	 8.2	� Research, consultation and engagement activities  
(N = number of events; n = total number of attendees).� 170

	11.1	� Changes in means and percentages of adults responding 
positively to the intergenerational group activities,  
compared to the wider group of participants engaged 
in the participatory budgeting programme (comparison 
in brackets).� 247



	 ﻿ L ist of acronyms and abbrev iat ions � ix

List of acronyms and abbreviations

	 BBBH 	 Bromley by Bow Health
	 BiB	 Born in Bradford project
	 BiBBS	 Born in Bradford’s Better Start
	 CBMDC	 City of Bradford Municipal District Council
	C-HAPIE	 Children-Health and Place Intervention Evaluation tool
	 CPAG	 Child Poverty Action Group
	 DfT	 Department for Transport
	 DLUHC	 Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities
	 DWP	 Department for Work and Pensions
	 ECEC	 Early Childhood Education and Care
	 GDCI	 Global Designing Cities Initiative
	 HWC	 Healthier Wealthier Children
	 HWF 	 Healthier Wealthier Families project, East London
	 IFS	 Institute for Fiscal Studies
	 IHE	 Institute of Health Equity
	 IPPR 	 Institute for Public Policy Research
	 JRF	 Joseph Rowntree Foundation
	 JU:MP 	 Join Us: Move Play
	 LBBD	 London Borough of Barking and Dagenham
	 LBI 	 London Borough of Islington
	 LBTH 	 London Borough of Tower Hamlets
	 LTN	 Low-traffic neighbourhood
	 NICE	 National Institute for Health and Care Excellence
	 NIESR	 National Institute of Economic and Social Research
	 ONS	 Office for National Statistics
	 PHE	 Public Health England
	 SEISS	 Self-Employment Income Support Scheme
	 SSP	 Statutory Sick Pay
	 TfL	 Transport for London
	 UC	 Universal Credit
	 UN	 United Nations
	 UNCRC	 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
	 WHO 	 World Health Organization



	 ﻿ Urban school food environments � 191

9
Inequalities on a plate? Children’s 
voices from urban school food 
environments
Natalia Concha, Meredith K. D. Hawking, Liina 
Mansukoski, Carol Dezateux and Maria Bryant

With energy rising, I conquer the day,
Challenges met in every which way.
No empty stomach, no weary soul,
A good school lunch makes me whole.

(Zara, Secondary school student, Netherhall Learning  
Campus, Huddersfield, Food Foundation 2023)

Introduction

Between 20 and 25 per cent of children in England experience hunger 
on a daily basis. This reflects rapidly rising levels of food insecurity 
that affect not only people living in the margins of society but also 
those working families where household income is not sufficient to 
purchase enough food. Further, well-documented inequalities in avail-
ability and accessibility mean that poorer families consume less fruit 
and vegetables, fibre and micronutrients than wealthier households, 
with evidence consistently demonstrating that dietary intake in children 
and young people does not meet government guidelines (Bryant 
et  al.  2023). The negative effects of poor diet are not constrained to 
the present day or, even to the near future. Being unable to provide 
children with enough, sufficiently nutritious food has multiple negative 
long-term consequences for health and wellbeing, including higher risks 
for obesity, poorer growth, other forms of malnutrition, dental decay 
and poorer mental health. 

Urban school food environments
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Given that children consume approximately 30 per cent of their 
diet at school (Nelson et al. 2007), this setting has often been seen as 
an ideal place to provide healthy food, while simultaneously supporting 
food education and nurturing appropriate food and eating behaviours. 
Recent research has explored the ‘micro’ school food system and 
proposed a number of key principles that could be considered by schools 
to meet children’s needs (Bryant et al. 2023). Central to these key 
principles is a well-grounded acknowledgement that schools provide 
pastoral care to children and their families through free school meals. 
The school food research reported in this chapter presents three case 
studies, two from Bradford in Yorkshire and one from Tower Hamlets 
in London. These case studies argue that research and policy can benefit 
immensely from foregrounding children and young people’s perspec-
tives and experiences in shaping free school meals and school food 
environments. 

