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BREAKFAST 
BASICS
A Comprehensive Look At 

SCHOOL BREAKFAST PARTICIPATION 
in Allegheny County



Introduction

Each year, new research and evidence emerges highlighting the importance of breakfast for children. By providing 
breakfast, schools can ensure millions of students have access to a nutritious meal. Beyond a nutritious meal, 
providing breakfast improves attendance and, as studies find, helps students improve their academic performance and 
reduce behavioral referrals.1 School breakfast is beneficial for all families, especially those struggling to secure food. In 
addition, having the option of a nutritious breakfast at school can help parents who leave early in the morning and are 
unable to ensure their child is eating breakfast.2 

As detailed in previous reports, over the past decade, states throughout the country  began utilizing the Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP). Pennsylvania adopted CEP in 2010.3 The provision enables schools to provide free meals 
to all students in a school building, or district depending on eligibility.4 

While CEP has helped increase school breakfast participation, evidence shows offering free meals is usually not 
enough. Breakfast programs require additional support and innovative practices to maximize the number of students 
eating breakfast. Alternative models such as “Grab and Go,” Breakfast in the Classroom, and Second Chance Breakfast 
have been shown to greatly increase participation. 

Since 2016, Allies for Children and Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank have published the annual school 
breakfast report, Breakfast Basics: A Comprehensive Look at School Breakfast Participation in Allegheny County. Each 
year, the report provides an overview of what is happening at the state level, a breakdown of breakfast participation 
in schools throughout Allegheny County, and an in-depth look at how several schools implemented alternative 
models and other practices to make breakfast an easier and more exciting option for more students. 

As a part of prior work generously funded by the Henry L. Hillman Foundation, Allies for Children in partnership 
with Greater Pittsburgh Food Bank helped five school districts implement alternative models, resulting in notable 
increases in breakfast participation. Hoping to replicate this sort of success statewide, this school year, Pennsylvania 
has invested more than ever in helping schools utilize innovative models through breakfast mini-grants.
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1“Rural Hunger in America: School Breakfast.” Food Research and Action Center, Mar. 2018,  
     http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/school-breakfast-in-rural-communities-get-the-facts.pdf. Accessed 14 Jan. 2019. 
2“Facts The School Breakfast Program.” Food Research and Action Center, http://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/school-breakfast-program-fact-sheet.pdf. Accessed 20 Jan. 2019. 
3 “Community Eligibility Provision.” Pennsylvania Department of Education, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/Food-
Nutrition/Pages/Community-Eligibility-Provision.aspx. Accessed 8 Jan. 2019. 
4 “School Meals;Community Eligibility Provision.” United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service, 8 Aug. 2017, www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/community-
eligibility-provision. Accessed 22 Dec. 2017. 
5 Hermes, Angelynn. “A Guide to the School Breakfast Program.” National Conference of State Legislatures, Aug. 2012, http://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/a-guide-to-the-
school-breakfast-program.aspx. Accessed 18 Jan. 2019.
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$21,389

$27,014

$32,630

$38,246

$43,862

$30,451

$38,443

$46,435

$54,427

$62,419

The school breakfast program is a federal 
and state reimbursement program. The U.S. 
Department of Agriculture and Pennsylvania 
Department of Education compensate 
schools for each breakfast served that meets 
federal requirements. Reimbursement rates 
vary depending on free and reduced meal 
status. Students from families under 130 
percent of the federal poverty level can 
receive free school meals and children from 
families between 130-185 percent pay a 
reduced amount.5

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 included the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) as an option to 
allow individual schools, a group of schools, or an entire school district to provide breakfast and lunch for free to 
all students. Federal reimbursement for meals served under CEP is based on a formula that determines a school’s 
percentage of “identified students.” An “identified student” is a student who is enrolled in a public assistance 
program, such as foster care, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), or Medicaid. To participate in  
CEP, at least 40 percent of the student population must be categorized as “identified students.”



