LONDON A Research /)

SCHOOLf [ga =% \ | Consortium for 2 School

i O 5
b : T _lil_- e

MEDICINE NS Coalition

Educatio very Chi

Statement to the Ministerial Meeting of the School Meals Coalition

Prepared by the Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition,
an initiative of the School Meals Coalition

18 October 2023

The Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition was launched as a global initiative in 2021
to provide independent, evidence-based guidance to the 90 member states of the School Meals Coalition
as they recover from the COVID-19 pandemic and rebuild the health, education and future of their
schoolchildren and adolescents.

This Annual Research Statement reports new programmatic and policy insights in 2023 as well as
accumulating and evolving understanding of the research in this area since the 2022 Ministerial
Meeting.! The Statement concludes by suggesting the implications for policy decisions, with the aim of
increasing the reach, quality, and comprehensiveness of national school meals programmes by 2030.

The Statement was prepared by the Research Consortium on behalf of the School Meals Coalition for
the parliamentarians and policymakers of the member countries of the Coalition. The insights
consolidated within this Statement draw from analyses led by the Research Consortium’s global
Communities of Practice, as indicated under each statement below, including by the early career
researchers and young scientists.

Research Consortium for School Health and Nutrition; (2023) Statement to the Ministerial Meeting of the School
Meals Coalition. Working Paper. London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, London. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.17037/PUBS.04671285

! The 2022 Statement to the Ministerial Meeting of the School Meals Coalition can be accessed here:
https://www.docdroid.net/frHRATI/statement-research-consortium-september-2022-1-pdf
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New Insights into the Design and Benefits of Programmes

1. School closures during the COVID-19 pandemic continue to have a powerful influence
on the momentum of school meal programmes.

The school closures from the COVID-19 pandemic continue to cast a shadow worldwide on education
outcomes and the prospects of that generation of school children. Some children, especially girls, have
dropped out permanently, others have become persistently absent, up to 20% even in some high-
income countries, while continuing inconsistency in marking examinations is affecting participation
in tertiary education. The universality of this effect has spurred the growth of the SMC over the past
twelve months, bringing the Coalition to (now) 90 member states and more than 100 partner
organizations. At the Food Systems Stocktaking +2 event in Rome, the SMC was recognized as the
most substantial Coalition to arise from the 2021 Food Systems Summit. This momentum is also
confirmed by the rebound in coverage of programmes: today, 418 million children are receiving a
daily meal in school, exceeding levels prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in high- and middle-income
countries and even some low-resource countries, notably in Benin, Honduras and Rwanda. This
success suggests the Coalition has largely achieved its first goal, but the global average of one-in-two
school-going children receiving a meal masks the difference among high-income countries (with 60
percent coverage) and low-income countries (20 percent).

The Analytics & Metrics Community of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources: [1-2]

2. Universal school meals are fast becoming the most popular programming approach.

Today, 186 million children receive school meals through universal programmes — more than 44% of
all school meals delivered daily. Several countries are now developing new universal programmes
while others are considering switching to this approach; within 2024 we expect more than half of all
programmes will be universal. Universal school meals programmes ensure distributional equity,
improve children’s nutrition by steering them away from unregulated sources of food, whilst lowering
the cost per meal due to economies of scale. In addition, the universal delivery of meals supports
social cohesion through shared meals and eliminates the stigma that arises from eligibility criteria.
The list of countries currently delivering universal programmes includes those that have delivered
universal programmes continuously for over 70 years, which includes Finland, Sweden and Japan,
and also the largest programmes in the world, in Brazil and India. Most recently, eight states in the
USA have adopted universal school meals following their positive experience of delivering a
universal programme in response to school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
Community Eligibility Provision has had the effect of making universal school meals available in
most cities across the nation. The key attractions of this approach are the long-term returns to human
capital and social capital: Sweden found that students who had access to universal school meals had
on average a 3% higher lifetime income than students who attended schools without this policy.

