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Abstract 

School feeding is part of for million students' routine worldwide. Schools' closure during the 
COVID-19 pandemic brought to the fore the challenge of providing food for children and 
adolescents by alternative means, through food programs, whether governmental or otherwise. In 
Brazil, approximately 40.1 [1] million children and adolescents enrolled in basic public education 
were affected and went without their daily meal during this period. To provide them food, most 
local governments chose to transfer financial resources to their parents. The challenge of knowing 
if children are receiving these meals adequately during school closures, which can be lengthy, is 
the target of this study. The current situation in the 27 Brazilian federated entities regarding the 
transfer of funds and delivery of meals is presented herein. A monitoring model is proposed for 
children and adolescents to be followed during the pandemic, in order to guarantee their adequate 
nutrition. 
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1 Introduction 

The first case of COVID-19 was recorded in December 2019, in the city of Wuhan, China [2]. In 
Brazil, the first recorded cases were in February 2020 [3], and, among the measures taken to contain 
the spread of the pandemic, social distancing has been widely adopted as a non-pharmaceutical 
measure. Other measures taken include the closure of educational institutions at all levels, followed 
by restaurants, offices, and commerce in general, in addition to others.  

As of April 2020, school closures during the pandemic, affected approximately 197 countries and 
1.6 billion children and adolescents [4]. Of this number, there are currently about 352 million that 
are no longer receiving meals at school, and for many, these are the only meals of the day [4]. There 
are countries with a significant number of students regularly benefiting from school meals that are 
being affected by this pandemic, such as: India (approximately 90.4 million), Brazil (40.1 million), 
United States (30 million), Egypt (11 million), Nigeria (9.8 million), South Africa (9.2 million), 
Turkey (6.1 million), Colombia (4 million), Peru (2.3 million), Bolivia (2.3 million), Ethiopia (2.5 
million), and Argentina (1.6 million) [1]. 

Providing food is one of the functions performed by a school, in addition to others, such as 
education, socialization, and care for children and adolescents [5]. Maintaining a healthy diet is 
crucial for preserving the general well-being of a population. A good nutritional status is directly 
related to proper development and growth in childhood, better immune response, less risk of 
developing diseases, and is fundamental for recovery, in cases of infection [6,7]. 

School feeding programs work under the auspices of promoting Food and Nutritional Security 
(SAN) and it is in this context that the school environment is the fundamental and strategic space 
for promoting SAN, since it provides meals and also helps in the formation of healthy eating habits. 
The benefit of school meals is incalculable, because healthy eating is a way of providing child 
development through adequate nutrition, improving cognitive ability, as well as contributing to 
reducing school dropout rates. Therefore, in countries with great social difficulties, such as Brazil, 
Mexico, Ecuador and Ghana, for example, many children rely on schools as their main source of 
food [8]; and, during this pandemic, the lack of food can impair the development of these children 
and adolescents and contribute to increased school dropout rates [9].  

It is worth mentioning that the more precarious a child's food situation is, that is, the more 
vulnerable the family structure is to supplying basic needs, the greater the importance of school [5] 
for filling this deficiency. In addition, in situations of social vulnerability, school meals constitute 
an indirect income for families, and this can contribute to overall family income. [10]. 

In the article, "Mitigating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on food and nutrition of 
schoolchildren," UNESCO mentions the transfer of money to families affected by the closure of 
educational institutions, via the card normally used to acquire school supplies. According to this 
article, the amount of the transfer varies according to the daily number of meals that children usually 
receive in schools [11]. 

The Brazilian government passed Law 13,987/20 in order to guarantee the distribution of food to 
the families of students in public schools (from zero to 17 years old), whose classes were suspended 
during the new coronavirus pandemic [12] through the National School Feeding Program - PNAE. 
However, little is known about the effectiveness of the adopted measures.  

When seeking to know more about this process on the websites of Brazilian state education 
departments, little information was found on this topic, or on the number of children and 
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adolescents benefiting from this measure, which among other reasons, influenced the motivation of 
this research. 

In light of the above, and in addition to promoting a discussion about this important and urgent 
problem, this work aims to: present the types of transfer (food and/or cash rations) carried out by 
Brazilian state authorities to children and adolescents who are away from school; and propose 
strategies for monitoring and controlling the use of these transfers by families, in order to mitigate 
the risks arising from the lack of food for these students during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

2 The role of school feeding programs 

As illustrated in Figure 1, schools play at least four roles that reflect their importance in the lives 
of children, adolescents, family members, and to society as a whole. At the heart of this context, 
especially when considering cognitive development, education is driven by: socialization, through 
which children and adolescents can develop their socio-emotional skills; care, that is being a safe 
place where parents can leave their children to be able to work; and, finally, through food, because 
in many cases this is the only food meeting the nutritional standards necessary for development and 
health that children and adolescents manage to obtain. There is a complexity in fulfilling the 
objectives of each of these school roles during this pandemic, which has further challenged 
educators, governments, schools, and families.  