School Breakfast in Allegheny County

Since the 2018 report, additional schools served more meals to more 
students. While nearly all districts in Allegheny County serve breakfast, in 
October 2015, four school districts and charter schools in Allegheny County 
served breakfast to at least 50 percent of students. In October 2016, that 
number increased to six and in 2017 to seven school districts and charter 
schools. In October 2018, eight school districts and charter schools served 
breakfast to more than half of students attending -- Duquesne City (85 
percent), Cornell (67 percent), Sto-Rox (66 percent), Woodland Hills (65 
percent), Wilkinsburg Borough (64 percent), Pittsburgh Public (54 percent), 
East Allegheny (54 percent), and Penn Hills (53 percent).

As discussed in the Breakfast Basics 2018 Update, with generous support 
from the Henry L. Hillman Foundation, Allies for Children in partnership 
with Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank helped five school districts 
(Gateway, North Hills, South Allegheny, Sto-Rox, and West Mifflin) 
implement alternative models in the 2017-18 school year. A comparison 
of breakfast participation per total enrollment figures during the 2016-17 
(pre-implementation) and 2018-19 (post-implementation) school years 
reveals the effectiveness of implementing alternative models. Even with 
enrollment changes, each of these five districts saw a greater percent 
change in breakfast participation than 60 percent of the 43 school districts 
and three charter schools reviewed in this report. The five districts 
continue to utilize these models, and, as a result, are providing breakfast 
to an additional 575 students daily compared to the 2016-17 school year. 
Additionally, since implementing an alternative model in 2017-18, all five 
districts have increased the percent of students who are eligible for free 
and reduced school meals eating school breakfast compared to those eating 
school lunch (see Exhibit 2). As seen in Exhibit 3, four of these five districts 
are represented in Allegheny County’s top ten school districts in terms of 
the increase in the number of students participating in school breakfast 
between October 2016 and October 2018. 

EXHIBIT 1

This chart reflects the average percentage of the 
student population eating school breakfasts in 
October 2018 at 43 school districts and three 
charter schools in Allegheny County. The figures 
measure the percentage of all enrolled students 
eating breakfast at school. Data is from the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education.

EXHIBIT 2

This chart reflects the positive effects of implementing alternative breakfast 
models on the percent of students who are eligible for free and reduced school 
meals eating school breakfast compared to those eating school lunch. Data is 
from the Pennsylvania Department of Education.

EXHIBIT 3

This chart documents the top ten school districts with the greatest increase 
in the number of students eating school breakfast daily for the two year 
period from October 2016 to October 2018.  

3

In the 2017-2018 
school year, five school 
districts participated 
in a pilot program to 
implement alternative 
breakfast models. 
Since implementing 
the alternative model, 
the five districts are 
serving breakfast to an 
additional 575 students.
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School Breakfast in Pennsylvania

During the 2017-18 Pennsylvania budget process, for the first time in the 
history of the commonwealth, a total of two million dollars was dedicated to 
school breakfast. The additional resources provide funding for mini-grants 
and cover additional state reimbursements to schools for added breakfasts 
served as participation increases.   

In March of 2018 the Pennsylvania Department of Education issued its 
request for proposals for school breakfast mini-grants. The purpose of the 
mini-grants is for schools to implement or expand the use of an alternative 
breakfast program.6 With the goal of increasing breakfast participation by 
20 percent or more, hundreds of schools across the commonwealth applied. 
In May, 232 school buildings were awarded a total of nearly $900,000 in 
breakfast mini-grants ranging from $450 to $5,000 per school building.7 Of 
the awardees, 22 schools in Allegheny County received grants. Funding could 
be used towards purchasing equipment, promotional materials, staff training, 
and more.  

This additional funding has unlocked the potential of many schools to 
increase breakfast participation, turning plans for implementing alternative 
breakfast models into a reality. The mini-grants have brought school 
districts, in Allegheny County and Pennsylvania as a whole, one step closer 
to reaching the goal for breakfast participation set forth in 2016’s Setting 
the Table: A Blueprint for a Hunger-free PA.8 One of the Blueprint’s goals is 
that “By 2020, 60 percent of students benefiting from the free and reduced 
price school meals will participate in school breakfast.”9 Throughout the 
commonwealth, this number has increased from 50 percent in October of 
2016, to 53 percent in 2017, and remains steady at 53 percent in 2018. An 
increase is expected in October of 2019, when the impact of the mini-grants 
is realized in schools across the state.  