The Analytics & Metrics and Good Examples Communities of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources: [3-
12]

3. The wellbeing of the learner is increasingly recognized as a key determinant of
educational achievement.

There is growing evidence that the well-being and education of school children both depend on a
strong school platform which delivers a quality education and promotes health and well-being,
resulting in a substantial increase in cross-sectoral policy guidance focused on school-age children
and adolescence. The 2023 UNESCO report on school health, for example, emphasized the role of



good health, nutrition, and wellbeing as essential to maximize education potential and provides the
most comprehensive overview of school health and nutrition programmes and policies worldwide.
Other agencies have similarly published guidance that bolster support for a holistic package of school
health and nutrition interventions, including on the complementarities of health and education
investments (e.g., Global Partnership for Education, WHO, etc.), the role of diets and food systems
(e.g., FAO, UN Nutrition, WFP, etc.), and around the development of human capital (e.g., Global
Financing Facility, USAID, World Bank Group, etc.). Research on specific health concerns, such as
for malaria, have also shown that school-based interventions to prevent infection can improve
cognitive skills and education outcomes by a similar order of magnitude to more direct education
interventions (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Cost-Effectiveness of School-Based Malaria Chemoprevention in Enhancing Cognitive
Skills and Education Outcomes; Compared to the Cost-Effectiveness of Selected Education
Interventions
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The Analytics & Metrics and Impact & Evidence Communities of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources:
[13-18]

4. New research on school-age children confirms the importance of good nutrition during
the vulnerable phases of development throughout the “next 7,000 days”.

Investing in the first 1,000 days of life is crucial for survival, and investments through the “next 7,000
days” are essential to secure wellbeing into adult life and for the next generation. Health and nutrition
research to date has overwhelmingly focused on children under five years of age: representing some
40% to 80% of published health research on young people under 20 years. In contrast, only 10% of
published research is about the health of school-age children (5 to 14 years of age), making the
schoolchild the most neglected age-group in terms of research focus. This is important because



neglect of research has led to neglect and under-recognition of the health problems of this age group.
Emerging research by nutritionists over the past year has revealed the importance of nutrition
interventions during the years when children are in school, and in particular, around puberty, to
sustain well-being and healthy development. The importance of nutrition at school-age has been
specifically identified through the US NIH/USDA/Research Consortium BOND-KIDS project, the
creation of special interest groups within the UK Nutrition Society to strengthen nutritional research
in school-age children, and in Europe by the Hohenheim Declaration of the 2023 Hidden Hunger
Conference. This has also shown the need to identify specific indicators for the nutrition of school-age
children and adolescents, which aligns very well with the development of the Data and Monitoring
Initiative led by WFP.

The Nutrition Measurement Community of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources: [18-21]

New Insights into Effective Policies

1. Policy changes to school meals programmes can immediately strengthen the community
response to environment and climate and, through the power of procurement, help
change agricultural practices in the longer term.

A new White Paper produced by the Research Consortium shows that school meals offer this unique
opportunity because of their reach and scale: in many countries school meals represent more than 70%
of all publicly managed food systems. Two sets of policy changes are involved. The first group of
policy changes are those directly controlled by national governments. Governments hold the policy
levers of national programmes and can bring about changes that can have direct effects on critical
areas that influence all their young people now and throughout their lives. The biggest effects are in
the following four priority areas: menu changes which encourage dietary shifts which promote
planetary and population health; clean and energy efficient cooking methods; prevention of food loss
and waste, and reduction of plastic use; and action-oriented and holistic food education to help
establish life-long healthier and more sustainable food practices. The second group of policy changes
builds on the power of procurement to create demand from the agricultural sector for school foods
from ecologically sustainable local farm systems, where possible, stimulating local approaches to
agriculture which are regenerative, and which promote biodiversity, resilience, and food sovereignty.
The policy influence here is less direct, and the power of procurement plays the major role if
governments make the active and deliberate policy shifts in where they source school food. Planet-
friendly dietary changes can be cost-neutral; having significant impacts on children’s nutrition and on
carbon emissions at no extra cost. Some changes can actually reduce costs, such as moving to
flexitarian diets from those based on some current food standards; switching from open fires to
cooking stoves; and waste reduction that effectively reduces the per-capita cost of food.

The Diet & Food Systems Community of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources: [22]

2. National school meals programmes successfully target multiple policy objectives, with
health and nutrition, education and social protection among the most commonly
reported aims.

As shown in Figure 2, low-income countries typically target an average of 3 objectives, almost twice
the scope of the 1.6 targeted by upper-middle-income countries. Health and nutrition is the most
common objective in all income settings, and the relevance of non-health and nutrition objectives is
inversely related to income level. In contrast, the policy relevance of education appears to decline as
countries become wealthier. Income transfers are the third most common objective, and the relevance
of transfers appears to decline with income level, perhaps because of a reduction in the vulnerable



population decreases and the increased availability of other options for social assistance. This
perspective broadens the value proposition of the role school meals programmes and expands the range
of tools that countries have at their disposal to address several of the most common developmental
challenges.