The provision of free school meals to eligible pupils in England is 
a longstanding policy aimed at addressing socio-economic inequalities 
and promoting educational attainment. There is a wealth of research 
that highlights the significant role that school meals have on academic 
achievement (Schwartz and Rothbart 2020; CDC 2019), childhood 
food insecurity (Ralston et al. 2017), childhood overweight and obesity 
(Terry-McElrath et al. 2015), dietary quality (Au et al. 2018), school 
attendance (Ruffini 2022) and behavioural problems (Gordon and 
Ruffini 2018). 

Under the Education Act 1996, publicly funded schools in England 
have an obligation to offer free school meals to disadvantaged pupils 
(DfE 2024). However, eligibility criteria for means-tested free school 
meals entitles only those families with an average household income of 
less than £7,400. Despite this, around a quarter of all children in England 
are deemed eligible for means-tested free school meals (DfE 2024). 
In secondary schools in England, this equates to a daily allowance of 
£2.53 to purchase food and drinks, though this may vary across schools. 
Schools in the highest areas of deprivation (mainly those in urban areas) 
often have a substantially higher proportion of children whose families 
are entitled to free school meals and therefore often have a consider-
able role to play in supporting families. Linked funding (via the Pupil 
Premium, which is additional government funding aimed at improving 
educational outcomes for disadvantaged pupils in state-funded schools 
in England) is allocated to schools based on the number of children 
eligible for free school meals; thus, funding is intended to support a 
broad range of school activities for children and families. Schools located 
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within urban settings therefore have the potential to receive more policy 
investment than those in more rural areas. 

The role of schools in providing free school meals and support to 
children and young people needs to be understood as part of the broader 
socio-economic landscape in which these policies operate. There have 
always been inequalities in access and quality of food but, for a long 
time, historical trends largely highlighted an improving picture in the 
UK, similar to other democratic European societies. Compared to early 
Industrial Britain, most measures related to social and environmental 
determinants of health, including those related to food such as growth 
in height, started to show positive trajectories over time (see Treme and 
Craig 2013, s132). This is no longer the case, with children from the UK 
now being, on average, 7 cm shorter than their European peers by the 
age of 5 years (NCD-RisC 2020).

In the 1940s, many initiatives were launched to support families, 
including the National School Meals Policy in 1944, which required 
local authorities to provide school food and milk for all children. Since 
then, there has been a shift in policy priorities and increasing economic 
constraints, such that childhood diet is viewed as an individual choice 
and family responsibility, not something where the government has 
a major role (Abbasi 2024). Governing bodies in schools in England 
have a statutory responsibility to monitor compliance with school food 
standards (DfE 2023). The effect of this is that while the policy enables 
schools to deliver services that are more locally contextualised, it may 
also exacerbate inequalities, whereby schools in disadvantaged areas 
may struggle with competing financial and other priorities.

In conversation with the critical sociology of childhood

As we confront the stark reality of food insecurity and the limitations 
of the UK means-tested free school meals policy, the critical sociology 
of childhood offers an informative theoretical lens to unpack the social 
construction and structural inequalities surrounding the lives of urban 
children in school food environments (Christensen et al. 2018). As 
discussed in Chapter 2, this volume, the ‘traditional’ view of childhood as 
a linear, developmental and universal trajectory disregards the nuanced 
and diverse social realities experienced by children, including those 
who are living in urban contexts experiencing inequalities. We thus join 
childhood scholars in challenging the idea that using age as a neutral 
marker of development often overlooks children’s capabilities to act 
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and participate in social life. Instead, we should value human learning 
and experiences occurring throughout the life course, where children, 
despite their years, have a major contribution to make (Christensen and 
James 2005; James and Prout 1997; 2015; Corsaro 2005; 2011; Mayall 
1998; 2000). This sociological lens aligns with the wider programme 
of social science research underpinned by a social constructionist, 
post-structuralist, intersectional and decolonial framing, which largely 
argues that many under-represented groups and communities around 
the world have been agglomerated into ‘WEIRD’ (Western, Educated, 
Industrialised, Rich and Democratic) contexts (Apicella et al. 2020; 
Henrich et al. 2010). 