EXHIBIT 4A + 4B

These charts reflect the total daily average 
participation of free and reduced price eligible 
students eating school breakfast compared 
to school lunch in both Pennsylvania and 
Allegheny County. The percentage in each graph 
reflects the number of free and reduced price 
eligible students eating school breakfast per 100 
eating lunch. 

State mini-grants 
have brought 
school districts, in 
Allegheny County and 
Pennsylvania as a 
whole, one step closer 
to reaching the goal for 
breakfast participation 
set forth in 2016’s 
Setting the Table: A 
Blueprint for a Hunger-
free PA.

6 “School Breakfast Program: Mini-Grant.” Pennsylvania Department of Education, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, https://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/
Food-Nutrition/Pages/SBP-Mini-Grant.aspx. Accessed 2 Jan. 2019. 
7 School Breakfast Program: Mini-Grant.” Pennsylvania Department of Education, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, https://www.education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/
Food-Nutrition/Pages/SBP-Mini-Grant.aspx. Accessed 2 Jan. 2019. 
8 “Setting the Table: A Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA.” www.pa.gov, the Governor Tom Wolf Administration, July 2016, www.dhs.pa.gov/cs/groups/webcontent/documents/
document/c_242851.pdf. Accessed 3 Jan. 2019. 
9 “Setting the Table: A Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA.” www.pa.gov, the Governor Tom Wolf Administration, July 2016, www.dhs.pa.gov/cs/groups/webcontent/documents/
document/c_242851.pdf. Accessed 3 Jan. 2019.
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Currently, Allegheny County outperforms the state in school breakfast 
participation among students who qualify for free and reduced price meals. 
In Allegheny County, among the students who qualify for free and reduced 
meals, for every 100 eating school lunch, 57 are eating breakfast. This 
compares to a rate of 53 per 100 statewide. Although this percentage has 
increased since 2016, there are still over 300,000 students in Pennsylvania 
and 22,000 in Allegheny County eligible for free or reduced price school 
meals who continue to not eat breakfast provided by the schools even 
though they take advantage of the lunches offered. Each school has the 
ability to provide breakfast to every student on a daily basis. Although 
the benefits of breakfast have a proven impact on children’s health and 
education, Pennsylvania currently ranks 39th in the country, up from 41st in 
2017, for the number of breakfast meals served compared to lunches.10 

Of the 43 school districts and three charter schools reviewed, 11 school 
districts and one charter school in Allegheny County have met or exceeded 
the 60 percent target for the state. Five school districts and one charter 
school fall drastically short of the goal, serving fewer than 20 percent of free 
and reduced price eligible students breakfast, as compared to those eating 
lunch. 

The following graph ranks 43 Allegheny County school districts and three 
charter schools in relation to the statewide goal.  

EXHIBIT 5

In October 2018 in Allegheny County, of the 
43 school districts and three charter schools 
reviewed, 12 (26 percent) met the 2020 Blueprint 
target of 60 students eligible for free and 
reduced price meals eating breakfast for every 
100 eating lunch. 11 (24 percent) schools served 
between 40 and 59 percent of eligible students 
breakfast for every 100 eligible students eating 
lunch; 17 (37 percent) served between 20 and 39 
percent of eligible students; and six (13 percent) 
schools served 20 percent or fewer. 

EXHIBIT 6

This chart reflects how each school district and three charter schools in Allegheny County performed in relation to the 2020 Blueprint goal, as of October 2018. As a 
reminder, the 2020 Blueprint aims to achieve 60 free and reduced eligible students eating school breakfast for every 100 eating lunch. An asterisk (*) demonstrates 
participation in the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).

10 “School Breakfast Scorecard School Year 2017-18.” Food Research and Action Center, Feb. 2019,  
http://frac.org/research/resource-library/school-breakfast-scorecard-2017-2018-school-year-february-2019 Accessed 20 Feb. 2019. 



Increasing Breakfast Participation

Nationwide, alternative school breakfast models have grown in popularity. With evidence that expanding breakfast 
outside of the cafeteria can increase breakfast participation, schools have begun utilizing innovative approaches in 
addition to, or in place of, breakfast in the cafeteria. 

As discussed in Breakfast Basics 2018 Update, the three most popular alternative breakfast models are “Grab and Go,” 
Second Chance Breakfast, and Breakfast in the Classroom. 

