



Effectiveness of Parent-School Communication in Students’ Meal Programs: Evidence From Public Primary Schools in Sengerema District, Tanzania
Abstract
This study explored the effectiveness of parent-school communication in students' meal programs in Public Primary Schools in Sengerema District, Tanzania. The study used a mixed-methods approach; data were collected from a total of 145 participants pupils, parents, school administrators, and school committee members using surveys and interviews. Findings revealed that over 60% of respondents agreed that parent-teacher communication about students' meal programs was unsatisfactory. Approximately 75% agreed that information sharing between parents and schools was inadequate, and around 70% felt that the existing communication methods did not effectively support parental engagement. It  shown that, weak and one-way communication leading to low parental engagement, mistrust, and decreased program effectiveness. Also, parents' interest, poor access, low literacy, and lack of clear policies hinder parents in students’ meals programs engagement. The study concludes that communication gaps are the main barrier to effective parental engagement in students’ meals programs. It recommends the development of inclusive and timely communication channels, support from local authorities in enhancing communication infrastructure, and the establishment of national policies that mandate two-way parent-school communication to improve programs sustainability and meaningful parental engagement.
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1. Introduction
School meals programs improve students' attendance and enhance academic performance (Appiah, 2024). In Tanzania, these programs have been introduced to address hunger among schoolchildren (Roothaert et al., 2021). The success of these programs depends not only on government support and school administration but also on effective communication between schools and parents (Bwire & Bago, 2025). Parent-school communications ensure that parents are informed, involved, and supportive of school efforts that directly influence the sustainability of the programs (Sylaj, 2020).
1.1 Background of the Study
School meal programs have become an essential component of educational systems, especially in developing countries (Cohen et al., 2023). They improve nutritional outcomes, student attendance, concentration, and academic performance (Desalegn et al., 2021). Many contexts, like Tanzania, these programs are introduced to promote inclusive and equitable quality education (Bwire & Bago, 2025). The success and sustainability of these programs heavily depend on active collaboration between schools and parents (Niyibizi, 2024).
Parent-school communication ensures students' meals programs are receptive to students' needs and supported by parents (Massucco, 2020). Effective communication allows parents to be informed, express their opinions, fund resources, and make decisions (Robert, 2025). When communication is weak and inconsistent, it lead to misunderstandings, low parental engagement, mistrust, and the underperformance of the programs (Spence et al., 2024)
In Public Primary Schools in Sengerema District, this issue was complicated by low literacy levels, limited access to digital communication tools, unclear parental roles, and a lack of formal structures for engagement. Parents remain disengaged or poorly informed due to systemic communication gaps. Many studies, such as Aydin et al. (2022), have shown that strong, multi-channel communication positively impacts students' meal programs. Few studies have explored how this applies in Tanzanian settings like Sengerema.
This study assessed the effectiveness of parent school communications in implementing students' meals programs in Public Primary Schools in Sengerema District. This study aimed to offer insights that should guide schools, parents, local authorities, central government, and policymakers to improve communication strategies and increase parental engagement. 
1.2 Objectives of the Study
This study aimed to assess the effectiveness of parent-teacher communication in encouraging parental engagement in students' meal programs in Public Primary Schools in Sengerema District, Tanzania.

1.3 Empirical Literature Review
Aydin et al. (2022) assessed parent-teacher communication regarding children's eating habits in encouraging healthy eating habits of primary school pupils. Communications channels like notes, phone calls, emails, texts, and newsletters helped to address issues of food allergies and lunchbox substances. This study, based in Australia, stressed the importance of teacher-parent dialogue; the success depends on local context and resources. In Sengerema, these communications channels face greater cultural and logistical barriers, needing more localized context-specific interventions. Unlike the Australian study, the current research also included pupils as key participants, offering a broader view of the communication challenges.
Wolf (2020) emphasized the value of parent-teacher communication in Early Childhood Education (ECE) in Ghana, revealing misalignments of goals and potentials between parents and schools. Although, various communication methods were used, gaps persisted, indicating the stronger relationships to support ECE policies in under-resourced areas. Similarly, the current study on school meal programs emphasizes that effective communication is key to parental engagement. Despite differing focuses of education in Ghana and Tanzania, these studies underscore the role of communication in improving meal programs' outcomes.
The study by Ndayishimye (2024) highlighted the role of parental engagement in the school feeding programs in Rwanda. It shows a strong correlation (R = .979, p < 0.05). However, emphasizing the value of parental involvement, it did not examine the specific communication methods needed to foster parental engagement. In contrast, the present study extends this by examining how parent-teacher communication influences parental involvement in school meals and the communication strategies used to support it.
Haule & Mwinami (2024) found that parents supported school feeding programs in Gairo District through food, cash, and labor, with communication via meetings, newsletters, and digital platforms. However, the research did not assess how effective these channels were in encouraging engagement. Current study addressed this gap by assessing how parent-school communication influences parental engagement in students' meals programs.
2. Research Methodology
This study adopted a pragmatic research philosophy using a mixed-methods approach to explore the effectivenesss of parental-school communication in students’ meal programs in public primary schools in Sengerema District. Quantitative data (from surveys) and qualitative data (from interviews) were collect data simultaneously. The study used a convergent design to comprehend the view of the issue. Target population were pupils, parents, school administrators, and school committee members. Stratified, convenient, and simple random sampling techniques were used to select 70 pupils, 50 parents, 15 school administrators, and 10 school committee members from selected schools, to ensure diverse and balanced input. Data were analyzed using SPSS for statistics, and thematic analysis interviews gave clear insights into what encourages or limits parental engagement. Experts reviewed tools, and Cronbach's Alpha (0.721) confirmed internal consistency. 