Figure 2. School meals objectives at a programme level, percentage of programmes (N=185)

Lower-  Upper-
Low middle middle High

Objective income income income income  Total
Education 100.0 915 78.8 69.8 83.6
Income transfer 85.0 78.7 69.7 63.5 73.2
Health and nutrition 90.0 93.6 93.9 93.7 92.9
Agriculture 62.5 48.9 30.3 30.2 42.1
Obesity 5.0 17.0 30.3 68.3 34.4
Average number of objectives per programme 3.0 2.2 1.7 2.1 2.2

The Research Consortium Secretariat; additional sources: [23-25]

3. The most popular metric used by countries to assess their national school meals policies
is the World Bank SABER policy tool.

National school health and nutrition programmes experienced a decade of consistent growth up to
2020. To assist this process, the World Bank SABER (Systems Approach for Better Education
Results) policy tool was introduced in 2012, and was included in the WFP policy for school meals in
2013. As shown in Figure 3, at least 81 low- and lower-middle-income countries have subsequently
chosen this approach as their main policy tool to help design or strengthen their programmes. The tool
is used to identify policy gaps and suggest solutions, and some countries have used the tool several
times over sequential years to track and guide policy change. The results of the SABER reviews
suggest that the tools were most relevant to strengthening programme design and implementation, as
well as assessing the financial capacity of the programmes. The tool has now been in active use for 11
years, and the longevity of the SABER instrument together with its robust effectiveness in practical
applications suggests that it continues to be the policy tool of choice by countries for strengthening
the design of their national school meals programmes.

Figure 3. Cumulative number of SABER School Health and School Feeding exercises completed since
2012 globally and in sub-Saharan Africa, by year
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The Research Consortium Secretariat; additional source: [26]

4. Analysis of public policies in eight high-income countries identifies three common
challenges and suggests three solutions that can help ensure equitable coverage.

The “Good Examples” community of practice has the goal of conducting case studies of the national
programmes in all 90 member countries, with the longer term aim of using comparative analysis to
identify common challenges and their solutions. To provide proof of principle, cases studies from an
initial 8 countries have been reviewed. The review identified context-specific challenges to
implementation fidelity related to three issues: transparency of national data, and in particular around
costs; the availability of food systems-based standards that consider sustainability; and accessibility
for the most vulnerable students. The review suggests that solutions to these common challenges
require: 1) a consistent monitoring tool or methodology to track procurement, costs, and the impact of
the school menus on sustainability targets; (ii) food systems-based school canteen standards to
produce school meals with minimal waste, in line with sustainability objectives; and (iii) a of review
eligibility criteria to increase school meals uptake among disadvantaged children. Currently 24
country case studies are underway or completed, and new studies are being commissioned.

The Good Examples Community of Practice of the Research Consortium; additional sources: [3-12]

Translating New Insights into Policy

Based on the evidence available after two years of analysis, the Research Consortium for School
Health and Nutrition calls upon the 90 member states of the School Meals Coalition to consider
supporting the following priority areas of policy change as we move forward:

1. Institutionalize within existing national school meals programmes the policies identified
in the White Paper “Rethinking food systems and school meals: climate, environment,
biodiversity and food sovereignty”, which seek to encourage nutritious and sustainable planet-
friendly school meals sourced from ecologically sustainable agriculture, including policy
changes that prioritize nutrient rich and plant-based school meals, efficient cooking methods
for school kitchens, minimize food waste and plastic pollution, and holistic food education
curricula, as well as school food procurement approaches that help promote regenerative
agricultural practices that help enhance biodiversity, agroecological approaches and food
sovereignty.



Prioritize health and nutrition research focused on school-age children to improve the
availability of evidence as well as monitoring and evaluation indicators to guide the design of
school meals and complementary programmes that bolster human capital formation across the
next 7,000 days.

Agree new indicators to track the nutrition of school-age children and adolescents, which
can contribute to the ongoing discussion about the creation of an SDG indicator on school
meals.

Develop country case studies and value-for-money analyses across all School Meals
Coalition member states to document good examples from ministries, departments, and
agencies in working across key sectors to deliver these multi-sectoral programmes efficiently
and equitably. The case studies developed to date demonstrate that case studies and value-for-
money analyses are a useful learning tool for advancing our understanding of how to optimize
school meals programme design, both for the country that is being studied, and for other
Coalition member states.

Consider whether the School Meals Coalition member states should adopt the World
Bank SABER policy tool as a way of tracking how current policies compare against good
practice and as a tool to develop ambitious but realistic national commitments to improve and
scale current national programming.
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