Applied to childhood, sociologists working in the ‘new’ paradigm 
have established how childhood has been devalued in its present, as 
a transitional phase with potential implications for the future (James 
and Prout 1997; 2015). This objectification of children negates the 
complexity of their lives in the here-and-now and particularly impacts 
children who come from non-WEIRD contexts, including migrant and 
minority ethnic children living in urban environments in both the global 
North and South. In our urban school food research, this means exploring 
children’s lifeworlds through their diverse voices and experiences as they 
face systemic barriers around food insecurity and healthy food, thereby 
contributing towards the research programme of societal childhood 
inclusion (Corsaro 2005; 2011; James and Prout 1997; 2015).

Voice: system complexity and the role of children 
and young people 

Building upon this framework, our research investigates the complexity 
of school food systems and the role of children and young people within 
them. Consistent with all complex problems, the factors that influence 
food insecurity and inequalities in access to healthy diets are difficult 
to disentangle (Parsons and Hawkes 2019). Various models have been 
proposed to describe the wider food system, including those that give 
rise to health issues such as obesity, those describing the sustainability 
of food sources, and the school food system. Although there is no single 
universally accepted model that captures the complexity fully, under-
standing and acknowledging that multiple systems interlink, and that 
the causes of negative outcomes are multifactorial, is essential if we are 
to transform food systems so that they provide nutritious and sustainable 
food for all.
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 In the UK, the National Food Strategy (Dimbleby 2021) proposes 
14 actions needed to make a radical change to the food system. It 
advocates change measures spanning from reductions in intensive 
farming to extension of the school holiday food provision. In the time 
between its launch in 2021 and a UK policy paper (the then government’s 
Levelling Up White Paper: Department for Levelling Up, Housing and 
Communities 2022), there was a growing sense of the need to continue to 
build momentum via strengthening the evidence and through advocacy. 
The speed of change requires research evidence gathering to keep pace 
to inform decision-making. In parallel, youth activism on climate and 
food justice has gained momentum worldwide, with young people 
increasingly calling for transformations to protect the planet in which 
they will grow up (Delgado 2015, 154–63; Harper et al. 2017; Kwan 
2014; Tsui et al. 2012). This has inspired school-led campaigns where 
young people are making their voices heard on issues about inequali-
ties, food sustainability, climate change and food poverty, and often 
demonstrate a commitment to build a better world. Within school food, 
campaigns led by young people such as Christina Adane, a prominent UK 
youth activist advocating for food justice, have sparked conversations 
about the need for children to have access to healthy food outside of 
school term time. Adane’s activism was amplified by Marcus Rashford, a 
professional footballer for Manchester United and the England national 
team, who campaigned extensively for increasing food support for 
children living in poverty. Rashford, who grew up experiencing food 
insecurity himself, has used his public platform to speak out, leading 
a high-profile campaign which urged the government to extend free 
school meal vouchers during the school holidays and the COVID-19 
lockdown periods. These campaigns were a key part of the initial pledge 
for additional UK government funding for the Holiday Activities and 
Food (HAF) programme (DfE 2022) to support families in receipt of free 
school meals when schools were closed. Other groups of young people, 
with the support of opportunities such as the Food Foundation’s Young 
Food Ambassadors scheme, have intensified their call for food justice, 
and celebrity TV chef Jamie Oliver’s Bite Back campaign relentlessly 
highlights the need to improve policies for children’s right to food. 

In addition to encouraging advocacy, we argue that working 
alongside young people and other actors to support decision-making 
in research and policy enables our findings to be relevant and useful 
(Altares et al. 2022; Tsui et al. 2012). This should move beyond a simple 
level of involvement or engagement, to a model which fosters innovation 
and systems transformations; from priority setting to development of 
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new curricula. However, it is important that adults do not overly burden 
young people with the responsibility for change, and be mindful that, if 
we truly want to transform our food systems, we need political leaders 
to step up. Empowerment of young people plays a vital role in decision-
making, but children and young people are ultimately bearing the brunt 
of the crisis and therefore cannot also be expected to fix it. 