3. Result and Discussions: 
Table 1. Survey reveals communication gaps between parents and teachers regarding students’ food needs
	SN
	STATEMENT
	  RESPONSES (%)
	
	MEAN

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	SD
	D
	U
	A
	SA
	

	1.
	Communication between parents and teachers about students' food needs is unsatisfactory.
	15.0
	22.5
	0
	44.2
	18.3
	3.28

	2.
	The communication system doesn't effectively address nutrition and food preferences issues.
	9.2
	25.0
	0
	37.5
	28.3
	3.51

	3.
	Parents and teachers do not share adequate information regarding the program and its options.
	8.3
	16.7
	0
	47.5
	27.5
	3.69

	4.
	The existing communication methods didn't provide enough information.
	6.6
	17.5
	0
	51.7
	24.2
	3.69

	5.
	Communication between parents and teachers is not timely and effective.
	12.5
	17.5
	0
	40.8
	29.2
	3.57

	6.
	The communication methods used didn't help parents engage.
	11.7
	16.7
	0.8
	50.0
	20.8
	3.52

	7.
	Teachers and parents didn't work together effectively to solve issues related to student meals.
	7.5
	19.2
	0
	50.8
	22.5
	3.62

	8.
	Parental engagement in the program is inadequate to meet students' needs because of poor communication.
	17.5
	30.0
	0.9
	33.3
	18.3
	3.05

