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INTRODUCTION

On November 20, 2008, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, and the Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Joel Rivera, will hold a joint oversight hearing on breakfast in New York City public schools. Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Education (DOE), anti-hunger advocates, union representatives, community-based organizations and parents.
BACKGROUND
In 1966, Congress enacted the Child Nutrition Act for the purpose of ensuring that school children receive the nutrition they need for healthy growth and development and to safeguard the health and well-being of young children nationwide.
 The breakfast program component of the Act started as a pilot program and became permanent in 1975.
  The Act provides funding to “state educational facilities” to provide free and reduced price school lunch and breakfast, giving preference to schools in poor economic areas, for students traveling long distances daily, and “for improvement of nutrition and dietary practices of children of working mothers and from low-income families.”
  The Act provided that each state’s education department shall give additional assistance to any school that has an already existing breakfast program or would like to initiate a program, as long as that school was in severe need.
  A school is considered to be in severe need if “(1) during the most recent second preceding school year for which lunches were served, 40 percent or more of the lunches served to students at the school were served free or at a reduced price or in a case in which school lunches were not served during the most recent second preceding school year”, the Secretary otherwise determines that the requirements for severe need would have been met.

In 2004, Congress enacted the Child Nutrition and Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Authorization Act which provides more detailed regulations for the school breakfast program and requires school districts to implement a wellness policy. Currently, the reimbursement rate for each free breakfast is $1.40, $1.10 for each reduced-price breakfast and 25 cents for each paid breakfast.
 

Any student at a school with a breakfast program may purchase a meal through the program. However, free breakfast is available to children from families living at or below 130 percent of the poverty.
  Reduced price breakfast is available for families living between 130 percent and 185 percent of the poverty level. Families living above 185 percent of the poverty level must pay full price.
  
The law provides that the food served in the breakfast program must meet certain minimum nutritional qualities and dietary guidelines.  The nutritional guidelines indicate that when averaged over the course of a week, each breakfast must:

(1) Provide one quarter of the recommended dietary allowances for protein, calcium, iron, vitamin A and vitamin C;

(2) Limit total fat to 30 percent of total calories; and
(3) Limit saturated fat to less than 10 percent of total calories.

The regulations require that each school keep production and menu records for the breakfasts they produce and the records must show how the breakfasts contribute to the nutritional standards.
 The program is administered by the United States Department of Agriculture.  In fiscal year 2007, the program cost $2.2 billion dollars and 10.1 million children participated in the program, an increase from 9.7 million children during the previous year.

The Benefits of School Breakfast

Eating breakfast, in general, and participation in the school breakfast program, in particular, have been linked to a variety of positive outcomes.
 The health benefits are clear. Breakfast is a habit of healthy children and skipping breakfast has been linked to greater body fat and weight problems.
 Research sponsored by the U.S. Department of Agriculture found that where school breakfast was available, children ate a better overall diet.
 They consumed a lower percentage of calories from fat
 and ate less added sugar.
 School breakfast participants also ate more fiber, Vitamin C and calcium than children who did not eat school breakfast.
 
The impact of school breakfast on academic performance is less clear, with studies showing both positive and mixed results.
 A number of studies have shown that participation in the school breakfast program has a positive impact on student attendance.
 Some research has also shown improved test scores.
 According to an extensive review of the literature on the school breakfast program, however, “[n]o study has been able to conclude convincingly that eating a school breakfast leads to improvements in long-term or short-term cognition or academic achievement. The inconclusiveness of these studies reflects their limitations, such as the use of small samples [and] unreliable measures[.]”
 Thus, the lack of evidence of the academic benefits of school breakfast may be due to the dearth of valuable studies on the issue.
Efforts to Increase Student Participation in the School Breakfast Program
Although 29 million schoolchildren regularly participate in the school lunch program,
 only 10.1 million participate in school breakfast.
 The Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), a national anti-hunger policy institution, released a report in August 2007 entitled School Breakfast in America’s Big Cities.
 This report examined the school breakfast program in 23 urban school districts throughout the United States during the 2005-2006 school year.
 Barriers identified to students eating breakfast include lack of sufficient time, bus schedules, school personnel issues and stigma felt by students who associate free breakfast with “being poor.”
 
FRAC believes that these issues could be overcome by alternative school breakfast service methods.
 School districts that used the alternative breakfast service methods had the highest participation rates in school breakfast.
 One of these alternative methods is Breakfast in the Classroom, which allows students to eat breakfast in the classroom during the beginning of the school day.
 Breakfast is brought to the classroom and distributed from carts in the hallways.
 Another model is the “Grab and Go” program which relies on conveniently packaged food products, allowing the students versatility to eat where they please including the classroom, cafeteria or other school areas.
 The last model is the “Second Chance Breakfast” which allows students time to eat breakfast after they complete first period.
 Students may get the food from the cafeteria or from carts in the hallway and eat in either location.
 
