Deenabandhu mid day meal site visit report

(Visit: Feb 19, 2009 by Malin Moldener)

I have been living and working at Deenabandhu for nearly one month, and I’m here as a volunteer through a Swedish organization called CIU (Centrum for international youth exchange) which cooperates with the Indian equivalence ICDE India. We are a group of seven Swedish youngsters, including myself, who together with seven Indian participants and two coordinators (one Indian and one Swedish) constitutes the exchange program of 2009. All are divided into couples and placed at different working placements such as NGOs or schools like Deenabandhu, and as for me I was lucky enough to end up here! 

We are two couples staying together at Deenabandhu trust; that makes us four girls, and our occupation is teaching at a basic level. We play some English learning games or do paper cutting and drawing with third and fourth standard. In the seventh standard is a Europe project going on and the pupils are making beautiful posters about for example France, Spain and the United Kingdom. We have classes three and a half days a week, which means that there have been several occasions for me to observe the procedure of children’s mid day meal. 

At 12.50 o’clock they go out of the school building to a detached house on the backside where each student collects a steel plate from a stand where they are neatly placed. This building is also the kitchen where the food is prepared, and from what I have seen is it all very tidy and clean. (See picture below).The fact that children go here is something I find positive since it will promote a good relation between them and the kitchen staff, while at the same time give the kids more knowledge of how food is made. (Not that they are around during that time; then they have lessons, but at least they get a closer image of it than I myself ever did as a student in Swedish school).
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After fetching plates the children go back to the assembly hall which serves as gathering point which ever reason. The pupils sit down leg crossed in neat lines (see picture above) with their plate on the floor, and in a quick and smooth way the food is then served by a number of elder students. I don’t know the exact system for how these are selected but I guess that there is a fair order which makes everyone participate in serving, for it is not the same children doing it every day. Boys and girls work alongside, which I think is exemplary since no difference should be made between genders when it comes to things like this. (See picture below).
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The food consists daily of rice, sambar and pallya with flavored buttermilk afterwards. (The latest is indeed delicious with its pieces of red onion, fresh chili and coriander). The children eat well and ask often for more through the smart system of communicating with signs. According to the mid day meal report of January 2007 the meaning of for example a raised fist is buttermilk, but either has the signs changed, or there was some confusion because raised fist indicates sambar, a raised hand; rice and an index finger means buttermilk. It is amazing to se how well this is working, and also I have started to use the signs both when eating in school or in the Ashrama. (Usually I and my partners go there for lunch as it is combined with a short rest, but occasionally we stay and eat with the pupils).

Also many teachers have their lunch in the assembly hall together with the children, though some bring their own lunch boxes for eating in the teacher’s room. According to me it is to prefer that everybody have lunch together since that is a sign of non-separation. Besides; the teachers can constitute a good example when it comes to things like eating habits and behavior, although the children already have a nice and smooth way of feeding themselves. I am actually surprised over how good they are at this, and even the smallest ones manage to get almost all of the food into their mouths. 

At 13.20 the lunch time is over and the children go for washing their plates at the backside of the school. (See picture below). Also this is working well and the kids do it without complaining or trying to be excused, which I think is admirable as they show such great responsibility and maturity though being so young. The same goes for the compulsory task of cleaning the assembly hall, and by 13.40 everything is ready and lessons start again. This means that there is almost one hour for the children to eat, tidy up and, if so needed, visit the toilet. According to my observations the time is enough, and when I ask some boys about it they say that the lunch time is good, and not to short.
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I’m happy to say that there is nothing negative in the Deenabandhu mid day meal project for me to comment about. The only thing I would like to do is giving a suggestion of once in a while serving for example eggs (or something with a similar content of protein) since many small children are in their important years of growth. I am in no way trying to insinuate that the pupils don’t get what they need in this matter, and I am sure it has been taken under consideration by the authorities of Deenabandhu School, but still I would just like to mention it as a propose.

Regards, Malin Moldener        