	9.
	There is insufficient exchange of information   between parents and the school.
	11.7
	26.7
	0
	38.3
	23.3
	3.35

	10.
	Current communication between parents and teachers has a negative impact.
	17.5
	17.5
	0
	46.7
	18.3
	3.31



Note: SD - Strong Disagree, D - Disagree, U – Undecided, A - Agree, SA – Strong Agree. Source: Data from field 2025
3.1 The level of communication between parents and teachers is not satisfactory.
Data from Table 1 show that 62.5% of respondents believe parent-teacher communication about students' meals is lacking, and only 37.5% feel it's adequate. The mean score of 3.28 reveals moderate dissatisfaction with concern about infrequent and unclear updates. A respondent (RSP14) 
"Communication is poor between these key groups. They don't speak the same language. Parents feel forced, while teachers believe parents must contribute to school meals. This situation leads teachers to threaten parents with taking them in firm steps through the legal system" (April 9, 2025, Wednesday, 2:45 pm).
Communications breakdown, noting tension where teachers demand contributions while parents feel pressured. This leads to mistrust and even legal threats. This divide signals a need for improved discussion and understanding.
This finding aligns with Aydin et al. (2022), who found that communication between parents and teachers about primary school students' food and nutrition needs is generally unsatisfactory. It revealed that such communication is often limited, informal, and irregular, typically occurring through casual notes or brief conversations. Key issues are discussed, but deeper engagement is rare. Time constraints, lack of formal communication channels, and fear of offending hinder more effective dialogue. The authors emphasize the need for structured, proactive communication strategies to support better school children’s nutritional well-being. Using the Theory of Planned Behavior, the data show that improving communication can positively influence parental attitudes, engagement, and trust in the school feeding program.
3.2 The communication system doesn't effectively address issues related to food preferences.
The data from Table 1 show that 65.8% of respondents elt that the current communication system does not effectively address students' food preferences. A mean score of 3.51 indicates dissatisfaction. Respondents' undecided reflects awareness and concern. RSP24 echoed this issue, "The current communication systems do not effectively address food-related issues for students" (April 17, 2025,Thursday, 1:50 pm). These results suggest that while communication exists, it fails to meet students' cultural needs. Supporting this broader issue, a study by Mansfield et al. (2024) found that current communication between high schools and families about student nutrition is lacking. Students and caregivers want more effective, accessible methods to discuss school meals. Three key themes emerged: communication preferences, accessibility, and external motivators for healthy eating. Participants stressed the need for digital tools to improve communication and support healthier food choices, revealing that current systems fall short and need improvement.
Based on the Theory of Planned Behavior, ineffective communication lowers parents' perceived control, weakens their motivation to engage, and limits parents' role in supporting students' meal needs.
3.3 Parents and Teachers do not Share Adequate Information. 
Data from Table 1 shows that 75% of respondents (47.5% agreed, 27.5% strongly agreed) parents and teachers do not share suitable information about the students' meals program. A mean score of 3.69 indicates extensive dissatisfaction. RSP22 highlighted, "Teachers and parents do not consistently share important information... leaving outcomes unclear and hindering the program's success" (April 16, 2025, Wednesday, 9:00 am). This communication gap creates confusion, limits parental understanding, trust, and negatively impacts program effectiveness. The findings from this study align closely with those of Olawale and Okafor (2022), where highlighted that while pupils, teachers, and parents in Ede South Local Government Area of Osun State were generally aware of the students’ meals program, there was a notable gap in the sharing of adequate information between teachers and parents regarding the program's details and options. This lack of effective communication hindered stakeholders’ full understanding and engagement with the program. The study emphasized that misconceptions could arise without consistent and clear information flow, limiting the initiative's potential benefits and reducing parental support and involvement, which are essential for the program’s sustainability and effectiveness.Self-Determination Theory and Theory of Planned Behavior, suggest that inadequate communications undermine parents' motivation, engagement, and sense of control, stressing the need for communication improvement for the program's sustainability.
3.4 Current Communication Methods are Inadequate 
Data from Table 1 show that 75.9% of respondents believe current communication methods about the students' meals program are inadequate, with a mean score of 3.69 confirming this concern. The absence of neutral responses suggests strong stakeholder opinions. RSP22 echoed, "Existing methods such as meetings, notices, and messages are often unclear, inconsistent, or poorly coordinated, leaving many parents uninformed (April 15, 2025, Tuesday, 2:00 pm). This weakens parental involvement and affects program outcomes. The findings of this study reflect those of Desalegn et al. (2022), which discusses that the existing communication methods within the Home-grown School Feeding Program were insufficient in providing clear and timely information to all stakeholders involved. This lack of effective communication led to poor coordination between schools, parents, and local authorities, resulting in delays and inconsistencies in food delivery and quality furthermore, inadequate communication limited community awareness and involvement, which weakened support for the program. Overall, the study emphasizes that communication gaps hindered the school feeding program's smooth operation and sustainability.
Based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), poor communication may not influence parents' attitudes, norms, perceived control, and reducing parents' intention to engage. The improvement and inclusive communication are important for stronger participation and program success.
3.5 Communication between parents and teachers is not timely and effective.
The data from Table 1 show that 70% of respondents (40.8% agree, 29.2% strongly agree) believe that parent-school communication is neither timely nor effective. 30% (17.5% disagree, 12.5% strongly disagree) hold a positive view. 0% undecided expressive awareness and engagement. Mean score of 3.57 reflects moderate dissatisfaction. RSP16 states, "Delayed or unclear communication leads to confusion, reduced parental engagement, and disrupted access to meal programs" (April 10, 2025,Thursday, 2:50 pm). Untimely updates, unclear messages, and barriers such as language and poor channels, leaving parents uninvolved and impacting students' meal programs. This aligns with a study conducted by Aydin et al. (2022), which highlights that communication between parents and teachers about students' food and nutrition issues is often neither timely nor effective. As a result, important conversations about students’ meal program needs are frequently delayed or avoided. Parents expressed clear expectations that teachers should ensure adequate lunchtime, provide nutrition education, and serve as role models for healthy eating. The study suggests that to improve outcomes, schools must implement more formal and consistent communication strategies supporting collaboration between parents and educators. According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), ineffective communication undermines parents' and teachers' sense of competence and autonomy, limits their ability to support students' meal needs. Improvement of clarity, frequency, and timeliness of communication is important to empower parents and ensure better program outcomes.


