Effect of School Feeding on Daily Attendance and Dropout: A Study on Fulbaria Upazila

Abstract:
School feeding programs are implemented in most developing countries. The main goal of the program is to alleviate students’ hunger by providing meals, snacks, or biscuits and to ensure that students are focused on attending school. The government of Bangladesh is doing its best to ensure compulsory primary education. Many international organizations are working together on numerous projects and programs to ensure the basic needs of education for all. Among the programs, the "School Feeding Project" is worth mentioning, which aims to increase school attendance and reduce school dropouts in Bangladesh. The study examined whether the school feeding program has an impact on these two aspects. The study followed a qualitative approach. A total of 20 key informant interviews were conducted with teachers, education officers, and project staff; 20 in-depth interviews were conducted with students' guardians, including SMC members; and 3 group discussions were conducted. The results show that school feeding increases the daily attendance of students and decreases dropout. However, there are some gaps between the information provided by the schools and the Upazila Education Office. Nevertheless, all respondents agreed that school feeding has a positive impact on daily attendance and dropout rates and that the program should be continued and expanded throughout Bangladesh.
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1.0 Introduction:
1.1 Background Study:
According to Article 15(a) of the Constitution of the People's Republic of Bangladesh, ensuring education is a fundamental responsibility of the state, and Article 17(a) requires the state to take effective measures to establish a unified, mass-oriented, and universal education system and to extend free and compulsory education to all children (The Constitution of the Peoples’ Republic Of Bangladesh 1972). To ensure primary education for all, the government enacted the Primary education (Compulsory) Act, 1990. To ensure primary education, many rules, regulations, policies, and circulars related to primary education have been introduced. According to the People's Education Campaign, it is recognized that education is an essential prerequisite for nation-building to realize the potential of human life, and at its core is the belief that primary education is the most important foundation for the development of society (CAMPE 2009). Education is the main driving force to break the poverty cycle. In families at risk of poverty, children contribute to household chores. Moreover, they don’t have three times meals a day. Often they remain hungry. A hungry child cannot concentrate properly on school activities and perform as they should. So they stay away from school and drop out (Ahmed & Babu 2007). 
To ensure 100 percent enrollment, regular attendance at school, a reduction in the number of dropouts, and quality education, the Government of Bangladesh is implementing numerous measures in the field of primary education (Ministry of Primary and Mass Education 2022). The "School Feeding in Poverty-Risk Areas" project is one of the measures. This program is a government demand-side measure aimed at attracting poor children to primary education, increasing daily attendance, meeting up the demand for daily nutrition, and reducing dropouts. The project amount is about Tk. 4992 crore (Directorate of Primary Education 2022). The food consists of a pack of 10 biscuits (75 grams) per day.

The project ended on June 30, 2022. The central purpose of this study is to examine whether the school feeding program helps increase daily attendance and reduce dropouts in primary school.
1.2 Problem Statement:
The school feeding program improves attendance, reduces dropouts, and has a positive impact on students’ academic performance in Tanzania. In developing countries, school feeding is linked to enrollment, attendance, dropout rates, and better success in exams (Maijo 2018). Funding and food management vary from place to place. Many programs are implementing some innovative practices such as hand washing. Nepal's school feeding program is implemented through cash transfers, with schools responsible for delivering school meals. The Parents' Association manages the program, with parents taking turns cooking and distributing meals based on a roster. The introduction of the pilot project has increased children's school attendance and retention rates. Hygiene measures have been integrated and incorporated into meal distribution, such as hand washing before and after the meal (Shrestha et al. 2020). In Bangladesh, about 80% of students regularly attend school feeding-supported classrooms (World Food Program 2020), and the school feeding program has increased daily attendance and graduation rates (WFP 2018). Overall attendance in schools supported by school feeding is higher than in other schools, and the program reduces dropouts (WFP 2011). The school feeding program improves children's nutritional status, increases enrollment, increases attendance, and decreases dropouts. The Food for Education program is a demand-side intervention and attracts disadvantaged children (Ahmed & Babu 2007).
In 2019, 20.5% of the population in Bangladesh lived below the poverty line (Asian Development Bank 2019) and the poverty rate was 11.9% in 2021 (The Daily Star 2022). In 2019, the elementary school enrollment rate was 109.49% and the dropout rate was 17.9%. In 2010, the founding year of the school feeding program, the enrollment rate was 107.7% and the dropout rate was 39.8%. In 2010, the program was transitioned into a project. The program is one of the main causes of the increase in daily attendance and the decrease in dropouts (Ministry of Basic and Public Education 2019-2020). There is no data on school dropouts in the World Food Program (WFP) midterm evaluation report in Bangladesh, and it was a midterm evaluation, not a final evaluation (World Food Program 2020). The study was conducted in Ukhia and Kutubdia in the Coxbazar district. This area suffers from some new challenges such as the Rohingya crisis. The study "The impact of School Feeding in Bangladesh, 2018" by the World Food Program (WFP) covered two specific districts, Jamalpur and Borguna. The Government of Bangladesh claims that the school feeding program is one of the main causes of the increase in enrollment, attendance, and decrease in dropouts (MOPME 2019-2020). However, there is no reference to a specific study based on which this is claimed. In addition, the report includes information from all of Bangladesh, not just the area where the school feeding program is implemented. While there are some studies on the impact of previous school feeding programs, no studies were found after the school feeding project was completed.
Food-for-education programs and school feeding programs vary in design and implementation from country to country and among the country. Heterogeneity is related to geographic location and the type of food distributed. There are geographic differences and differences in the type of food distributed. There is no study on the school feeding program implemented in Fulbaria Upazila in the Mymensingh district. 