In Brazil, public schools are specifically represented by the model in Figure 1, as they play a 
fundamental role in the development, training and care of children and adolescents, especially in 
view of their vulnerability within their social environments, and who in most cases, come from 
low-income families and difficult social conditions 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Role of the school in the student's life. Adapted from [5]  

During the pandemic, alternatives to classroom education such as distance teaching and remote 
monitoring have been implemented to reduce the impacts upon cognitive development as a 
consequence of material expected to be otherwise taught throughout the school year. The care and 
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socialization offered by the school are factors to be discussed, and the impact of the closure of 
schools upon these factors is very large. However, social distancing makes it difficult to make 
decisions about measures that address their mitigation. The subject of this study, school food, has 
been addressed as a relevant issue and it is necessary to assess whether the measures taken for this 
purpose reflect the urgency to solve this problem.  

Even before the pandemic, much research was carried out to assess the benefits of school meals 
upon the lives of students. Previous studies have already shown the positive effects of school 
feeding programs on the development of verbal fluency in malnourished children [13]. 
Additionally, Jomaa, McDonnell, and Probart [14] presented a bibliographic survey of articles 
published over the span of 20 years evaluating school feeding programs and, based on these articles, 
analyzed the impact of school feeding programs on the lives of children and adolescents. This 
research revealed a relative positive effect of school meals on student enrollment and dropout rates, 
when compared to students not covered by these programs.  

In Latin America, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) encourages 
countries to develop their school feeding programs. In the United States, there are at least two care 
programs aimed at vulnerable children, such as the School Nutrition Program, a school nutrition 
program aimed at offering free meals to children from needy families, and the Farmers Market 
Nutrition Program (FMNP), a special supplementary nutrition program for women, babies, and 
children. Another program of great relevance is the World Food Program (WFP), a worldwide 
initiative that serves about 17.3 million school children with meals and snacks [WFP].  

Brazil counts on the PNAE (National School Feeding Program), a social program linked to the 
Education Ministry (implemented in 1955) that seeks to guarantee students enrolled in public 
schools and philanthropic entities an adequate and healthy meal. Other alternatives to promote 
nutrition for children and adolescents have been developed as well, such as micronutrient fortified 
cookies produced in Vietnam that, according to research, have reduced the prevalence of anemia 
and improved the status of iron intake [15]. 

 

3 School feeding programs during COVID-19 

Without school feeding programs during the COVID-19 pandemic, thousands of children are 
subject to starvation. As of April, regarding strategies for the provision of school meals during this 
pandemic, of the approximately 197 countries with schools closed during this period, 10 of them 
have implemented programs for the transfer of cash rations to families, 47 are providing take-home 
food rations, 9 have placed programs on hold, and 16 are adopting mixed strategies [1]. However, 
the provision of food or other assistance to supply school meals does not guarantee that children 
are, in fact, being fed. [4]. 

In addition to Brazil, other countries that have also provided financial assistance to families include: 
the United States, through the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP); Peru, with 
the transfer of cash rations through the Qali Warma National School Food Program; and many 
others. According to the WFP, at least 10 countries have adopted a strategy of transferring cash 
rations to family members in order to mitigate this problem. This is a measure that can be effective; 
however, other difficulties can be faced by families, such as bearing the costs of preparing food, 
which can be a difficult task under a scenario of high unemployment.  

• Maintain flexibility and responsiveness to changes in the food supply and in the distribution 
and provision of nutrition services, while ensuring compliance with COVID-19 protocols.   

• Use available resources to protect food and nutritional security for school children.   
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• Build upon existing welfare structures to cover vulnerable school children.   
• Ensure that food and nutritional needs of vulnerable children are taken into account when 

designing any large-scale national response to COVID-19.   
• Plan for the future reopening of schools, if possible, with specific benchmarks.  

The expected duration of the pandemic is strongly related to the development of new drugs and a 
possible vaccine [16]. It is not yet clear how long schools will be closed as a measure to reduce or 
contain the contamination resulting from COVID-19, or if there will be episodes of intermittent 
opening and closing. This leads to a discussion of the sustainability and effectiveness of initiatives 
carried out. With regard to school feeding programs, the measures adopted need to be adapted to 
these scenarios.  

For example, school closures in situations similar to the current pandemic were used during the 
H1N1 outbreak as a non-pharmaceutical containment measure [17], which, according to these 
authors, contributed to a decrease in the spread of the disease.  However, in Brazil in 2009, only a 
few states postponed returning to classes by 15 days in the second semester of the academic year 
[18], with no extended school closures as in 2020.  

Short-term harm to students’ health as a result of missed meals during the pandemic may include 
fatigue and a reduced immune response, which makes children and adolescents more vulnerable to 
contracting infectious agents such as viruses, bacteria, etc., and consequently to developing 
diseases, which can worsen their condition because of a deficient immune response. In the long 
term, this harm can affect psychological, physical, and emotional development [19].  