“Grab and Go” utilizes a mobile cart in a common area where students pass. Second Chance Breakfast, also called 
Breakfast After the Bell, offers breakfast for a time period after first period begins. As the name implies, Breakfast in 
the Classroom is breakfast that is provided to students in their first classroom of the day. 

There are many reasons why students may not take advantage of school breakfast in the cafeteria. Along with a stigma 
of eating breakfast at school, reasons often include lack of time to eat breakfast and the physical location of the 
cafeteria.11 With many varying reasons for low breakfast participation, schools must figure out how to make breakfast 
the norm for students as they begin their day. An alternative model in addition to, or in place of, breakfast in the 
cafeteria can often help elevate breakfast to a normal part of all students’ routines. With the goal of making breakfast 
an easy part of a student’s day, alternative models have proven instrumental. 

While there is remarkable potential, merely implementing an alternative model is sometimes not enough. Many 
schools that implement an alternative model, even those participating in CEP, combine the model with ideas to market 
their program and make it fun for students. 

Helpful Tips

 Send a letter home to students and families at the beginning and in the middle of the year as a reminder  
 that breakfast is available.

 Conduct surveys with students to learn food preferences and ways to improve the school breakfast   
 experience.

 Market school breakfast with fun and colorful flyers. If there is a student graphics class, getting them   
 involved could increase interest.  

 Hold school breakfast contests or raffles with prizes like gift cards or tickets to school dances or  
 sporting events. 

 Get the whole school involved by creating a larger contest for eating breakfast. Potential prizes may include  
 a special event such as a DJ party, an assembly, or pajama day.

 Ensure teachers are reminding students about the importance and availability of school breakfast.

 Personalize the space where students pick up breakfast with student-produced artwork.

 If doing a “Grab and Go” cart, hold a contest to name the cart.

 Engage students by having student-led skits about breakfast and present reminders about breakfast on   
             morning announcements.

 Friendly and caring staff can make all of the difference! Consider offering incentives for staff to come up  
 with creative ways to increase participation.  
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11  Hearst, Mary O. et al. “Barriers, Benefits and Behaviors Related to Breakfast Consumption among Rural Adolescents.” The Journal of school health, 2016,  
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4825869/. Accessed 5 Feb. 2019.



CASE STUDY: “GRAB AND GO” BREAKFAST & SECOND CHANCE BREAKFAST  
PLUM SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL

Shortly after 7 a.m., students file into Plum Senior High School. Outside, it’s still dark, but inside, the newly-
opened Spirit Café hums with activity. Though it’s early, the café space fills quickly as teens line up to grab 
breakfast, chatting with one another as they wait.

The mission of the Spirit Café is to promote respect, inclusion, and friendship. These ideals shine through as 
breakfast is served. Ms. Jessica Griggle, Food Service Director, explains that the café, located just downstairs 
from the main entrance, was the students’ idea. “The students designed this space. It really serves as an area 
where kids from all backgrounds come together. We have hosted events, such as friendship speed-dating, with 
the hopes of students connecting with people they might not otherwise have befriended.” 

Beyond bringing students together, the café provides learning opportunities for Life Skills students at Plum. 
After the bell for first period rings, Life Skills students join Ms. Donna, the café staff person, in running 
café operations for second chance breakfast from 8 o’clock to 8:30. For that half hour, students who missed 
breakfast can get a pass from their teacher to grab something from the café. Ms. Griggle notes: “Not only do 
we serve breakfast to more students with this option, we also empower students to gain work experience and 
professional development opportunities,” adding that the café has served as the setting for food safety courses 
that help students enter the job market outside of school hours.

Adding the Spirit Café option to the hot breakfast Plum serves in the cafeteria has helped increase breakfast 
participation. Within just a few months of its introduction at the beginning of the 2018-19 school year, 
breakfast participation doubled. Ms. Griggle attributes the school’s success to a comprehensive and 
coordinated effort among school leaders, teachers, food service staff, custodians, and students. “The principal 
really supports us and believes in school breakfast. He wants the café to be open later and to be a convening 
place for activities and games that foster a sense of community.” Additionally, announcements regarding 
breakfast opportunities are sent home via robocalls. And the alternative model wouldn’t be so successful 
without creativity. To add an element of humor and spontaneity, Ms. Griggle and her interns sometimes dress 
up as bacon and eggs, brightening students’ days. 