3.6 The communication methods used didn't help parents engage
The results in Table 1 show that most parents (70.8%) felt that the communication methods such as meetings, newsletters, and digital platforms did not effectively support their engagement in the school meals program. This includes 50.0% who agreed and 20.8% who strongly agreed. Only 28.4% found that methods are helpful, and 0.8% were undecided. Mean score of 3.52 echoes dissatisfaction with the current communication strategies. Supporting this, RSP20 stated, "The school calls meetings when it's too late or after decisions are already made. We don't feel involved, just informed" (April 14, 2025, 08:00 am). These findings misalign with Haule & Mwinami (2024), who reported positive parental involvement but did not assess the effectiveness of communication methods. This outcome aligns with Self-Determination Theory and the Theory of Planned Behavior, both of which suggest that poor communication weakens motivation, connection, and parents' willingness to engage.
3.7 Teachers and parents weren't working together effectively to solve meal program issues.
Data from Table 1 reveal a strong perception of inadequate teacher–parent collaboration on student meal issues, with 73.3% of respondents acknowledging poor communication, and none undecided, indicating strong awareness or experience. The mean score of 3.62 further reflects this concern. Respondent RSP9 highlighted this issue": "Yes, their cooperation is minimal, and the information they share is not helpful in successfully implementing the students' meal program. They do not sit together for thorough discussions, so the students' meals program agenda becomes scattered and lacks priority in their meeting" (April 14, 2025, Monday, 11:00 am). This communication gap hinders effective parental involvement. The current findings echo Mauer et al. (2022), who identified poor communication and collaboration between teachers and parents as key challenges in the free school meal initiative. Teachers often saw the program as an added burden, limiting their engagement with parents and stifling discussions about meal quality, student preferences, and engagement barriers. As a result, parents’ concerns were largely overlooked, hindering program improvement. The study underscores the need for strong teacher–parent partnerships to ensure school meal programs are responsive, nutritious, and well-utilized. The theory of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), theoretically support these findings, suggesting that poor communication undermines parents' motivation and perceived capability for program engagement. Establishment of parents-school corporations through regular meetings, clear communication channels, and shared decision-making is important for enhancing students' meal programs, engagement, and program success.
3.8 Parental engagement in the program is inadequate in meeting students' needs because of poor communication.
The data from Table 1 show mixed opinions on 'the impact of communication on parental engagement in the student meals program. About 47.5% of respondents (strongly disagree and disagree) do not see communication as the main issue, while 51.6% (agree and strongly agree) believe poor communication is a key barrier. 0.9 were undicided. With a mean score of 3.05 on a 5-point scale, opinions lean slightly toward recognizing communication as a factor, though it's not seen as the sole problem. RSP3 stated, 
"Parental involvement in the students' meals program is currently inadequate due to poor communication between the school and parents. Without clear information, parents cannot fully support the program. Communication improvement will increase parents' engagement and help better meet programs' needs." (April 9, 2025, Wednesday, 10:00 am).
This highlights just how unclear communication limits parents' understanding and engagement, impeding the programs' success. The findings of this study align closely with those of Swila et al. (2022), who found that the current level of parental engagement in pre-primary students’ meals programs in Tanzania is inadequate, largely due to poor communication between schools and parents. Although some parents participated in initial planning stages, their ongoing engagement was minimal, particularly in financial and material contributions. The study highlights that ineffective communication strategies prevent parents from fully understanding their roles and responsibilities, resulting in limited support for feeding initiatives. To address this, the authors recommend that the government and stakeholders enhance parent-school communication through consistent engagement and educational efforts, which are essential for improving children's nutrition and learning outcomes.
 Findings align with the Theory of Planned Behavior, whereby communication relates to attitudes, norms, and perceived control; broader factors also affect parental engagement in students' meal programs. Enhancing communication should be part of a broader strategy to boost parental engagement and improve program success.
3.9 There is insufficient exchange of information between parents and the school.
The data from Table 1 show a clear divide in perceptions regarding communication about the students' meals program. 38.4% of respondents believe in the sufficiency of communication. The majority of 61.6% disagree, citing inconsistent updates and limited outreach as factors. The mean score of 3.35 indicates agreement that communication is inadequate. No 'respondents were undecided, reflecting strong opinions on the issue. This sentiment echoed by RSP25, who noted,
"I’ve observed many parents remain unaware of their children's real challenges at school. Largely due to insufficient information about the students’ meals program. Regular communication and active parental engagement are important in making the program effective and beneficial for the students” (April 15, 2025, Tuesday, 11:00 am).
This study's findings strongly align with Mafugu (2021), who identified a major challenge in South Africa’s school nutrition program: poor communication between parents and schools. The study reveals that many parents are unaware of the meals provided and lack engagement in monitoring or giving feedback. This disconnect weakens the program’s ability to meet students’ nutritional needs and risks turning it into a top-down effort that ignores local context. All participants expressed strong views on the issue, highlighting the critical need for transparent communication and greater parental engagement to improve the program’s effectiveness.. Findings support Self-Determination Theory (SDT), emphasizing how communication fails to meet parents' psychological motivation. Communication through newsletters, meetings, and digital platforms could enhance parental engagement.
3.10 Communication between parents and teachers has a negative impact on the program.
Table 1 shows clear polarization, with 65.0% of respondents dissatisfied and no neutral responses, indicating strong concerns about parent-teacher communication. While 35.0% disagreed that communication harms the feeding program, a majority (46.7% agreed, 18.3% strongly agreed) saw it as a major issue. The mean score of 3.31 reflects moderate agreement.
RSP18 emphasized, “Poor communication between parents and teachers causes confusion and stops parents from supporting the students’ meals program… affecting our students’ meals program and learning” (April 11, 2025, Friday, 2:35 pm).
Poor communication leads to unclear roles, low engagement, and reduced support, compromising student nutrition. Similarly, Dada et al. (2024), found that while the program positively affected school enrollment, attendance, and students' health, the communication between parents and teachers was inadequate. This lack of effective communication contributed to challenges in addressing the specific nutritional needs of students with disabilities. The authors emphasized the importance of improving collaboration between parents and teachers to enhance the program's effectiveness and ensure that the nutritional requirements of all students are met. These respondents likely pointed to insufficient updates, unclear messaging, and a lack of two-way dialogue as barriers to effective parental engagement in the student meals program. The lack of undecided responses underscores the salience of the issue, as all participants demonstrated a definitive stance on whether communication is helping or hindering the success of the feeding initiative.
Findings aligned with the Theory of Planned Behavior where negative attitudes and low perceived control reduce parental engagement. Schools may adopt clear, inclusive, responsive communication strategies to improve program success.
The results of this study demonstrate a weak and unidirectional communication between parents and teachers regarding students’ meal programs in Sengerema. Key data is shared too late, resulting in confusion, weaker parental engagement and less-effective programs. Teachers often serve as the single entry point, sidelining parents and generating distrust. Parents are unhappy with the current system, but they know about the program and care about it. That means there is real opportunity for better engagement if communication improves. 
Compared to Aydin et al. (2022), who highlighted the benefits of effective, multi-channel communication in promoting healthy eating in schools, the situation in Sengerema is starkly different, marked by poor digital access, low literacy, unclear roles, and the absence of clear parental engagement policies. This finding supports Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). Showing the weak communication, lowering motivation and engagement. Despite their concern for their children’s meal programs, parents feel excluded and powerless, revealing a system failure rather than a lack of interest. Strengthening two-way, timely communication could build trust, empower parents, and significantly improve school meals programs.
Figure 1: Linkage Between Communication and Parental Engagement
	PARENT-SCHOOL COMMUNICATION
· Sharing information on meals, sms, meeting, letters etc.




