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1.​ Introduction  

A silent epidemic of persistent classroom hunger rising in India has gripped the future of young 

students. According to the Global Hunger Index, India has 18 percent of children under the child 

wasting category, with a 32 percent stunting rate below five years of age. (Global Hunger Index, 

2024). The statistics also reveal a high 99 percent enrollment rate for ages 6 to 10 in public 

schools, although it begins to level off as classes progress and drops to 56 percent for children 

aged 16-17 (Education for All in India). The gap is perpetuated by household food shortages that 

pull the children out of classrooms, primarily aggravating the rural and low-income 

demographics. 

The household food shortages stretch beyond the disruption of school and undernutrition. Such 

basic instability pushes the children to secure work, reducing their time for learning. These 

pressures yield absenteeism rates 10 to 20 percent higher than enrollment suggests, as children 

skip days for meals elsewhere, resulting in over 200 million children affected due to classroom 

hunger (HindRise, n.d.). 

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme has attempted to restore daily participation; nevertheless, the 

implementation highlights uneven reach. Covering primary and secondary grades in government 

schools, the scheme covers hot cooked food for 200 days yearly, yet reaches only 46 percent of 

eligible ages 5-14 on average across states. Although the scheme did increase attendance and 

participation in rural Madhya Pradesh, where cooked meals raised girls' attendance 

approximately 12 points over rations, and boys' attendance saw smaller gains despite higher 

labor pulls (Afridi, 2010 ). Furthermore, enrollment in government schools fell from 2015 to 

2019 amid private school growth, limiting program contact to 56 percent of total students 

(Global Child Nutrition Foundation, 2021). 

Food insecurity and classroom hunger have a cascading impact on a child's intellectual and 

social growth, along with the obvious physical ramifications. The connection between nutrition 

and learning capacity has been established, and a lack of proper energy and micronutrients 

restricts cognitive functions, impairing abilities such as attention span, memory retention, and 

problem-solving. By ages 8-15, persistent insecurity correlates with 0.19 fewer education years, 

lower vocabulary and math scores, even after adjusting for baselines and demographics (Argaw 

et al., 2023). The overall physiological deficit is also reflected in a reduced capacity for academic 

achievement, resulting in lower test scores (Molinelli, 2022).  



Assurance of a consistent source of food for children is an important part of their social inclusion 

beyond the classroom. School lunches provide added financial support to the family unit that 

otherwise would not be available for some families, and this type of assistance helps create a 

strong safety net for families to maintain stability within the household. As a result of this type of 

stability, children, especially girls, are more likely to be able to continue their education (Kaur, 

2021). When we look at childhood nutrition from the perspective of macroeconomic 

development, childhood nutrition is an investment in human capital. Long-term negative impacts 

on the ability of adults to be productive and to earn income result from malnutrition during early 

childhood (Ansuya et al., 2023). Addressing food insecurity among students is therefore critical 

to the development of the economy, as it will provide a substantial benefit in the future, giving 

rise to a more educated, healthier workforce and lower public health expenditures (Aurino et al., 

2019). 

The objective of this paper is to develop the conversation surrounding child food insecurity 

beyond the measure of food insecurity and analyze the scarcity impacts on children’s social, 

academic, and overall well-being. The paper also emphasizes that effective solutions must be 

culturally appropriate and designed to operate successfully at both medium and large scales. 

Central to this examination, the paper also presents a critique of the Government of India's 

Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) and evaluates its structural shortcomings and operational gaps. 

Ultimately, the goal of this paper is to argue for systematic and culturally sensitive policy 

reforms to address child food insecurity. It uses the MDMS as a primary case study to illustrate 

the practical application of development economic concepts, supporting the case for greater civil 

society intervention and investment in nourishing futures. 

2.​ The Educational Cost of Hunger: How Food Insecurity Affects School Children 

It goes beyond people simply being hungry. When a school-age child does not have reliable 

access to enough food for a healthy and active lifestyle, he has numerous barriers in the 

classroom and within education. The educational impact caused by poverty is a large loss of 

future productivity and the future development of human capital, too. 