Despite early success, Ms. Griggle remains focused on growing the population of students who eat school 
breakfast. “We think we can be even more successful if we create more of an atmosphere. If we set up a few 
TVs around the café, it would give it a more college-like feel that could attract more students.” The Spirit Café 
is a great example of what an alternative model can accomplish when paired with support at all levels, from 
school leadership to the students. 
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CASE STUDY: “GRAB AND GO” BREAKFAST 
WEST ALLEGHENY MIDDLE SCHOOL

Upon entering West Allegheny Middle School, students pass through a brightly lit hallway adorned 
with student-produced art. Before splitting into multiple directions to find their lockers, they arrive in 
a large common foyer. In this central gathering place, students are greeted by the smiling face of Ms. 
Kathy Csuhta at the “Grab and Go” breakfast cart. 

With the help of a mini-grant from the Pennsylvania Department of Education, West Allegheny Middle 
School implemented a “Grab and Go” breakfast cart, in addition to serving breakfast in the cafeteria. 
With the exception of cold food, staff prep the cart each evening in anticipation of the next morning’s 
breakfast. After gathering refrigerated items, Ms. Kathy wheels the cart to the common foyer each 
morning, where students grab their choice of multiple breakfast options. Sitting on benches that border 
this common area, students enjoy a bite to eat with friends before they walk to their classrooms.

Just one hallway away, students also have the option of eating a hot breakfast in the cafeteria. As 
participation doubled, the alternative model was poised for success.  

Following an initial increase in breakfast participation, food service staff and faculty were excited about 
the new model. Unfortunately, an unexpected barrier arose in the form of an updated transportation 
schedule. Breakfast operations experienced a major disruption when the district switched to later bus 
arrival times. With breakfast shifting from 7:10-7:35 to 7:20-7:30, students no longer had time to grab 
breakfast and eat before class. Losing 15 minutes of breakfast time, participation numbers plummeted 
to rates lower than when the school year began. 

Realizing the bus schedule was unlikely to change, the administration and food service staff explored 
additional efforts to overcome this breakfast barrier. Food Service Director Rebecca Jaros elaborates: 

“We had to do something. We know all of the students who were eating breakfast before the schedule 
change were not eating breakfast at home.” Utilizing multiple channels, the school sent letters home 
to parents of students eligible for free and reduced meals, reminding parents that students can receive 
the same free or reduced-price rate for breakfast as they do for lunch. In addition, on the morning 
announcements, the school regularly announces the availability of breakfast, and recently the school 
featured a student-led skit highlighting the importance of breakfast. Finally, to re-capture students’ 
attention, Ms. Jaros experimented with highly popular menu items: “We even added hot items to the 
breakfast cart, items we know students like. We served more, but not close to what we had been serving.” 

The food service department then decided to promote a breakfast raffle. Each student who eats school 
breakfast four times in one week is entered into a drawing for $20 Target or Walmart gift cards on 
Fridays. While this promotion is still in process, the next step is to hold “mystery” raffles. The food 
service department will pick random weeks to give out a prize. Through reviewing best practices and 
trying new ideas, West Allegheny is working diligently to get breakfast participation back to where 
it was before the transportation change. The school knows the importance of breakfast and they are 
optimistic that their participation rates will increase yet again. 
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CASE STUDY: “GRAB AND GO”/BREAKFAST IN THE CAFETERIA HYBRID 
WILKINSBURG KELLY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

In the last quiet moments before students arrive at Kelly Elementary School in Wilkinsburg, Ms. Debi, 
food service staff member, puts the finishing touches on the morning’s breakfast fare. The service line 
spans a long hallway that each student must pass through as they enter the building and gather in the 
school cafeteria. Offerings include muffins, cereal, several choices of fresh fruits, milk, and juice. 

Soon, the hallway fills with children in pre-K through grade 2. Donning puffy coats and grabbing 
miniature trays, kids age three and up move through the line. Students’ faces light up when they see 
Ms. Debi and her friendly staff. As students pass, Ms. Debi offers each a special greeting. “Good morning, 
ladies! How are we doing this morning?” she says, as two girls run over to hug her. She encourages 
another younger student to request his apple with confidence, “Use your words!”