1.3 Objectives of the study:
1. To know the impact of School Feeding on daily attendance.  
2. To know the impact of School Feeding on dropouts.
3. To make some recommendations for further action.


1.4 Rationale:
The Government of Bangladesh is constitutionally and legally obligated to provide compulsory primary education. In addition, the Government of Bangladesh is committed to achieving SDG 4 to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education. To make poor children enjoy education, the government is implementing special programs for the poor and poorest. From 2010 to 2022, the government implemented the school feeding project in 104 Upazilas in 35 districts. After the completion of the project, there is no impact study. However, there are some partial and mid-term studies. The school feeding program in Fulbaria Upazila in the Mymensingh district just ended on 30/06/2022, so there is an opportunity to review the impact of the program on daily attendance and school dropout in Fulbaria Upazila. The study conducted by WFP can also be verified by another study.
On the other hand, the effect of the school feeding program must be evaluated whether it has an impact on daily attendance and dropouts. If the program has a positive effect and is discontinued, the situation could worsen and enrollment and daily attendance could decrease. Thus, the main purpose of this study is to investigate whether the school feeding program contributes to daily attendance and school dropout.
2.0 Literature Review
Literature was reviewed relating to school feeding programs and their impacts on the enrolment, attendance, and dropout of students in different parts of the globe.
The school feeding program improves attendance, reduces dropouts, and has a positive impact on students’ academic performance in Tanzania. In developing countries, school feeding is associated with school enrollment, attendance, dropout rates, and better success in exams (Maijo 2018). It shows that the school feeding program enhances school attendance directly and reduces the dropout rate. According to the mid-term evaluation report of the WFP School Feeding Program USDA Mc Govern Dole Grant for FY 2017-2020 in Bangladesh, 80% of students regularly attend classes supported by School Feeding (World Food Program 2020). 
The World Food Program study titled "Bangladesh School Feeding Impact Evaluation" shows that overall attendance rates are higher in schools with School Feeding than in other schools not participating in the program. The evaluation also showed that the micronutrient, protein, and energy content of the biscuits improved children's nutritional status (WFP 2011). It also showed that the school dropout rate is reduced by the school feeding program. It recommended that the government consider expanding the provision of school biscuits to schools outside the current coverage area. According to ‘Relationship between School Feeding Programs and Pupils’ Effectiveness In Learning In Public Primary Schools In Kitui County, Kenya’, school feeding programs had a great relationship with students’ enrolment in public primary schools in Kitui County. This study concludes that enrolment improved under the school feeding program when it was introduced in the region (Mwendwa & Chepkonga 2019). The School feeding Program improves child nutritional status, increases enrollment, and attendance, and reduces dropouts. Food for education program is a demand-side interference and it draws disadvantaged children (Ahmed & Babu 2007). 
According to ‘Impact of School feeding program on learner’s academic performance in Mlunduzi ward, Tanzania’, the School feeding program significantly impacted learners’ academic performance. The study stated that supplying food at school during school days enhances school attendance directly and reduces the dropout rate in school. School feeding also increased the pass rate in national examinations (Maijo 2018). The impact of School Feeding in Bangladesh, a study carried out by WFP in Jamalpur and Borguna districts, claimed that attendance and completion rates increased (WFP 2018). An evaluation of a school meal program in Jamaica establishes that, after the first semester, the feeder class showed better school attendance than the control classes (Powell & McGregor 1983, cited in Ahmed & Babu 2007). Another appraisal of a school feeding program in Burkina Faso found that school feeding was associated with increased school enrollment, regular attendance, and lower dropout rates (Moore & Kunze 1994, cited in Ahmed & Babu 2007).  