


 
 

Editorial 

Studies have shown that if children do not have enough to eat, they are not able to 

concentrate in school – or worse, they do not even make it to school. This is why regular 

meals are a must, especially for younger children. Our partner Camfed is succeeding 

with a model approach to feed children in their local schools: They have mobilised local 

communities to launch school feeding, instead of seeking external help.  

This paper, which has been written by Camfed, shows how sustainability and self-
responsibility can be achieved in one of the poorest areas of the world. We would like to 
thank Camfed for sharing this important experience. 

 

Janine Händel, CEO Roger Federer Foundation, December 2017  
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School Feeding Program 
 

The following paragraphs describe five key considerations in establishing and running a successful home-grown 

school feeding program. The text is based on Camfed’s experience. 

 

1. Community Ownership and Leadership 

From the very beginning, the initiative was designed under the theme ‘Our children, our problems, our 

solutions’. It was never about Camfed ‘coming to rescue’, but based on the data available, which clearly said: 

Children are struggling with learning because they are hungry, and children living alone or with very old/sick 

guardians are worst affected. Our goal was to come together under Ubuntu and create a school where children 

do not faint from hunger – to create a culture where every parent knows that when they are gone, there will be a 

community to care for their child. This was the drive that saw people step up to volunteer to cook, to provide 

food, utensils etc. No effort is too small, and no contribution is dismissed.  

 

2. Careful Timing and Positioning of External Inputs 

What, when and how external resources are provided can make or break a homegrown school feeding program. 

Good intentions on their own are not enough. When more emphasis is placed on external donations rather than 

on local contributions, this unintentionally creates the impression that without these inputs communities cannot 

sustain their intervention. It is important that external inputs represent a small contribution to the larger 

community effort, as opposed to a situation where someone ‘makes’ communities feed their children. Careful 

design and acceptance of community guidance will guarantee success. 

 

3. Collaboration with Relevant Stakeholders 

Camfed always asks, “Who else can help us do this better, faster and at scale?” Camfed staff and trainers 

facilitate community discussions to map out potential stakeholders, using specific guidance around the kinds of 

questions to ask, and how to probe further. This broadens the ecosystem for school feeding, which is led by the 

school administration but goes beyond the school – to include health officials helping with food hygiene, 

nutrition and child growth monitoring; AGRITEX helping to improve crop yields so that the community has 

more to give; the Grain Marketing Board providing seed and fertiliser; the EMA ensuring that farming practices 

remain environmental friendly; traditional leaders allocating land for collective demonstration gardens; Camfed 

alumnae (CAMA) members helping with the cooking, record-keeping and impact analysis, etc. Importantly, 

facilitators support parents to keep robust records and track progress, and provide other life skills training – such 

as financial literacy – to participating mothers, benefitting their personal development and agency, and the 

community as a whole. Monetary contributions for in support of programs thus become just a small piece of the 

larger community-led effort. 

 

4. Continuous Reflection and Celebration 

Throughout this initiative, it is important to schedule times for reflection for everybody involved, asking, “What 

is working well? What is not? What needs some adjustments? Who else should we loop in?” etc. Celebrating 

every milestone reached is critical too – it might be something as simple as one more bag of maize raised 
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compared to the previous term, or more meals provided, or a successful donation. The leadership at both local 

and district level needs to recognise commend and acknowledge community achievements. This leads to the 

personal pride and social cohesion required for any sustainable initiative. 

 

5. Costing Community Contributions 

This is a critical piece in ensuring communities recognise and celebrate their own inputs and the scale of what 

they can do with better coordination and collective support. We work with schools to help them record what 

they feed the children, how often, and how many children they feed each day. We process that data and share it 

back. That way everyone can see how much he/she is contributing. Importantly, we share this data alongside the 

school performance data – e.g. students’ attendance, exam results, drop out and truancy cases – showing the 

positive impact school feeding has on learning, and providing additional momentum for the program to 

continue. 
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Blog Entry by Ina Mozhendi 
 

Ina Mozhendi, Regional Representative of the Roger Federer Foundation, wrote a blog entry for Camfed’s 

newsletter. In this entry, she reflects on her recent visit to Camfed’s program supporting Early Child Childhood 

Development through the Roger Federer Foundation in rural Zimbabwe. She describes how community 

ownership of the problem of hunger is providing a school-based solution that nourishes children’s bodies, hearts 

and minds. 

 

These mothers and their school meals are the backbone of the community 

I have always been fascinated by the enthusiasm that arises from families when it comes to their children’s 

welfare and upbringing. However, nothing could have prepared me for the amount of vibrancy and commitment 

that I witnessed on my recent field visit to Camfed’s Roger Federer Foundation supported program 

“Transforming the Lives of Children in Rural Zimbabwe at (pre-) primary school age.” 