Ensuring that children’s voices are included when developing, 
evaluating and sustaining policies is a key ambition of Article 12 of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Drawing 
on Lundy’s (2007) model of child participation, which emphasises self-
expression, facilitation of voice, listening and acting on children’s views 
to conceptualise Article 12, the British Academy Childhood Policy 
Programme sought to reframe the ways in which children engage 
with policymaking processes (Berkley and Wright 2022). Its report, 
‘Reframing Childhood’, highlighted the fragmented nature of current 
policymaking on childhood and proposed seven evidence-informed 
principles to guide future policymaking. In a related piece, Kraftl (2020, 
paragraph 2) draws our attention to the fact that ‘children and young 
people are among the most marginalised groups in any urban place’ and 
that they are ‘routinely excluded from decision-making and planning 
processes designed to make those places better’. Hence assuring the 
participation of the urban child in policy development is a key challenge 
which we have sought to address in a variety of ways, as highlighted in 
the case studies below. 

Case study 1: prioritising school food with children 
and young people in Yorkshire

‘Engagement’ sits at the heart of understanding current food systems 
and what is needed to navigate to a preferred system. ‘FixOurFood’ in 
Yorkshire is a wider partnership programme that seeks to transform food 
systems by centring on children and young people through participatory, 
citizen science methods and systems thinking (Doherty et al. 2022). A 
cornerstone of FixOurFood is the ‘Leaders for Change’ (L4C) initiative, 
a collective of children and young people from diverse schools across 
Yorkshire. These young leaders mobilise peers and directly drive the 
programme’s activities and outputs, by co-creating solutions to food 
system challenges. The L4C engaged 465 children and young people 
to identify research priorities and provided a platform from which the 
young participants could be part of local decision-making within their 
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own schools (Rose et al. 2021; Thomas et al. 2003). As part of this work, 
young people from L4C were invited to rank the importance of 11 school 
food interventions at the L4C launch event in 2021. Options included the 
introduction of policies at the school, local and national level, as well as 
guidance, growing (and learning about) food, changing menu options, 
free school meals, school food committees and recycling/composting. 
Young people were also given the opportunity to say how their decisions 
were relevant to their lives via live recordings and debates. The top five 
ranked priorities after this event were:

•	 plastic free wrapping
•	 vegetarian/vegan options
•	 drinking water always available
•	 recycling/composting
•	 free school meals for all. 

These options were used as the basis for future events to help children 
and young people in school food prioritisation within the FixOurFood 
programme, including a prioritisation activity within an event hosted 
by the Yorkshire Agricultural Society in 2022. In this, 229 children from 
11 primary schools were asked to rank the options proposed by the L4C. 
Children also identified new priorities, including provision of trips to 
learn more about food, free breakfast and incorporating children’s voices 
in decision-making in school. The top ranked priority at this event was 
‘free school meals for all’. The third event to gain insights from children 
and young people was part of the University of York’s ‘Festival of Ideas’ 
in 2022. The prioritisation categories that were proposed by the L4C 
were used in a dot-marking exercise in which children and young people 
were asked to put a dot next to the category that they would prioritise. 
This exercise was completed 146 times, with the highest ranked priority 
being ‘free school meals for all’. Combined, these three ranking exercises 
with input from 465 children and young people led to a ‘Top 5 prioritised 
school food areas’. This information was shared with all Yorkshire 
Members of Parliament, in addition to forming the basis of research 
within FixOurFood. The L4C continue to engage in this space, with many 
participants campaigning locally on a variety of the topic areas, including 
provision of free drinking water, food packaging and free school meals.