“I take my job very seriously,” begins Ms. Debi. “Kids see me out in the neighborhood and are always 
excited to say hi. We’re a close-knit community. We are supposed to support each other as human 
beings.”

Personal touches like these can make a big difference. David Pribish, Food Service Director for 
Wilkinsburg School District, also greets the students as they enter the breakfast line, knowing most 
children by name. Mr. Pribish identifies a student and asks, concerned, “You’re not eating today?”

The school district, which restructured this year and for the first time offers student transportation, has 
seen a large increase in breakfast participation. Despite this change, Mr. Pribish remains determined to 
feed each child breakfast. “For the late-comers, we currently offer second chance breakfast out of the 
school nurse’s office.” He hopes that a breakfast cart the school is purchasing through a Department 
of Education mini-grant will help make this option more convenient, working to capture more late-
comers as they check in with the attendance secretary and receive their tardy slips. 
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CASE STUDY: “GRAB AND GO” BREAKFAST 
WOODLAND HILLS JUNIOR/SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL

As students arrive at Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High School, they enter the sprawling building 
through two separate doors: one for grades 7-9 and one for grades 10-12. A quarter mile beyond 
these entrances lies the cafeteria, where breakfast was served the previous school year. Thanks to a 
supportive administration and a Department of Education mini-grant, for the first time, students do 
not have to trek to the cafeteria to eat breakfast. Now, while still bundled in jackets and socializing with 
friends, they can stop at convenient service windows where food service staff offer breakfast in a quick 

“Grab and Go” model. The mini-grant also allowed Woodland Hills to provide an additional option for 
students in grades 7-9: a “Pop-Tart Cart” with expanded mobile meals already bagged and ready to go. 
In a matter of seconds, students can eat breakfast on the way to homeroom. Moreover, Woodland Hills 
offers students the opportunity to eat in the classroom. Food Service Director, Kylene McLean-Blake, 
aims high: “All meals are free to all students. Therefore, we believe that all kids should be eating. Our 
goal is to make that happen.”

Pursuing these higher goals, in addition to changing the service model, Woodland Hills encourages 
students to eat school breakfast by offering incentives. As a twist on the typical breakfast raffle, Ms. 
Kylene is hosting a friendly competition between entrances (and in essence, grades). The contest, 
dubbed, “Who Serves It Best?” provides students a chance to support their favorite food service workers. 
The entrance serving the most breakfasts in a given month wins a gift card for the staff person working 
that window. A second competition offers gives students the opportunity to win a DJ party at lunch. 
Hanging colorful posters in the hallways and cafeteria to advertise both the breakfast program and 
upcoming competitions, Ms. Kylene is looking forward to seeing student participation increase. 

A supportive administration has bolstered Ms. Kylene’s efforts. Siobhan Nicklow, who directs, leads and 
oversees food service for the district, echoes: “We know there are kids who are hungry but not eating 
breakfast, and we want to make breakfast an easier option for them to choose.” This resolve is paying 
off. Since launching the alternative breakfast model, Woodland Hills Junior/Senior High School has 
seen an increase in their breakfast participation, serving an additional 25 breakfasts each morning on 
average, for an increase of over 2% in the building’s breakfast program.

District-wide, the team at Woodland Hills thinks creatively to increase breakfast participation at 
all schools. Miles away from the Junior/Senior High, at Woodland Hills Academy, food service staff 
brainstormed an out-of-this-world breakfast experience. One autumn morning, so many students lined 
up to attend “Alien Breakfast” that the cafeteria nearly exceeded capacity. Staff cultivated excitement 
among students leading up to the event, advertising the breakfast via eye-catching flyers. The menu 
included space-themed fare, such as whole grain flying saucer pancakes topped with whole grain alien 
teddy bears. The event provided staff the opportunity to transform the cafeteria into an outer space 
dining experience complete with planets surrounding the area. The themed breakfast generated a 
much-needed buzz, successfully increasing participation numbers. As innovative twists have engaged 
both staff and students, the district will continue to use special events to spotlight school breakfast.
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Appendix I contains school breakfast participation data for Allegheny County schools between October 2017 
and 2018. This information provides a snapshot of how individual school programs performed in terms of overall 
school breakfast participation (see orange highlighted section). Appendix I also illustrates how individual school 
programs performed in terms of serving free and reduced price eligible students breakfast compared to lunch (see 
blue highlighted section). The green highlighted section shows if school programs met, exceeded, or missed meeting 
the 2020 Blueprint goal of 60 students eligible for free and reduced meals benefiting from school breakfast for every 
100 benefiting from lunch. Pennsylvania Department of Education supplied all data used throughout this report and 
Appendix. Please note, while Highlands School District is included in the analysis, the district went through multiple 
building changes that may affect the accuracy of the districts results in this report. 