School feeding programs have also been confirmed effective in reducing the education gap between girls and boys. For example, program evaluation results from Cameroon, Morocco, Niger, and Pakistan show that although food is the initial motivation for sending girls to school, parents of participating girls develop an interest in the education of their daughters (WFP 2002, cited in Ahmed & Babu 2007). According to the nutrition quality of the school feeding program (Mid-Day-Meal) in India through fortification: a case study, India has a long history of Mid-Day Meal since 1925. In 1025, an MDM program was introduced for underprivileged children. From then to now on school feeding program is going on in different management and with different components. In some places, cooked food was supplied, and in some places, fortified biscuits were supplied. In some places, rice with gravy lentils or wheat roti with lentils was cooked in a central kitchen or the school and served to children. Cooking was executed by the local community or by school teachers (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation, India 2011). According to ‘School feeding programs in developing countries: impacts on children's health and educational outcomes’ School feeding has particular implications in developing countries with the highest percentages of undernourished children, low school enrollment, and high dropout rates. Almost all types of SFPs demonstrate a positive impact on school enrollment and attendance (Jomaa et al. 2017).
 So, the hypothesis can be drawn that the school feeding program is contributing to increasing daily attendance and decreasing dropouts in primary education, and the government should continue and expand the program.
3.0 Methodology:
Research methodology is a way of explaining the research problem logically (Kothari 2004). The suitable selection of a methodology is an important trait for the researcher (Davies & Hughes 2014). Mostly two types of research methods are used in terms of research work; one is the quantitative method and another is the qualitative method. Another method can be that is a combination of the quantitative and qualitative methods named the mixed method (Davies & Hughes 2014). Identifying the outcomes of the School Feeding Program suggests some time-worthy recommendations based on the findings.
As the research population is small, active responsiveness of the respondents was desired, the allocated time was limited and comprehensive data and information were required, so a qualitative approach was used in this research. To find out the answer to the research problem, both primary and secondary data were used and analyzed. Semi-structured interviews of key informants and one-to-one interview techniques were used for primary data collection.  To collect primary data, 15 primary teachers, 10 Guardian, 1 Upazila Education Officer, 3 Assistant Upazila Education Officers of Fulbaria Upazila, and one Project official of the School Feeding Project were interviewed. The primary teacher, guardian, Upazila Education Officer, and Upazila Assistant Education Officer were interviewed in person and the project official was interviewed over the telephone. These persons are closely associated with the program and stakeholders of the program. Group discussions with 3 student groups were conducted because they are the direct beneficiaries. A checklist was followed for the interview. Interviews were conducted in person and over the phone and notes were kept. In addition, ideas from scholars and experts have been considered. Interrelated Literature, journals, reports of Upazila Education Office and Schools, books, documents of government and related international organizations, and online documents were reviewed to collect secondary data. 
Two types of information were collected from Upazila Education Office and School. The daily attendance rate for 3/5 years before the introduction of school feeding and the daily attendance rate for 3/5 years after the introduction of school feeding. Also, the dropout rate for the previous 3/5 years of school feeding and the dropout rate for the next 5/5 years was collected. Schools calculate their information based on their students’ attendance books, and admission register. Upazila Education Office gathers data from each school and compiles data for preparing Upazila status. During the data analysis, the data obtained through interviews were compared with the data collected from the Upazila office and school. The conclusion has been drawn by comparing the data obtained from these two fields and interview and group discussion with the secondary data obtained from other sources. As data and information collected through the qualitative method are simple and flexible thematic tools were used to examine the collected data.
4.0 Result and Discussion:
To collect primary data, 15 teachers, 10 parents, and SMC members of three government primary schools in three unions of Fulbaria Upazila were interviewed. Discussions in groups were held with the students of each class from 1st to 5th. Moreover, three Assistant Upazila Education Officers and one Upazila Education Officer were interviewed in person. A telephone interview was conducted with an official of the school feeding project office. Daily attendance and dropout data were collected from the three schools separately and also from the Upazila Education Office, Fulbaria.
4.1 Daily Attendance: 
4.1.1 In respect of Schools: 
School feeding activities in Upazila began in 2012, and information on daily attendance rates for the three schools for the three years before and after the school feeding program began was collected in a fixed format. The comparison of the different periods in terms of daily attendance is as follows:

