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ABSTRACT

The Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Scheme, launched in
India in 1995, is one of the largest school meal
programs  globally. Designed to address
malnutrition and hunger, the scheme provides free
meals to primary school children, with the dual aim
of improving nutritional status and enhancing
learning outcomes. This research paper examines
the role of the Mid-Day Meal Scheme in improving
learning outcomes among primary school students
in India. Through a review of existing literature and
case studies, the paper explores how access to
regular, nutritious meals impacts student
attendance, cognitive development, academic
performance, and overall health, thus contributing
to the broader goal of universal primary education.

l. INTRODUCTION

India faces significant challenges in its
primary education system, with low literacy rates,
high dropout levels, and large-scale child
malnutrition, particularly in rural areas. The Mid-
Day Meal Scheme was introduced to address two
of these critical issues: malnutrition and low
attendance. By providing free meals to children
attending government and government-aided
schools, the scheme aims to ensure that children are
not distracted by hunger and can focus on their
studies. Beyond hunger alleviation, this program is
seen as a strategic intervention to improve student
performance by enhancing their physical and
cognitive abilities.

This paper seeks to investigate how the
Mid-Day Meal Scheme has influenced learning
outcomes in primary schools. It focuses on
attendance rates, cognitive performance, academic
achievement, and the broader social and health
impacts of the program on children's education.

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme: An Overview

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme was first
introduced in Tamil Nadu in the early 1980s and
was expanded nationwide in 1995 under the
National Programme of Nutritional Support to
Primary Education. The scheme now serves
approximately 120 million children across the
country, making it the world’s largest school meal
program. The primary goals of the scheme include:

- Improving nutritional intake: Providing nutritious
meals to combat hunger and malnutrition.

- Enhancing school attendance: Encouraging
regular attendance by offering an incentive to
attend school.

- Improving social equity: Breaking caste and class
barriers by bringing children from different social
backgrounds together to share meals.

- Improving learning outcomes: Enhancing
students’ cognitive development and learning
abilities through better nutrition.

The meals provided under the scheme are
designed to meet a significant portion of the daily
nutritional requirements of the children. A typical
meal includes grains, pulses, vegetables, and
sometimes milk and fruit, ensuring a balanced
intake of macronutrients and micronutrients.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Nutritional Impact and Cognitive Development

Several studies have established a clear
link between nutrition and cognitive performance
in children. Malnutrition is known to impair
cognitive development, leading to poor memory,
attention, and overall intellectual functioning. The
Mid-Day Meal Scheme directly addresses these
concerns by ensuring that students receive at least
one nutritious meal per day, which can have a
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significant impact on their ability to concentrate
and learn in class. According to the International
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), improved
nutritional intake among schoolchildren can lead to
enhanced cognitive function, which is directly
linked to better academic performance.

A study by Singh, Park, and Dercon
(2014) found that children who regularly consumed
meals under the MDM Scheme showed improved
cognitive performance compared to their peers who
did not benefit from the scheme. The research
highlighted a notable improvement in attention
spans, problem-solving skills, and memory
retention, all of which are crucial for academic
success.

Attendance and Retention Rates

One of the key successes of the MDM
Scheme has been its impact on school attendance
and retention rates. Hunger is a significant barrier
to education for many children from low-income
families. By offering a free meal, the scheme
provides an incentive for parents to send their
children to school. Various reports, including those
by the Government of India and the World Bank,
indicate a positive correlation between the
introduction of the MDM Scheme and increased
school enrollment, particularly among girls and
children from marginalized communities.

A study conducted by Dreze and Goyal
(2003) showed a marked increase in attendance
rates in schools where the MDM Scheme was
effectively implemented. Additionally, the study
highlighted the positive role the scheme played in
improving the retention of students, particularly
during the critical years of primary education.

Academic Performance

While the immediate goal of the MDM
Scheme is to reduce hunger, its long-term impact
on academic performance is equally significant.
Improved nutrition helps children focus better in
class, reduces fatigue, and enhances their ability to
participate in academic activities. Studies by Afridi
(2010) and Jayaraman and Simroth (2015) showed
that schools with effective MDM programs
observed better academic outcomes, particularly in
subjects such as reading and mathematics. Afridi’s
study also pointed out that the regular consumption
of nutritious meals was associated with a reduction
in dropout rates, as students who were better
nourished were more likely to stay in school and
complete their primary education.

Social and Health Benefits

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme has also
played an important role in fostering social
cohesion in schools. By encouraging children from
different castes and social backgrounds to share
meals, the program promotes social equity and
reduces discrimination. This has been especially
relevant in rural areas where caste divisions are
more pronounced. Moreover, the scheme has been
associated with improvements in children’s health,
with reports of reduced rates of anemia and
malnutrition among school-going children.

Case Studies
Tamil Nadu: A Success Story

Tamil Nadu’s Mid-Day Meal program is
often cited as a model for the rest of the country.
The state has one of the oldest and most successful
school meal programs, which has contributed
significantly to its high literacy rates and improved
educational outcomes. A study by the M.S.
Swaminathan Research Foundation (2016) found
that Tamil Nadu's MDM Scheme improved
attendance and learning outcomes across a majority
of the state's government schools. In particular, the
study showed a reduction in dropout rates,
particularly among girls from low-income families.

Bihar: Overcoming Challenges

In contrast, states like Bihar have faced
significant challenges in implementing the MDM
Scheme effectively. Issues such as irregular meal
delivery, poor infrastructure, and corruption have
hindered the scheme’s success. However, recent
reforms, including the decentralization of meal
preparation and stricter monitoring, have started to
show positive results. A 2020 report by the Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) noted
improvements in both student attendance and
health indicators following these reforms, though
academic performance improvements remain a
work in progress.

Challenges and Limitations

Despite its success, the Mid-Day Meal
Scheme faces several challenges. Issues such as
food quality, hygiene, corruption, and delays in
meal delivery have been reported in various states.
Moreover, the scheme's impact on learning
outcomes is often difficult to measure directly, as
other factors such as teaching quality, school
infrastructure, and socio-economic conditions also
play a role.
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Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic
disrupted the delivery of mid-day meals, leading to
concerns about child malnutrition and its long-term
impact on education. However, states like Kerala
and Tamil Nadu introduced home delivery or cash
transfers to mitigate these effects, offering insights
into how the program can be adapted to future
crises.

1. CONCLUSION

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme has had a
profound impact on primary education in India. By
addressing the dual challenges of hunger and
education, the scheme has successfully improved
school attendance, retention rates, and, in some
cases, academic performance. While challenges
remain, particularly regarding implementation
quality, the scheme’s role in enhancing learning
outcomes cannot be understated. As India continues
to work toward universal primary education,
strengthening and expanding the Mid-Day Meal
Scheme will be crucial to ensuring that every child
has the opportunity to learn and thrive in school.
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