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Motivation
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• Millions of children around the world face 
substantial challenges to their health and 
education during early childhood (ages 0-8) 

• School-based nutritional assistance 
programmes a key from of intervention and 
now widely applied around the world

• Yet, only limited rigorous evidence on these 
programmes

• Quantitative estimates of impact on 
early childhood development (ECD)

• Pathways creating impact



This paper

• Child development in the context of the McGovern-Dole Food for Education and 
Child Nutrition (FFE) program in Kyrgyzstan

• Nationwide school-based nutritional assistance program funded by the USDA, 
implemented by Mercy Corps

• Research questions (RQs):

RQ1—What is the status of nutrition in Kyrgyz households with grade 1 and 2 children?

RQ2—What is the impact of nutrition on child health and education?

RQ3—What is the impact of the nutritional assistance programs on child nutrition, health and learning?
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Framework of program 
impact pathways

1 Nutritional channels
• Nutrition and short-term hunger
• Health

2 Economic incentives
• School attendance / changes in time use
• Budget reallocation

3 Social impacts
• Social environment inside the household
• Social relations outside the household
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The FFE program in 
Kyrgyzstan

Multi-component nutritional 
assistance program 
implemented by Mercy Corps
Core component: provision of 
hot nutritious meals in primary 
schools with enriched 
commodities
Key additional component: 
Social and Behavioural Change 
(SBC) at the community level 
(caregivers as change agents). 
Topics: First 1000 Days 
Nutrition (breastfeeding, 
complementary feeding), Dietary 
Diversity, Anemia Prevention, 
Handwashing and Hygiene 
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The 
timeline of 
the FFE 
program in 
Kyrgyzstan
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Schools' 
geographic 
location by 
cohort
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Impact evaluation 
design based on 
staggered rollout
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Impact evaluation 
design based on 
staggered rollout
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Impact evaluation 
design based on 
staggered rollout
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Impact evaluation 
design based on 
staggered rollout
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Second graders 
exposure to the 
program at survey
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Mixed methods – Qualitative research

• In-depth ethnographic insights

• Two waves of qualitative research:
• Wave 1: before the phase 1 survey to inform the quantitative design and testable hypotheses
• Wave 2: after the phase 1 survey to validate and extend findings on outcomes and mechanisms. 
• Based on 40 in-depth conversations in 21 communities, with school representatives, teachers, 

caregivers, children and experts on nutrition and education familiar with the program. 
• Wave 3: after the second phase survey to validate and extend findings
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Second
graders age 
differences 
between 
surveys
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School 
closures in 
Kyrgyzstan
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First graders evolution on literacy and numeracy

16



First graders evolution on literacy and numeracy
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Second graders 
reading with 
comprehension
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Many children eat snacks, including unhealthy ones

• Many children exhibit good nutrition knowledge and healthy food preferences
• But 75% eat snacks between meals, some of which are rather unhealthy:
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Healthy and diverse nutrition has strong benefits for learning

RQ2

Ex.: Household diets that are rich in vitamin A are strongly associated with better child 
health, less short-term hunger, better executive function, and higher literacy and numeracy.
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Strong program benefits 
among grade 2 students

• Increased numeracy and 
executive function

• Improved nutritional 
knowledge among child

• Improved nutritional 
practices at home

• No evidence for social or 
economic impacts
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Similar benefits among 
grade 1 students in 
program communities

• Increased numeracy scores 
and executive function

• Improved nutritional 
knowledge among child

• Improved nutritional 
practices at home

• Were not treated at 
school! Spillover effects?



• Stronger impacts on learning 
outcomes with SBC than 
without SBC

• SBC component appears to 
underpin and support 
nutritional impact channels
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Stronger program benefits 
among grade 2 students 
with SBC component



Conclusions

• School-based nutritional assistance programs can play a critical role for fostering 
learning

• Driven by nutritional channels, rather than by economic or social impact channels

• SBC components strengthen impact of hot meal provision

• We observe similar gains in nutrition and learning among children in programme 
communities who were not direct beneficiaries in the past school year

• Positive spillover effects or structural differences between schools/communities?
• More research required to shed further light on this question
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Data 
collection 
summary
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Summary 
statistics
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Summary statistics (continued)
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