Table 1: Daily Attendance of Schools before and after the inception of Feeding.
	School
	Previous 
	during school feeding 
	Increase 
	
	Result

	School 1
	80.66%
	87.33%
	6.67%
	
	increased on an average of 5.88%

	School 2
	80%
	85.33%
	5.33%
	
	

	School 3
	86%
	91.66%
	5.66%
	
	




 


Fig-1: Daily attendance of schools before and after the inception of Feeding.



The review shows that the daily attendance rate increased during the school feeding program for each school and the rate of increase in attendance per school was very close, with an average increase of 5.88%. After the school feeding program, the average daily attendance rate in the three schools was 88%. In the previous period of the school feeding program, the average daily attendance rate was 82.22%. Daily attendance increased in the schools that participated in the feeding program. Other activities of these schools remained the same before and after the introduction of the school feeding program. Bangladesh School Feeding Impact evaluation, 2011 by the WFP also showed that the attendance rate in the schools participating in the program was 6 to 8 percent higher than in other schools. Thus, the study shows that school feeding helps increase students' daily attendance at school. The result of this study and the result of other study described in the literature review correlates with each other.
4.1.2 In respect of Upazila: 
The daily attendance rates of the Upazila for the five years before and after the initiation of the school feeding program are as follows: 
Table 2: Daily Attendance of Upazila before and after the inception of Feeding.
	Previous 
	during school feeding 
	Increase 

	76%
	88.8%
	       12.8%









Fig-2: Daily attendance of Upazila before and after the inception of Feeding

The review of the daily attendance rates shows that the average daily attendance rate in the previous 5 years was 76% from 2007 to 2011. During the school feeding period from 2012 to 2016, the daily attendance rate was 88.80%. That shows that the daily attendance rate increased by 11.8% at the time of the school feeding operation. But still, an average of 11.2% of students remain irregular in school. 
4.2 Dropouts: 
4.2.1 In respect of School:
The dropout rates of the three schools for the three years before and after the initiation of the school feeding program are as follows: 
Table 3: Dropout of Schools before and after the inception of Feeding.
	School
	Previous 
	during school feeding 
	decrease 
	Result

	School 1
	8.33%
	5.83%
	2.50%
	decreased by on an average 3%

	School 2
	4%
	0.66%
	3.34%
	

	School 3
	3.33%
	0%
	3.33%
	










       Fig 3: Dropouts of schools before and after the inception of Feeding.

The review of the dropout rates shows that dropout rates have decreased in each school during the school feeding program and the dropout rate per school is very close to each other and the average decrease was 3%. After the school feeding program, the average dropout rate of the three schools stood at 2.16%. The average dropout rate before the school feeding program was 5.22%. The dropout rate has decreased in the schools under the School feeding programs. Other activities of these schools remained the same before and after the inception of the school feeding program.  The impact of school feeding in Bangladesh, 2018 by WFP also said that the biscuit-based program had a positive impact on the primary completion rate. So, the study reveals that school feeding affects the prevention of student dropout in school. The result of this study and the result of other study described in the literature review correlates with each other.
4.2.2 In respect of Upazila:
The dropout rates of the Upazila for the three years before and after the initiation of the school feeding program are as follows: 

Table 4: Dropout in Upazila before and after the inception of Feeding.
	Previous 
	during school feeding 
	decrease 

	17.2%
	6.8%
	10.4%












Fig 4: Dropouts of Upazila before and after the inception of Feeding.