FixOurFood also applied frameworks like the Three Horizons 
(3H) model to support long-term changes in the food system (Doherty 
et  al. 2022). The Three Horizons (3H) model is designed to co-create 
strategic insights to support complex transformation grounded in 
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‘futures methods’  – approaches integrating human agency (that is, 
people’s ability to make choices and take actions), and addressing 
uncertainty  – with systems thinking (Sharpe et al. 2016). Researchers 
within the FixOurFood programme have delivered 3H workshops 
with young people, in addition to adult partners (including school 
leaders, teachers, governors, caterers, national experts, as well as food 
producers and retailers) to provide an understanding of the challenges 
faced and the perception of critical actions needed to support food 
system transformation (FixOurFood 2022), including: making better 
use of initial grassroots initiatives, monitoring school food standards, 
overcoming poor practices that have been introduced as a result of wider 
contextual influences (for example, use of ‘grab bags’ during COVID-19) 
and improving mechanisms to avoid disjointed processes for funding. 
By engaging with young people in thinking about these complexi-
ties, the project gained insights into the  systemic challenges they face 
as social actors. Through this process, the programme facilitated the 
meaningful participation of young people to shape research priorities, 
policy advocacy and local campaigns. The L4C shows how place-based 
systems thinking applying participatory methods integrates children and 
young people’s contributions to food systems transformations. 

Case study 2: Food Improvement Goals in Schools 
project – children’s voices and agency in school food 
environments in Tower Hamlets

This focused ethnography placed children’s voices at the heart of 
our inquiry. The Food Improvement Goals in Schools (FIGS) project 
involved working with primary school-aged children in Tower Hamlets. 
It carried out a qualitative evaluation of the council’s initiative to 
improve school  food and children’s healthy eating. We focused on 
recognising children as active agents through their lived experiences in 
context, exploring free school meals, school food and eating practices. 
Since 2014, Tower Hamlets Council has provided free school meals 
universally in primary schools, extending the government-funded offer 
beyond Reception–Year 2 (aged 4–6 years) to include children in 
Years 3–6 (aged 7–11 years) (Tower Hamlets 2021). Yet uptake is not 
universal, and our research explored the reasons through first-person 
experiential perspectives. 

Situating children’s voices at the core of our research meant 
designing creative methods to engage children in mini-groups which 
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enabled children to express abstract ideas through symbols, such as 
drawings and stories. We used techniques that encourage participants to 
project their thoughts and feelings onto external objects or scenarios, like 
drawings, to help them communicate experiences that may be difficult to 
express verbally. These are regarded as valuable meaning-making tools 
for child communication in research (Brooks 2005), providing access to 
non-verbal ‘knowledges’ (Campbell and Jovchelovitch 2000, 258–9) and 
symbolic worlds (Jovchelovitch et al. 2013; Yuen 2004). We validated 
these methods prior to our fieldwork with local children. Based on their 
feedback, we merged a short vignette (Barter and Renold 2000) with a 
drawing activity, creating a form of visual storytelling. The purpose was 
to have tools enabling a familiar, entertaining and flexible encounter 
where children could voice critical and grounded daily perspectives 
around school food and healthy eating. We conducted 12 mini-groups 
with 43 children (Years 3–6, aged 7–11 years) and observed activities 
and the school environment across all primary school years (from 
age  4–11 years) in six schools. We worked closely with the head-
teachers and teaching staff to engage with boys and girls from diverse 
backgrounds, that reflected the schools’ demographics. 

Children’s voices and ownership of food preferences
Creating opportunities for children to voice meal preferences in 
mini-groups and intervention activities (such as voting at cooking 
‘TV-style’ activities and tasting sessions) meant children felt included 
and valued. Using a hands-on approach, children were encouraged 
to experience food in a way that engaged all their senses. This meant 
children could explore different flavours, textures and smells, which 
helped expand their understanding and appreciation of healthy foods 
and of eating as a larger, more holistic experience (Earl 2022; Pink 
2004) from tasting interventions. Children expressed their preferences 
for homemade food, revealing a connection many of them shared 
with cultural and faith-based traditions and practices (such as Eid, 
Diwali, Christmas). While views on school food varied, ‘Fishy Fridays’ 
stood out as popular. Frustration about limited dietary options and 
quality were expressed, with some calling for a diverse array of choices 
and/or culturally authentic meal preparation. Projective techniques such 
as using a third actor who was a friendly but hungry child alien named 
Zippy who landed at their school, allowed for the elicitation of responses 
on what mattered to them: ‘If he [Zippy] has just one meal it’s not going 
to fill him up, he’s still going to be very hungry. Because the portion sizes 
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are very small, like, the portion sizes we get’ (Girl, Year 5). Re-assessing 
portion sizes was a common theme.