As mentioned, Federal Law 13,987/20 has the clear objective of guaranteeing the distribution of 
food to the families of students whose schools are closed. When the Law was enacted, the 
government of the Federal District opted for the distribution of food allowances to the parents of 
students from public schools14. However, little has been disclosed about the monitoring of this 
mitigation measure. Information regarding this initiative in the Federal District of Brazil can be 
found on the website of the State Bureau for Education of the Federal District (SEEDF) [20] and, 
as disclosed by this site, during the three phases of funds released, only 69,848 families are 
benefiting, or 106,435 students. No information was found regarding criteria for the distribution of 
food allowances or the percentage of families receiving benefits, in relation to the total number of 
students enrolled in the public school system of the Federal District. Still, even for those who 
receive government assistance, it is necessary to analyze its effectiveness in relation to the needs of 
children, in view of the nutritional requirements presented by schools, as these requirements cannot 
be guaranteed at home. 

Chart 1 (Appendix 1) presents data on the benefits related to school meals provided by each of the 
Brazilian states and the Federal District to the families of students during the cessation of classes 
due to the pandemic, and available on the websites of the 27 State Departments of Education of 
each federated entity (retrieved between June 6 and June 8, 2020). We sought to identify the 
number of families and students receiving some type of benefit, the value and type of the benefit 
transferred, the form of transfer or delivery, and the eligibility criteria for such procedure. 

It should be noted that most of the information presented in Chart 1 was found in press releases 
from the State Education Bureaus.  

Despite the assistance provided to students, whether in the form of prepared meals, meal kits, or 
financial aid, some issues still need to be addressed, such as: the actual destination of the aid 
(whether the students will personally benefit from this assistance), the nutritional content and 
amount of food in the meal kits, and the difficulties that the family can face in receiving the benefit 
and preparing food. 
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4 Proposed model for monitoring, follow-up, and control 

This work presents a proposed model for monitoring, accompanying, and controlling the financial 
aid benefits received by children and adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The model was outlined for the situation in Brazil, referencing the public policies adopted by that 
country and its social conditions. However, it is understood that it can also be used as a basis for 
other places to intervene in this process, in order to ensure that students receive adequate food 
during the pandemic.  

In Brazil, the family health community agent (currently more than 200,000) is very common, whose 
role is to assist the poorest communities with the objective of promoting health surveillance, 
primary care and community health [21]. During this pandemic, these agents could monitor families 
and, regarding children and adolescents, contribute to the monitoring, not only of their health, but 
also of food intake. This monitoring could employ the use of telemedicine, and involve the 
following actors: families, schools, government, and health agents (Figure 2). The latter can be 
replaced by another actor, to be defined by the government, to fulfill this role.  

 

Figure 2. School feeding model during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The proposed monitoring needs to follow a checklist with issues to be observed within the family, 
in order to provide an understanding of the nutritional status of the child or adolescent.  

At the same time, it’s important to invest in geographic intelligence, aiming to map and monitor 
the areas of greatest vulnerability; locate all families that are linked to the receipt of benefits from 
this food program, and perform, through random selection, the verification of the effectiveness of 
this process, including the use of web applications to monitor and receive information from all those 
involved who are not receiving the aid. Registrations must follow the active surveillance model. 
The implementation of this model should provide sufficient data, in a timely manner, to support the 
government in understanding the effectiveness of the school feeding program during the pandemic, 
so that adjustments and adaptations can be made in favor of the students' nutritional requirements 
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5 Conclusions 

In times of pandemic, children's nutrition is a crucial aspect to be discussed by society, given that, 
for many, school is the central point of daily support. Ensuring that food reaches children and is 
consumed by them is difficult for governments to monitor, since food or the financial aid to 
purchase it is delivered to families, and the lack of control over the correct distribution and use of 
this food makes it difficult to know its effectiveness in mitigating this problem.  

Monitoring strategies need to be effective and family health agents could assist the government, 
using means similar to telemedicine, based on information provided by competent departments. 
Therefore, to contribute to the transparency of the use of public resources, it is necessary to develop 
research on the conditions throughout the Brazilian regions, and also to use of geographic 
intelligence tools that allow spatial monitoring, linked to active surveillance mechanisms, within 
the concept of participatory control of public funds, using information collection platforms to: know 
if the distribution of this benefits to families is effective and if children are receiving the food 
referred to in the Law and the PNAE; know what food is consumed by children and young people 
during this period and the number of meals eaten daily by them, with the help of family health 
agents; subsidize the government with information necessary to outline strategies for monitoring 
and following the diet of these children and adolescents during the pandemic.  

In this way, it would be possible to contribute not only to the debates regarding the fulfillment of 
this role by the school, and aggravated by the pandemic, but also to know the effectiveness of public 
policies adopted during this period of emergency declared by the federal and state governments.  
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