2.1 Beyond an Empty Stomach: The Impact on Cognitive Development and Learning 

Readiness 

Food insecurity results in a plethora of negative effects on the developing human brain, with one 

of its most harmful effects being the effect on cognitive development. Cognitive Development is 



heavily reliant upon the availability of adequate nutrition during the formative years and critical 

points in development, as this nutrition provides the building blocks necessary to construct 

complex neural pathways in the brain.  

A number of the micronutrients (iron, iodine, and the B-vitamins) that are commonly found in a 

healthy diet are often lacking in children from food-insecure homes; scientific research has 

established that deficits of these nutrients negatively impact cognitive function. Iron deficiency 

anemia, for example, is a well-established cause of decreased attention span and memory ability, 

and a corresponding reduction in problem-solving skills in children (Black et al., 2004).  

Additionally, students who experience chronic food insecurity experience the negative effects of 

chronic hunger and hypoglycemia that directly impact their ability to learn upon entering the 

classroom. For instance, a child arriving at school without having eaten breakfast is unable to 

supply the energy to maintain focus for learning. Quantitative data strongly support a correlation 

between food insecurity and poor performance on standardized testing and higher rates of grade 

retention (Alaimo et al., 2001).  

The relationship between food insecurity and poor performance on standardized tests is largely 

attributed to the impact of chronic hunger on the brain and the cerebral resources that the brain 

must devote to simple survival, decreasing the amount of resources available for developing and 

utilising the higher-level executive functions necessary for successful completion of academic 

assignments. 

2.2. The Social Toll: Effects on Student Behavior, Peer Relationships, and Classroom 

Engagement 

Food insecurity not only affects individuals physically. It also has a significant impact on the 

way students interact socially in schools. Food-insecure children are more likely than their peers 

to display high levels of irritability, aggression, and hyperactivity in school settings (Jyoti et al., 

2005). These types of behaviours are due to the constant state of stress caused by hunger and the 

resulting changes in physical condition, which often lead to multiple disciplinary referrals and 

create an environment where it is difficult to keep students focused on appropriate behaviour. 

In addition to the issues related to behaviour, food-insecure students also find it difficult to 

develop appropriate social interactions in the classroom. Since students experiencing food 

insecurity may feel ashamed and embarrassed about being poor or hungry, they may withdraw 

from their peers socially. For example, a child with food insecurity may be less likely to want to 



join in group activities or may avoid discussing what they ate for lunch, or worse yet, may steal 

food from a peer, complicating their social status further.  

The student's withdrawal and poor behaviour may hinder their ability to connect positively with 

their teachers and their classmates, which is key in creating a successful educational experience 

(Ritchie & Boyle, 2018). In general, food insecurity creates a cycle where hunger leads to 

inappropriate behaviour, leading to disengagement from school. 

2.3. Classifying Interventions: An overview of direct (e.g., school meals) and indirect (e.g., 

economic support) mechanisms to address food insecurity 

Two types of strategies used to offset the educational effects of food insecurity are direct and 

indirect methods. 

Direct methods include giving students access to nutritious meals while they’re at school, for 

example through comprehensive school meal programs (i.e., breakfast, lunch, after-school 

snacks). The availability of school breakfasts has been associated with increased student 

attendance, decreased tardiness, and higher levels of academic success (Gleason & Suitor, 2003). 

Other direct methods include providing weekend backpack programmes that supply students 

with shelf-stable food items to take home when school is closed on the weekends. 

Indirect Mechanisms relate to the economic causes of food insecurity and therefore can improve 

children's overall nutritional status when school is not in session. Examples of Indirect 

Mechanisms include vital federal/state safety-net programs, including, but not limited to: SNAP 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) in the USA and other national food assistance 

schemes around the world. 

Indirect Mechanisms such as SNAP help families by providing them with financial security, 

affording parents the ability to buy adequate quantities of food while alleviating family stress, 

and providing access to ongoing, consistent quality nutrition. Indirect Mechanisms, like 

implementing living wage and economic support policies (e.g., child tax credit), will provide 

even more strength to ensuring food security for children (Shonkoff, 2011). Therefore, a 

multi-faceted approach that utilizes both Direct Mechanisms (direct food provision) and Indirect 

Mechanisms (economic support) is needed to develop a sustainable solution to this complex 

issue. 