Capabilities and agency
Children’s capabilities surfaced not only in their suggestions to improve 
school food, but also in narratives describing active contributions of 
preparing meals at home. One Year 6 girl proudly indicated, ‘I can cook 
anything. I can cook rice and dal. Dal is just like lentils. I can cook like 
chicken, fried rice, stir fry, anything!’ Recognising children’s agency, 
understood as their capacity to act and make choices (James and 
Prout 2015), by incorporating their real-life experiences as first-person 
perspectives in research, contributes to practices upholding UNCRC 
principles. It enables children’s participation to shape their lives and the 
lives of those who form their immediate networks. We found children 
can play a pivotal role in improving eating practices at home. This 
offers pathways for policymakers to consider wider engagement through 
children’s connection to their lifeworld of school–home, extending child 
and family health. However, as we have noted throughout this chapter, 
children face structural constraints in their everyday lives. When they 
bring healthy eating advice from school to home, families may find 
it difficult to actualise this, particularly for those experiencing food 
insecurity and poverty in the UK. Given that many children place rela-
tionality as central in their lives (Mayall 2000; see also Chapter 1, this 
volume) our findings highlight the need to continue addressing the 
power imbalances and structures that limit their potentialities; yet, we 
recognise these as important pathways to continue building blocks for 
social change. 

Case study 3: Free school meal allowance project – 
working with young people as citizen scientists and 
advocates of change in Yorkshire

I love food. It was one of the reasons I was so excited to move to 
secondary school. 

(Lara, Bedale High School, North Yorkshire,  
Food Foundation 2023)

Citizen science entails a collaboration between scientists and members of 
the public that has the potential to transform science and society (Bonney 
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et al. 2009). Not only does this increase public awareness of science, 
it also allows us to gather data that would otherwise be meaningless, 
difficult or expensive to collect. For children and young people, citizen 
science is also believed to promote scientific literacy (Bonney et al. 2009; 
Bonney et al. 2016), foster a sense of community (Bender et al. 2017; 
Frazer et al. 2024) and develop critical thinking skills (Schusler and 
Krasny 2014). This case study describes work that was co-delivered by 
researchers at the University of York, the Food Foundation and young 
people from seven schools across Yorkshire in 2023, aimed at exploring 
the value of free school meals (Connolly et al. 2023). It applied a citizen 
science framework developed by Shirk et al. (2012), including guidance 
on how to engage members of the public in research in a way that is 
meaningful and effective.

Campaigning organisations have been advocating for improved 
access to school food for many years, with ‘Young Food Ambassadors’ 
revealing that the limited budget of the free school meal allowance 
forced them to choose less healthy options to satisfy their appetite, and 
healthier options were often scarce in many schools (Inquiry Committee 
and Young Food Ambassadors 2019). To investigate this further, 
we worked with young citizen scientists to explore their school food 
environment and gather data to provide evidence on the ability of food 
to meet the needs of young people who are entitled to means-tested free 
school meals.

Forty-two young people, aged 11–16, from seven schools with 
higher than national average rates of free school meals eligibility were 
invited to become study citizen scientists. They attended a research 
training day and were provided with a daily budget equivalent to the free 
school meal allowance at their school (£2.15–2.70) and were challenged 
to buy healthy, tasty and sustainable meals over five school days with 
this amount. Young citizen scientists completed daily record diaries and 
lunch-time observation forms, indicated how full they felt after eating 
and recorded the cost of what they purchased. They were also asked to 
audio record their daily thoughts around school meals, and later partici-
pated in group discussions about their findings with other young citizen 
scientists from their school. 