The review of the dropout rates shows that the average dropout rate in the previous 5 years was 17.2% from 2007 to 2011. During the school feeding period from 2012 to 2016, the dropout rate was 6.80%. That shows that the dropout rate declined by 10.4% at the time of the school feeding operation. So, the study reveals that school feeding affects the prevention of student dropout. 
4.3 Stakeholders’ Opinion:
4.3.1 Parents’ Opinion: 
A total of 10 parents from three educational institutions were interviewed as part of the study. All indicated that school meals improve the daily attendance of students. 4 parents gave their opinion on whether or not the school dropout rate has decreased, and they said that school feeding decreases the number of dropouts. Others could not clearly comment on the school dropout rate. Regarding school feeding and why students are encouraged to go to school regularly, all 10 parents said that students can eat a lot at school and do not have to suffer from hunger, which is why they go to school regularly. 6 parents said that if students stay at home without going to school, they have to go without food at noon. Since they can eat biscuits at school, they go to school regularly. In response to the question about the effect of school feeding on the student's family, 10 parents said that they do not have to prepare tiffin due to school feeding. Again, 6 parents said, as they don't have to pay for tiffin, they can save some money. 
When asked whether or not the school feeding program should continue, all parents were in favor of continuing the program. 4 Parents were concerned that if the school feeding program were discontinued, daily attendance would decrease and the number of dropouts would increase. One of the guardians expressed:
Children get biscuits when they go to school. So they go to school regularly. We don't
             have to give tiffin because the school gives biscuits. As a result, money is not spent
             and some money is saved (GI5, Personal Interview, August 21, 2022).
4.3.2 Teachers’ and Education Officers’ opinion: 
A total of 15 teachers from 3 institutions were interviewed as part of the study. All 15 teachers indicated that the daily attendance of students at school had increased as a result of school feeding. The reason they gave for the increase in daily attendance was that many families are poor, so students do not get food at home at lunchtime and have to stay hungry. At school, they get food and do not have to go hungry. For these reasons, students come to school more. According to teachers, school feeding has also reduced the dropout rate. Some of them say that the number of dropouts has decreased significantly. Others say the dropout rate has decreased slightly. They said that due to the school feeding program, students' attention has increased and students' reading quality has improved. One of the teachers opined:
Most of the children are hungry when they stay at home in the afternoon, so they
            regularly come to school hoping for biscuits. As a result, daily attendance increases and
            dropouts decrease (TI6, Personal Interview, August 22, 2022).
In addition, 1 Upazila Education Officer and 3 Assistant Upazila Education Officers were interviewed. All of them indicated that the daily attendance of students in the school had increased due to the school feeding program. The reason they gave for the increase in daily attendance was that many families are poor and therefore students do not get food at home at lunchtime and have to stay hungry. At school, students get food and do not have to go hungry. For these reasons, students come to school more. They opined that the dropout rate of students has also decreased due to school feeding. The study shows that school meals increase daily attendance and reduce the number of dropouts significantly. One Upazila Assistant Education Officer told:
 Many families are poor and therefore students do not get food at home at lunchtime
             and have to stay hungry. At school, students get food and do not have to go hungry.
             For these reasons, students come to school more. So, the program needs to continue 
             and expand (AUEO3, Personal Interview, August 22, 2022).
4.3.3 Students’ Opinion: 
There were some discussions in groups with one student from each class of the three schools. The students say that they like to eat biscuits. They do not have to stay hungry at lunch because they get biscuits. They regularly come to school with a craving for cookies. One student says that if there were no biscuits, he would go to the madrasa. One Student said: “He enjoys biscuits. If biscuits are not given, I’ll go to the madrasa.” (GD1, Group discussion, August 21, 2022)
4.3.4 Project officials’ Opinion: 
A project office official was interviewed on the phone. He said:
“Mid-term evaluation of school feeding activities in Bangladesh and another study for
            a small area has been conducted. The World Food Program has conducted these two
            studies. Both studies showed that school feeding has a positive impact on daily
            attendance and prevents school dropouts. He also mentioned that there is no study yet 
            after the project is completed” (POI, August 23, 2022).
5.0 Conclusion:
The government of Bangladesh is implementing the ‘School Feeding Program’ with an aim to increase daily attendance and nutritional status, and decrease dropouts. This study was conducted to find out the effect of school feeding on daily attendance and dropouts. For the study qualitative method was used. Interviews and group discussions were conducted and secondary data were analyzed to find out the result. The overall study shows that the school feeding program in Fubaria Upazila has a positive impact on daily attendance. It increased the daily attendance rate in Upazila by an average of 12.8%. The schools' report shows that the attendance rate increased by an average of 5.8%. Both reports indicate that the school feeding program increased daily attendance. The overall study shows that the school feeding program in Fubaria Upazila has a positive impact on the school dropout rate. It reduced the school dropout rate in Upazila by an average of 10.4%. However, the schools' report shows that the rate decreased by an average of 3%. Both reports show that the school feeding program lowers the school dropout rate. The reason for the discrepancy between the two reports (reports of the schools and the Upazila Education Office) could be the sample size. According to the interview results, the school feeding program has a positive effect on daily attendance and dropout rates. The program acts as indirect financial support for the families as they do not have to pay for the food at school time. The program increases students' attention and reading quality in classes. If the program is discontinued, poor students may leave the formal education sector, which could negatively affect daily attendance and dropout. The study shows that still on average 12% of students attend school irregularly and about 6.8% of students drop out of school. So the reasons for this can be studied in depth.
6.0 Recommendation: 
The School Feeding Program implemented by the Government of Bangladesh has many positive impacts. The School Feeding Project in Poverty-prone Areas of Bangladesh ended on June 30, 2022, and it may hurt students' daily attendance, school dropout, and nutrition. Therefore, this type of school feeding needs to be continued and possibly expanded to other areas.
7.0 Action Plan for Implementation of Recommendation:

	Sl. No.
	Action required
	People/Organizations Involved
	Timeline
	Resources required

	1
	Sought a recommendation from IMED.
	DPE, IMED
	1 month
	-

	2
	Recommendation from DP.
	WFP, DPE, ERD, MoPME
	1 months
	-


	3
	Project listing in green paper.
	DPE, MoPME, Planning Commission 
	2 months
	-

	4
	Forwarding PCP to ERD for Foreign Finance.
	DPE, MoPME, ERD
	2 months
	-

	5
	Negotiation with WFP and loan agreement.
	DPE, MoPME, ERD
	1 Year
	-


	6
	DPP Formulation.
	DPE
	2 months
	-


	7
	Approval of Project Scrutiny committee. 
	DPE, MoPME
	2 months
	-

	8
	DPP Correction.
	DPE
	1 month
	-


	9
	DPP Approval
	DPE, MoPME, ECNEC
	3 months
	-


	10
	Implementation of the project
	DPE
	Till 2031
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Dropout (School)

Previous 	School 1	School 2	School 3	8.3299999999999999E-2	0.04	3.3300000000000003E-2	during school feeding 	School 1	School 2	School 3	5.8299999999999998E-2	6.6E-3	0	decrease 	School 1	School 2	School 3	2.5000000000000001E-2	3.3399999999999999E-2	3.3300000000000003E-2	Result	School 1	School 2	School 3	0	



Dropout (Upazila)

[VALUE]

[VALUE]

[VALUE]


Previous 	during school feeding 	 decrease 	0.17199999999999999	6.8000000000000005E-2	0.104	

Daily Attendance (School)

Previous 	School 1	School 2	School 3	0.80659999999999998	0.8	0.86	during school feeding 	School 1	School 2	School 3	0.87329999999999997	0.85329999999999995	0.91659999999999997	Increase 	School 1	School 2	School 3	6.6699999999999995E-2	5.33E-2	5.6599999999999998E-2	Result	School 1	School 2	School 3	0	School 1	School 2	School 3	



Daily attendance (Upazila)

[VALUE]
[VALUE]
[VALUE]

Previous 5 years	during school feeding 	Increase 	0.76	0.88800000000000001	0.128	

15