3.​ Scaling with Sensitivity: Innovations in Culturally-Aware Food Programs  

3.1 The Akshay Patra Case Study:  



The Akshaya Patra Foundation’s main goals are to end the phenomenon of hunger among 

children and, at the same time, make the children's educational output better (Akshaya Patra, 

n.d.). As of 2019, the organization has been serving 1.7 million meals daily in 40 kitchens 

located in 12 different states (The Akshaya Patra Foundation, n.d.). The big growth the 

organization underwent is not just a mirror of the escalation of the operations' volume but also 

the intricacies, the organization of the supply chain, and the cultural integration at every tier of 

the ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌deployment. Akshaya Patra is a public-private partnership that is supported financially by 

governments and private donors. It is the largest NGO-led school meal program in the world, 

with a focus on two goals: hunger elimination and increasing educational opportunities for 

children (Wharton, ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌2010). 

The​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ core of Akshaya Patra's achievement is a very well-designed logistics and operations 

system. While most school feeding programs cook meals on site, Akshaya Patra has been the 

first to introduce centralized industrial kitchens, which are mechanized units aimed at producing 

thousands of meals with accuracy and cleanliness, helping to deliver fresh meals each school day 

(Keim, 2015). 

​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​Currently, Akshaya Patra operates 23 cooking facilities. The kitchens, which operate from 

Sunday evening to Friday morning, exemplify a systematic model of industrial design and 

efficiency. In the North of India, where local diets are rich in grains, bread-makers are producing 

as many as 60,000 pieces of flatbread within just one hour, and in the South, where rice is a daily 

meal, cooks make use of 250 pounds of rice in 20 minutes (Keim, 2015). Typically, the kitchens 

can make 150,000 meals in a time span of less than five​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌hours (Keim, 2015). 

Furthermore,​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ they put in standard operating procedures to communicate new ideas to every 

branch of their kitchens. Workers in the kitchen are aware of the exact time required for cooking 

each meal. They are aware of the amount of kitchen capacity needed to prepare that meal. They 

are aware of the primary materials that are available and the materials that need to be bought. 

The dedication to being efficient does not end at the kitchen door; Akshaya Patra employs 

delivery route-planning software that uses the most efficient paths to connect each kitchen with 

the schools it​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌serves (Wharton,​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌2010). 

One​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ major success of Akshaya Patra is the incorporation of a diet that is culturally appropriate as 

well as nutrition-based into a very highly standardized system - a subtle balance between global 

operational efficiency and local taste. Research suggests that the food is not simply generic 



meals, but rather regionally appropriate menus that are in line with local palate preferences (for 

instance, rice-based meals in South India, wheat-based meals in North India), and at the same 

time, they comply with the Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDA) for ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌children (The 

Akshaya Patra Foundation, n.d.). 

The​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ organization's decentralized kitchens are located in remote areas, for example,  Baran 

(Rajasthan) and Nayagarh (Odisha), the reason being that centralization is impractical due to 

poor road access or lower population density. These places are usually operated by the women's 

Self-Help Groups (SHGs) of the locality, who, after getting trained in hygiene, nutrition, and 

bookkeeping, not only increase their own skills and incomes but also the overall development of 

the ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌area (The Akshaya Patra Foundation, n.d.). 

3.2  Balancing Scale and Customization: Models for incorporating regional dietary 

practices and nutritional standards. 

Akshaya​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ Patra’s model is not only about feeding children, but also it is about integrating food 

systems (Akshaya Patra, n.d.). Their sourcing strategy with local farmers and consolidators is 

aimed at cutting down the costs, ensuring the quality of the supply, and, at the same time, 

supporting the agricultural economies of the local area. The Foundation’s Central Strategic 

Sourcing (CSS) team is mainly engaged in getting the farm-fresh products, such as lentils, 

cereals, and pulses, directly from the farmer collectives that are nearest to the kitchen sites. Such 

a farm-to-school connection is great for local economic participation (The Akshaya Patra 

Foundation, n.d.). 

These​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ environmentally friendly measures, such as biogas plants, biomass briquette systems, and 

effluent treatment, not only lessen the dependence on fossil fuels but also bring down the running 

costs (The Akshaya Patra Foundation, n.d.). Some kitchens are equipped with solar power 

facilities that produce electricity, thereby helping in maintaining the balance of the earth and 

showing how big food programs can mix eco-friendly practices with their primary activities ‌ ‍ ​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌. 