	PARENTAL ENGAGEMENT
· Providing food
· attending school meetings
· feedback




	IMPROVED MEAL PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION
· Better participation
· equitable food access
· fewer dropouts


                Source Researcher, 2025
The diagram illustrates the relationship between parent-school communication, parental engagement, and the implementation of students’ meal programs. Effective communication enhances parental engagement, which contributes to the efficiency and equity of school meal programs.

4.2 Conclusion 
Communicative factors influence parental engagement in students’ meal programs. It suggests that the lack of communication or lack of consistent communication or miscommunication between schools and parents is a primary impediment that hinders engagement, builds mistrust and minimizes the program's effectiveness. 
4.3 Recommendations 
Improvement of parental-school communication in Sengerema, parents should be encouraged to actively engage in designed platforms to express their students’ cultural preferences. School administrators must establish clear, inclusive, and consistent communication channels that ensure all parents are informed and respond meaningfully. Local governments should support by funding communication tools, training school staff towards parents’ engagement and creating regular forums for dialogue between schools and parents. The Central Government of Tanzania must develop national guidelines to mandate schools to prioritize two-way parental communication in program planning and implementation. Then, schools must allocate resources to ensure they have the capacity to engage parents effectively. Researchers should explore specific barriers to effective communication in parent-school communication systems. 
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