If community participation and ownership is anything to go by, I observed communities that have come together 

not only to take charge of their children’s well-being, but communities that have a genuine concern for the 

education of their children; and communities that have fully embraced the learnings that have come through 

from the Camfed program. Communities showed their power as a combined force in driving their development, 

but most importantly in contributing to their children’s foundation phase education as the most crucial phase of 

a child’s development. 

 

How much can a child learn constantly being hungry? 

But, one could ask what the centrepiece of this community participation is. My opinion is that while quality 

teaching or good infrastructure or the best support structures are critical, the core of the change we want to see is 

in the children themselves: Children ready to partake in the quest to transform themselves and their 

communities. We all want children to be in school and to benefit from the learning. But what child has the 

energy to walk to school (at times up to 5km) on an empty stomach, or worse still, how much can a child learn 

or absorb when their immediate need of food regularly goes unmet? 

This is where I saw the Mother Support Groups — or MSGs as they are popularly known — spring into action. 

These groups of mothers have, through the support and guidance of the Camfed program, launched a successful 

school feeding scheme which they run and manage to enrich their children’s education. As Faith Nkala, the 

National Director of Camfed Zimbabwe, puts it “Embedding the management of the school feeding program in 

the local community is key to the sustainability of the intervention”. 

At the primary school in Beitbridge, as we approached, the MSGs paused their cooking, sang and ululated as a 

sign of welcoming their guests. That outward warmth, commitment, care and affection resonated very well with 

me as I relived my early years of schooling and how my own mother cared for the family and made efforts for 

her children to get them excited for each school day. Knowing that for schools like these, this task is not left to 

each mother and their household individually but to a group of mothers and ultimately the whole community, 

was not only comforting, but also gave the impetus for families to participate in their children’s education. How 

I wish my own village had such a vibrant school feeding program of its own back then when I started my 

primary school. As an infant, not having attended any Early Childhood Development classes, I surely did not 

have much to look forward to at school. Missing classes, dragging myself to school….and yes, I did struggle to 

pick the pace and in the process lost a couple of years trying to catch up… 
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As I interacted with the mothers, it was clear to me that the school feeding tasks are managed with ease. By 

virtue of being mothers or care givers in their own homes, MSGs utilized their talents and organized themselves 

in such a way that it was evident they can run and manage the school feeding scheme into perpetuity. I was 

taken through the various ways that the MSGs remain afloat and how mothers remained committed. Their 

strategies included gardening and running a tuck shop as forms of income generating projects. Proceeds from 

such activities I was told did not only go to the feeding program, but mothers themselves were benefiting from 

the profits generated. The group of mothers in our meeting were full of big smiles, each one narrating how the 

proceeds from their involvement have contributed positively to their lives. 

 

For many children, this may be the first or only meal of the day 

As feeding drew closer, I stopped the discussion with mothers and started to observe the cheerful and expectant 

children who stood in winding queues to wash their hands with the help of MSG members. One child I spoke to 

indicated that this was her first meal of the day. It was clear to me that this very meal was a big contributing 

factor to the child’s regular and punctual attendance to class, by so doing bringing out positive learning 

outcomes. The children were so contented and related so well with the mothers. I could only conclude that what 

they saw by extension was the love and compassion these mothers share in their own homes as it is transferred 

into the school. 

 

Mothers and fathers are both committed to contribute  

My discussions spilled over to some fathers who were attending our meeting. The conversation I had with the 

men showed that while mothers are the centrepiece of the school feeding, ultimately the whole community has a 
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role to play. Fathers organize themselves to fetch water and firewood, while mothers take turns to cook, and the 

whole community contributes the ingredients for cooking. 

What remains vivid in my mind is the pride that MSGs displayed knowing that the provision of school meals 

contributes to increased enrolment, increased school attendance, reduced drop outs, improved nutrition, reduced 

hunger, ignited and promoted community participation, rejuvenated Parents Teacher’s Associations, and above 

all pushes for a better life for their children. 

While the Roger Federer Foundation supported Camfed program has a range of interventions, it is without any 

doubt that the Mother Support Groups are indeed the nucleus to this program. In line with Roger Federer 

Foundation’s approach of community participation, ownership and involvement, my reflections for the Camfed 

program are of communities that can identify and appreciate the importance of their children’s education. 

While some people may say mothers are the backbone of most families, what they displayed to me was a 

backbone to their communities. 

Camfed, the Campaign for Female Education, supports some of the world’s most marginalized children to go to 

school, succeed and lead. Community ownership of our programs ensures sustainability, and the scalability of 

love and compassion. 
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