On​‍​‌‍​‍‌​‍​‌‍​‍‌ the whole, Akshaya Patra Foundation shows how the combination of cultural sensitivity, 

good management, and partnerships can change the standards that one expects from massive 

food programs.​

​

4. Contextualising and Critiquing: The Mid-Day Meal Scheme in India 



India’s Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Scheme, now subsumed under PM-POSHAN, is frequently cited 

as among the world’s largest school feeding programmes, in terms of coverage and degrees of 

fiscal investment. Its core objectives are to support the fundamental right to food and nutrition, 

improve and sustain rates of school enrolment and attendance, and is, characteristically, a 

reformist effort towards a state of social equity. While a substantial body of evidence 

undoubtedly confirms the positive effects of this scheme, a recorded increase in levels of caloric 

intake and physical growth, closer scrutiny reveals persistent design and implementation failures 

that limit its effectiveness as a comprehensive, culturally sensitive intervention addressing child 

food insecurity. 

4.1 A Critical Evaluation: Flaws and Deficiencies in Implementation and Design 

Empirical evaluations of the MDM scheme consistently demonstrate uneven outcomes across 

regions and social groups. National-level assessments show improvements in enrolment and 

attendance, particularly among children from Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, yet these 

gains are not uniformly matched by improvements in nutritional outcomes such as stunting and 

micronutrient deficiencies (Ref). Longitudinal evidence suggests that while early and sustained 

exposure to school meals improves height-for-age outcomes, the programme’s impact is 

weakened when household-level deprivation and poor maternal nutrition persist (Ref). 

A recurring design limitation lies in the scheme’s narrow nutritional focus. The MDM prioritises 

cereal-based caloric adequacy, often at the expense of dietary diversity. Studies linking the 

National Food Security Act (NFSA) and allied schemes to nutritional outcomes note that legal 

entitlements to food grains have not translated into commensurate reductions in malnutrition, 

particularly micronutrient deficiencies (Ref). This reflects a structural bias toward food 

availability rather than utilisation, one of the four pillars of food security identified by the FAO 

and reiterated across multiple policy analyses in your source corpus. 

Implementation challenges further compound these design flaws. Leakages in procurement, 

delays in fund disbursement, and inconsistent monitoring mechanisms have been widely 

documented, especially in rural and peri-urban districts (Marshall, 2017; Betz, 2019). These 

operational gaps undermine the scheme’s ability to function as a reliable nutritional safety net, 

particularly during periods of economic shock or crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Salik 

& Suleri, 2020). 

4.2 Beyond Calories: Cultural, Regional, and Caste-Based Dietary Sensitivities 



One of the most underexamined limitations of the MDM scheme is its limited responsiveness to 

India’s cultural and regional dietary diversity. Standardised menus, often dictated by central or 

state-level guidelines, frequently fail to align with local food practices, religious norms, or 

caste-based food preferences. Research from tribal and marginalised regions indicates that meals 

perceived as culturally inappropriate are more likely to be wasted or consumed inadequately, 

reducing both nutritional intake and programme legitimacy (Sridevi & Thiagarajan, 2024). 

Caste dynamics also shape food access within schools. Ethnographic and policy-oriented studies 

document instances where dominant-caste resistance to shared eating spaces has resulted in 

segregation, discrimination against Dalit cooks, or community opposition to certain foods being 

served (Assan, 2020; Marshall, 2017). These dynamics directly contradict the programme’s 

stated social equity goals and reinforce existing hierarchies rather than dismantling them. 

Gendered food insecurity further complicates outcomes. Evidence from NFHS-linked studies 

shows that women and girls often experience dietary deprivation even within food-secure 

households, a pattern exacerbated during crises (Ref; Mathur, 2011). Since children’s nutritional 

outcomes are closely tied to maternal health and intra-household food allocation, the MDM’s 

lack of integration with broader gender-sensitive nutrition strategies limits its long-term 

effectiveness. 

4.3 Infrastructure and Accountability Gaps: Failures and Partial Successes 

Infrastructure deficits represent another major constraint. Evaluations across multiple states 

report inadequate kitchen facilities, lack of clean water, insufficient storage, and poor sanitation, 

conditions that compromise food safety and contribute to disease burdens among children 

(Aggarwal, 2018; Tacoli et al., 2013). Urban studies highlight that children in informal 

settlements often face compounded risks: poor meal quality combined with high exposure to 

diarrhoeal disease, negating nutritional gains (Tacoli et al., 2013). 