The Newark School Breakfast Program

The City of Newark has a renowned school breakfast program. This innovative program is based on the premise that the majority of the school day takes place in the classroom and breakfast should also be included.
 Newark’s Breakfast in the Classroom program began when Director of Food Services Tonya Riggins selected one school to pilot the program in 2003.
 Students eat breakfast during the first ten minutes of class and are able to choose hot and cold breakfast items.
 During this period of time, the teacher performs administrative classroom tasks which ensure that classroom instruction time is not being disrupted.
 Additionally, the program allows older students to aid in the administering of the program by helping distribute classroom bins to make clean-up easier.

The principal of the school where the program was piloted was convinced that the in-class breakfast program resulted in positive academic outcomes.
 With the support of the district superintendent, the program was expanded to provide breakfast in the classroom in all 75 Newark elementary and middle public schools during the 2004-2005 school year.
 Before this, Newark participated in the school breakfast program for 15 years, yet this in-class breakfast program resulted in a 150 percent increase in participation from approximately 9,000 students daily to more than 26,000 students.


School Breakfast in New York City 


Within the DOE, the entity that oversees school food service programs is the Office of School Food and Nutrition Services (OSFNS), whose “[p]rimary goal is to provide students with the nutritional support necessary to promote good health so that they may derive the maximum benefit from their educational programs.”
  OSFNS, now known as “SchoolFood,” is the largest school food service provider in the United States, providing meals to students in over 1,600 locations including New York City public schools, charter schools and some non-public schools.
  According to its website, SchoolFood serves over 180,000 breakfasts to students daily, free of charge (unlike lunch which costs $1.50, unless a student’s household income level meets eligibility guidelines for free or reduced price meals).
  

Although Chancellor’s Regulation A-810 sets forth statutory and regulatory requirements to comply with federal regulations and state guidelines for student eligibility for free and reduced price meals, it is no longer applicable for the school breakfast program since the DOE decided to serve breakfast free to all students, regardless of income.
  The DOE initiated its’ universal free-breakfast program at the start of the 2003 school year “in the hope that a free, healthy breakfast would improve students’ eating habits and their ability to learn,” as part of the Administration’s overall efforts to improve City schools, according to Deputy Mayor Dennis Walcott.
  Prior to introduction of the universal breakfast program, approximately 72 percent of students were eligible for federally subsidized meals, the highest student eligibility for free and reduced price meals in the State.
  However, only 17 percent of City students who were eligible for free meals ate breakfast in school, the lowest participation rate in the State.
  In the first year of offering universal free breakfast in City schools, the participation rate of the neediest students increased to 19 percent.
  

Although participation increased for all students since inception of the City’s universal school breakfast program – from 14 percent of students in 2003 to 20.3 percent in the 2006-07 school year - advocates urged the DOE to do more.
  Advocates, citing a FRAC study showing that New York City’s participation rate was second to last out of 23 urban districts in the U.S., called on the DOE to serve breakfast in classrooms at an August 2007 press conference.
  In response to the advocates’ recommendation, the DOE agreed to consider the program.
   Last school year, the DOE began to pilot a breakfast in the classroom program in a small number of schools and has increased participation to 48 schools so far in the current school year.
  According to one press report, response to the breakfast in the classroom program has been positive, with concerns that bringing food into the classroom would be distracting and cut into class time proving to be unfounded.
  The DOE is expected to expand the pilot program to 299 schools throughout the City over the next two months.

The DOE has also taken other steps to improve their school breakfast and lunch programs.  In February 2004, the DOE launched a search for a first-ever head chef to overhaul school meals to reduce costs, improve the nutritional quality and “make them so tasty that the number of meals served soars.”
  Executive Chef Jorge Leon Collazo was hired in May 2004 and immediately began to introduce new recipes and to reformulate popular menu items to make them healthier and more enticing to students.
  For breakfast, one of the newer menu items is a sausage breakfast roll made with unbleached flour and turkey sausage.

ISSUES AND CONCERNS

The DOE is to be commended for its efforts to improve the nutritional quality and appeal of school meals and for initiating universal free breakfasts and breakfast in the classroom programs to increase student participation.  While advocates would like to see the pilot breakfast in the classroom program expanded to all students in all schools, there are some concerns, primarily on the part of the custodians’ union.  Union officials claim that breakfast in the classroom increases the workload for custodial staff who must clean classrooms and take out trash.  However, the custodial budget has been cut several times in the past few years, resulting in a reduction in custodial staffing, especially with respect to school cleaners. While the administration expects all agencies to do more with less in these tight budget times, the custodians’ union says that schools are already dirtier than before due to recent budget cuts. The union indicates that due to the cuts, school custodial staffs have less cleaning supplies and cannot perform more work, including handling the expansion of the breakfast in the classroom program, without adequate resources. At today’s hearing, the Committees will explore these issues and others concerning DOE’s school breakfast program.
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