Through this work, the researchers learnt that those on free school 
meals had restricted choices with regards to the timing and types 
of foods that were available to them. In most schools, young citizen 
scientists could only choose a ‘meal deal’ option, with a set cost for a 
meal including a sandwich, a dessert and a drink. In some instances, non-
meal-deal items offered healthier alternatives and did not come with the 
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unnecessary need to purchase a drink in a plastic bottle. Unlike others 
who were able to pay for their food, young people enrolled as study 
citizen scientists were often not allowed to use their free school meal 
allowance at break times, and many expressed hunger due to having to 
wait for lunch to eat (often past 1 p.m.). This type of restriction is most 
pertinent to children and young people experiencing food insecurity, 
who are also most likely to have missed breakfast (Kudsia 2021). 

The young citizen scientists also reported that the lack of pricing 
on items meant that they would often have to make quick decisions and/
or feel embarrassed at the till when they were asked to put back foods 
that were beyond their budgets. They also shared findings, including 
a lack of fruit and vegetables available to buy (in four out of seven 
schools, no fruit was purchased over the entire week by any of the young 
researchers), rushed and short lunch breaks (30 minutes) in which 
the majority of time was spent in a queue, which was compounded by 
the fact that those on free school meals were often not able to access the 
quicker queuing option (selling snacks/paninis). Finally, young citizen 
scientists from all schools reported a lack of access to free and clean 
drinking water. 

The role that young citizen scientists played in this work continued 
beyond data collection, as they all contributed to producing a study 
report and to presenting the findings in front of an audience of key 
decision-makers in Parliament. At this event, study citizen scientists 
shared their findings in multiple ways, including as poems. Importantly, 
they led the production and the delivery of the event. To further highlight 
the power and importance of the voice of young people, the event was 
well attended, with attendees including 16 Members of Parliament 
and four Lords. Key recommendations called for an amendment to the 
school food standards to include two portions of vegetables with every 
meal; ensure schools have sufficient funding to provide access to free, 
clean and maintained drinking water; and to extend free school fruit and 
vegetable provision to all year groups.

Hope: reframing collective agency 

The three case studies presented in this chapter highlight the value of 
including children and young people’s voices to inform policies and 
practices related to school food environments. Case study 1 addressed 
priority-setting efforts through directly engaging with children 
and young people in decision-making processes regarding school food 
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provision in Yorkshire. Children and young people called for the need 
to focus on sustainability and on prioritising ‘free school meals for all’. 
The study showed how their voices can put pressure on shaping school 
food policy, giving weight to wider efforts calling for universal provision 
(Rose et al. 2021; Thomas et al. 2003). Case study 2 explored children’s 
lived experiences and agency within school food environments in Tower 
Hamlets. By applying creative methodologies in children’s mini-groups 
and sensorial self-reports, the study revealed the nuanced ways in which 
children interact with, perceive and experience free school meals. Their 
preferences, rooted in cultural and experiential contexts, provided 
evidence for adopting a critical childhood sociology lens to tailor inter-
ventions that reflect children’s diverse backgrounds in urban environ-
ments (Christensen et al. 2018). Case study 3 adopted a citizen science 
approach to look at the influence of the free school meal allowance 
on young people’s dietary choices and the impact this has on their 
wellbeing. Through active participation in all aspects of the research 
process, young citizen scientists gathered grounded insights on the 
structural barriers and inequalities inherent in school food systems. In 
this distinctive example, we saw how children and young people’s voices 
can be lifted to a platform that matters, where they took their findings 
to key decision-makers in the UK Parliament in line with the UNCRC’s 
articles on Rights to Participation and Freedom of Expression (Articles 12 
and 13), and puts into practice Lundy’s (2007) model, relevant for the 
UK context in which they live. However, fundamental changes to the 
food system requires strong and durable political leadership as well as 
young people’s voices. As young people in our research have shown, 
we need to revolutionise food production, trading decisions, marketing 
and planning policies and welfare systems. It is through this long-term 
and integrated vision that we can hope to deliver a food system in 
which healthy, affordable, tasty food is the default for all children and 
young people. Without this, the chances of meeting our UN Global Food 
Sustainability goals for ending malnutrition, addressing nutritional 
needs throughout the life course, and providing access to safe, healthy 
and sustainable food are very low.