12 “Food in School.” The Weight of the Nation. Kaiser Permanente, https://share.kaiserpermanente.org/static/weightofthenation/docs/topics/WOTNCommActTopic_School%20Food_F.pdf. Accessed 14 Jan. 2019. 
13 Orovecz, Katie, et al. “Summer Nutrition Program Social Impact Analysis.” No Kid Hungry, No Kid Hungry/Deloitte, bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/sites/default/files/download-resource/Summer%20Nutrition%20Program%20Social%20Impact%20
Analysis.pdf. Accessed 12 Jan. 2019.11

Conclusion: A Look Ahead

Numerous efforts at the state and school district level have brought school breakfast to the forefront. Allegheny 
County and the commonwealth are working towards Governor Wolf’s statewide goal of 60 students who are eligible 
for free and reduced meals eating school breakfast for every 100 who eat school lunch. Thanks to the governor’s 
leadership, participation has increased each year since the goal was set in 2016. This year, Allegheny County stands at 
57 percent and Pennsylvania at 53 percent, making the 60 percent goal very achievable by 2020. As the project funded 
by the Henry L. Hillman Foundation illustrates, local facilitation has proven successful in Allegheny County. The 
2018-2019 school year is significant because for the first time ever, as a result of coordinated advocacy across the state, 
the Pennsylvania Department of Education made a substantial financial investment in school breakfast infrastructure 
through its issuance of nearly $900,000 in mini-grants. Participation increases from this investment will likely be seen 
in the 2019-2020 school year after all of the schools have had time to implement or expand upon alternative breakfast 
models.

Moreover, for the first time, there are plans for data at the school-building level to be analyzed in a statewide, publicly 
available report issued by Penn State University. This substantial and challenging undertaking will inform school 
breakfast work across the commonwealth going forward, helping policymakers and administrators make decisions 
regarding school breakfast that positively impact the education and health arenas. As this Breakfast Basics report has 
guided school districts throughout Allegheny County, the planned statewide analysis will become a similar tool for 
school districts across the state.

But there is still work to be done. As the case studies have shown, merely implementing an alternative breakfast model 
may not be enough. Alternative models are but one piece of a larger solution. Food service directors and their staff 
demonstrate passion, creativity, and determination to ensure the greatest number of children eat school breakfast. 
With the help of additional resources and the support of school administrators, teachers, custodial staff and others, 
schools can truly begin to move the needle to ensure more students are fed.

Finally, school breakfast will only truly advance the goal of eliminating childhood hunger as a part of a wholistic 
approach that accounts for children’s needs after school and during the summer. Food consumed at school is shown 
to contribute as much as 50 percent of children’s daily caloric intake on school days.12 Over 80 percent of low-income 
families who receive nutritious meals during the school year experience limited access to similar programs over the 
summer. Providing summer meals has been linked with helping mitigate summer weight gain, cognitive decline, and 
summer learning loss for children from low-income families.13 The services comprising the remainder of children’s 
food consumed must be improved in order to further decrease the risk of food insecurity, protect against childhood 
obesity, and prevent other adverse health outcomes. Now is the time to work together to ensure all children have 
access to quality nutritious meals throughout the year. 

    To determine the feasibility of alternative breakfast models or the viability of CEP, contact Greater   
    Pittsburgh Community Food Bank. Both technical support and connections to funding opportunities  

    may be facilitated through Chris West, Child Nutrition Outreach Coordinator:  
    cwest@pittsburghfoodbank.org or 412-745-6495.
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