However, the scheme is not without examples of relative success. Public–civil society 

partnerships, particularly those involving centralized kitchens operated by non-profits, have 

demonstrated improved efficiency, standardisation, and hygiene when compared to decentralised 

models lacking oversight (Assan, 2020). Yet even these models raise concerns regarding labour 

conditions, accountability, and scalability, echoing broader critiques of informal labour 

dependence within food systems (Wilson, 2018). 



In sum, while the Mid-Day Meal Scheme has made measurable contributions to food access and 

schooling outcomes, its limitations stem from a persistent mismatch between scale and 

sensitivity. Without addressing cultural relevance, infrastructural adequacy, and systemic 

accountability, the programme risks functioning as a caloric intervention rather than a genuinely 

transformative response to child food insecurity. 

5. The Economic and Social Rationale: Investing in Nourished Futures  

While being a moral and social obligation, the social and economic investment in child nutrition 

and education gives one of the highest long-term economic returns of any social intervention. 

Improving nutritional outcomes among children under five years of age is especially critical for 

harnessing India’s demographic dividend. 

Nutrition during the early stages of a child’s development improves cognitive development, 

school readiness, and eventual labor productivity. As per a Lancet global series on nutrition, 

every ₹1 invested in reducing child undernutrition returns ₹16–₹34 through higher earnings and 

reduced healthcare costs. In India specifically, improved childhood nutrition has been shown to 

contribute to a 5–11% increase in adult wages. The World Bank and the Indian Council of 

Medical Research (ICMR) conducted research that demonstrated that early childhood nutrition 

interventions reduce future public expenditure on remedial education, healthcare, and welfare 

reliance. Lifetime productivity and earnings potential increase significantly due to nutrition 

improvements, as highlighted by the World Bank’s Human Capital Index for South Asia.  

5.1. The Long-Term ROI: Economic Benefits of Investing in Child Nutrition and Education 

There is substantial evidence from India that suggests that improving school access, attendance, 

and learning outcomes substantially increases lifetime earnings and overall economic dividends 

for the country. As a World Bank study shows, each additional year of schooling in India is 

associated with an 8–10% rise in adult wages, making education one of the highest-return public 

investments. In the Indian context, it is imperative to boost future employability, which involves 

higher skill sets and higher-income sectors of the economy, which can be achieved through 

improving foundational literacy and numeracy, as suggested by a large-scale study by ASER and 

the Brookings Institution. Over the years, it has been observed that these economic gains are 

stronger when educational interventions get combined with school-based nutrition programs such 

as the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, which increases attendance, enhances concentration, and raises 

long-term learning outcomes.  



In India, we already have examples of how the economic benefits of investing in nutrition and 

education are immense, as shown by the ICMR’s national reports, where it gives evidence of 

how Kerala and Tamil Nadu, which have lower stunting rates, have stronger human capital 

outcomes and higher labor productivity. Furthermore, research by ICMR and the Public Health 

Foundation of India shows that states with stronger school systems—Kerala, Himachal Pradesh, 

and Tamil Nadu—also demonstrate higher human capital scores. These statistics and evidence 

reinforce the macroeconomic consensus that investing early in nutrition and education yields 

long-term national economic growth.  

5.2. The Cost of Inaction: Projected social and economic consequences of unaddressed food 

insecurity among children. 

While we see the benefits of successful and early intervention and investment in child nutrition 

and education in some states in India, this discussion is incomplete without highlighting the 

failure in addressing child food insecurity in the country, which imposes significant economic 

and social burdens. The future workforce’s productivity is hampered by the risk of illness, 

learning delays, and impaired cognitive development, all of which is caused by chronic 

undernutrition.  