Our empirical work not only aligns with the UNCRC, but also goes 
further in joining scholars critiquing essentialist human developmental 
and universal frameworks that conceptualise childhood solely from a 
WEIRD perspective (Apicella et al. 2020; Henrich et al. 2010) and as 
potency-in-transition to reach adulthood (James and Prout 1997; 2015). 
This goes beyond binary representations of children as either active/
passive or powerful/vulnerable, and aligns with those arguing that 
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focusing solely on children’s agency may risk overlooking the impact 
of structural inequalities, adult power dynamics and social normativity 
affecting children’s lives (Corsaro 2005; 2011; Taft 2019). Although our 
research calls for the need to continue challenging age-based hierarchical 
definitions of capabilities by giving a platform to children’s voices, we see 
how intersecting inequalities and adult power dynamics have failed to 
protect and provide the care and support that millions of children still 
require across the globe (UNICEF 2019). Our case studies show children 
as active participants who contest these notions, but also as human 
beings who require care, support (from parents, families, teachers, 
peers), provision and recognition (from policymakers, politicians). We 
thus propose the adoption of a more nuanced perspective, where we 
balance children’s agency with an understanding of their needs and 
positioning in society. Through this lens, calls by children and young 
people for policies to extend universal free school meals provision are a 
key pathway to address some of the inequalities. 

Our case studies provide evidence of the transformative potential 
of placing children and young people’s voices at the centre of school food 
programmes. This builds upon the recommendations set out in the UK’s 
National Food Strategy (Dimbleby 2021) by adding the voice of young 
people (particularly Recommendation 4, to extend free school meals, 
and Recommendation 13, to strengthen government procurement to 
ensure that taxpayers’ money is spent on healthy, sustainable food). 
Involving children and young people in decision-making fosters a sense 
of democratic participation, setting up foundations which are key for 
social development and participation in the here-and-now, applicable to 
the UK urban context (James and Prout 1997; 2015). Our citizen science 
project on free school meal allowance (Case study 3) enabled children 
and young people to engage in dialogue with those in power calling 
directly for policy reform. Such active leadership means that findings 
centred on issues that matter to young people can lay the ground for 
more responsive policies when policymakers choose to engage in prior-
itisation processes through democratic and civic participation principles. 
As researchers committed to navigating the complexities of food system 
transformation, our work shows how their perspectives are indispen-
sable in sculpting a healthier, more inclusive, diverse and equitable 
pathway for a healthier society for all, providing a more democratic way 
of influencing political leaders as children do not have a vote.
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Improving the translation of health inequalities 
research 

In a final reflection, we touch upon the processes that make our research 
and engagement with children and young people possible. In recent 
years there has been an increasing requirement that publicly funded 
health research must demonstrate meaningful social impact. However, 
it can be challenging to translate research evidence into policy-related 
action to tackle health inequalities. Often, the impact of research 
findings has, at best, indirect effects on local policy contexts, alongside 
other prioritised factors, such as time, financial restraints and personal 
experience (Elliott and Popay 2000). Moving from evaluating interven-
tions towards finding ‘what works’ locally is an important part of this 
process for which collaborative working between partners within the 
system is key. These projects are enabled by partnerships that bring the 
research right into the conversation with policymakers – without the 
local authority’s interest, it is less likely that research projects would 
receive the necessary support to generate impact. The ActEarly collabo-
rative (Wright et al. 2019) is one such example of an effective partnership 
between local policymakers, health and social science researchers and 
community members, including children and young people, and local 
institutions. Conceptualised as ‘knowledge encounters’ (Aveling and 
Jovchelovitch 2014), the collaborative partnership model allows for 
different forms of ‘knowledges’ and makes use of a shared pool of 
insider-on-the-ground experience with outsider-conceptual-evidence-based 
knowledges to enrich our understanding of the impact of a given policy 
within the system. Importantly, this form of partnership gives voice to all 
actors within the complex system, including children and young people. 
Returning to Lundy’s (2007) model of child participation, we have 
shown how the work of our partnership provides both space and facili-
tation for children to voice their views, as well as a listening audience 
and appropriate follow up policy-related action. From the examples we 
have discussed in this chapter, we have shown that effective partnership 
working and local policy change can lead to social value and health-
related impact that goes beyond the local community.
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