The Global Nutrition Report’s estimates suggest that India loses 2–3% of its GDP annually due 

to the economic costs of micronutrient deficiencies and childhood undernutrition. This is 

reflected mainly in reinforcing social inequalities. This is evident from the NFHS-5 report that 

shows that stunting remains disproportionately high among children from Scheduled Tribes, 

Scheduled Castes, and low-income households. An Economic and Political Weekly report warns 

that persistent child undernutrition deepens generational poverty, limits social mobility, and 

diminishes India’s demographic dividend. UNICEF’s national analyses further emphasize that 

inadequate early nutrition leads to lifelong deficits in health and learning capacity, especially 

among marginalized communities.  

In India, food insecurity directly undermines learning, attendance, and long-term academic 

progression, thereby impacting the quality of education. UNICEF reports that hungry children 

exhibit lower concentration, poorer memory, and reduced participation, widening early learning 

gaps that persist into adolescence and adulthood. ASER findings show that children experiencing 

nutritional deprivation perform significantly worse in foundational literacy and numeracy, 

leading to long-term educational deficits that cannot easily be reversed. When food insecurity is 



coupled with poor schooling quality, marginalized children face a dual disadvantage—reduced 

learning ability and reduced access to quality education—exacerbating intergenerational 

inequality.  

This clearly highlights that neglecting nutrition and education together creates long-term 

macroeconomic costs. The National Institute of Nutrition (NIN) shows that malnourished 

children have higher risks of chronic disease and reduced physical capacity, which increases 

future healthcare expenditure and lowers labor force participation. Lack of intervention, 

therefore, slows economic growth, widens social inequality, and creates a cycle in which 

preventable health, education, and welfare costs accumulate over generations, hurting India not 

just economically but also eroding its human capital potential.   

6. Conclusion and Recommendations for Systemic Change  

 Thus, all findings point towards the direction that food insecurity is not just a nutrition 

problem—but rather, it has a deep impact on the learning and social abilities of the affected child 

population at public schools. With routinely coming to school hungry, children suffer shortfalls 

not just in their physical growth, but also in their attention span, memory capacity, and classroom 

confidence. It is for this reason that international organizations like UNICEF have emphasized 

school feeding as an important educational intervention, with reports from India also supporting 

the statement, with learning results having significantly improved with more nutritious mid-day 

meals.  

Here, it is important to add that large-scale feeding programs also need to align with cultural 

food preferences, local agricultural realities, and dignity for people involved in food delivery. 

India’s own legal regulations and policy frameworks recognize school meals as a fundamental 

right falling within the purview of the Right to Education, and thus, India has set nutritional 

standards under the NFSA and PM-POSHAN Guidelines. However, ground-level audits reveal 

implementation gaps in the form of health checks, micronutrient and deworming leakages, 

monitoring capacities, and grievance redressal frequency. Furthermore, shortfalls continue to 

persist in addressing the ‘invisible labor force’ responsible for the smooth functioning of 

large-scale feeding systems. This needs to be paid heed to by providing the necessary 

infrastructure and security to people responsible for procurement checks, storage, pre-processing 

hygiene protocols, cooking, transport, post-delivery audits, and feedback acquisition.  



From its collected responses and reviewed literature, this paper outlines below some key ways by 

which the outlined challenges in this study can be effectively addressed:  

●​ A reform agenda for schemes like PM-POSHAN should begin with culturally appropriate 

resources, while focusing on nutrition adequacy.  

●​ States need mandatory institutionalization of community-informed menus, with the 

participation of parents, cooks, local nutritionists, and students.  

●​ Chronic gaps in monitoring, health leakages, and complaint mechanisms can be reformed 

with funding and adequate staffing for the purposes of inspections, social audits, and a functional 

grievance redressal mechanism.  

●​ Reports of caste and gender discrimination in meal serving (and the state’s own 

acknowledgement of the need for preventive and corrective measures) make it essential to 

require social equity protocols, regular training, and consequences for violations.  

●​ Food providers and associated kitchen staff should be treated as per the guidelines of 

education and public health protocols meant for the official workforce in the mentioned areas.  

●​ Treating them as professionals, they should have the security of predictable payment 

tenure, safety training, and workload norms that would prevent exploitation.  

●​ While governmental-level policy action needs to happen, NGOs are at the forefront to 

strengthen ground-level logistics and training where capacity is thin and cultural imprints are 

absent from the implementation process.  

Finally, if school meals are framed as a rights-based, culturally respectful system (not a minimal 

ration), they can become one of India’s strongest levers for learning equity. 
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