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Introduction
Since 2016, Allies for Children and Greater Pittsburgh Community Food 
Bank have published an annual school breakfast report, Breakfast Basics: A 
Comprehensive Look at School Breakfast Participation in Allegheny County. The 
report highlights how school policy changes can help combat childhood hunger 
and increase the number of breakfasts schools serve. Research demonstrates 
how vital breakfast can be to a child’s physical and mental health and overall 
well-being. Evidence proves that when a student eats breakfast they are less 
likely to be easily distracted or cause distractions, less likely to miss school, and 
more likely to succeed academically.1 The partnership includes local work with 
school districts, regional efforts with community organizations, and statewide 
collaboration with advocates and government entities to increase school 
breakfast utilization. Since beginning this work, there has been a steady uptick 
in resources for school breakfast and an increased awareness of the program’s 
important role in improving children’s lives. 

As a result of these dedicated and intensive efforts, Allegheny County exceeded 
the goal set in 2016 by Governor Wolf when he published Setting the Table: A 
Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA, and one year early! On average, 61 free and 
reduced-price eligible students participate in school breakfast for every 100 
students participating in school lunch. While this is exciting, there is still 
work to be done. Since its inception, the project has fortified regional and state 
infrastructure around school breakfast. This strong foundation sets the stage 
for future success.

1– “Benefits of School Breakfast.” Food Research and Action Center, Food Research & Action Center, 2020, frac.org/programs/
school-breakfast-program/benefits-school-breakfast. Accessed 23 Jan. 2020.

Allegheny County reached 
the Governor's goal that 
“sixty percent of students 
benefiting from free and 
reduced-price school 
meals will participate in 
school breakfast” one 
year early!
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Prioritizing School Breakfast
The School Breakfast Program was established in 1966 as a two-year pilot project specifically for schools located 
within low-income areas. In 1975, Congress fully authorized the program, making it available to all schools. The 
program continues to provide breakfast to millions of students.2 

Through the years, as participation in the school lunch program grew, data from the program revealed there were 
students living in low-income households accessing lunch but not breakfast. Advocates and Congress worked 
together to find a solution for this national problem. This resulted in the Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010. 

The Healthy Hunger Free Kids Act of 2010 introduced the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP). This provision 
gives low-income schools the opportunity to provide all school meals to all students at no cost without reviewing 
individual household incomes.3 CEP reimbursement to schools is based on the percentage of students who are 
categorically eligible for free meals. Eligibility comes from participation in other specific means-tested programs, 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
and Medicaid.4 While a school, group of schools, or entire district is eligible for CEP when 40% of their students 
qualify as categorically eligible, schools should see if the program makes fiscal sense in their situation. In order to 
be eligible for CEP, schools must serve both breakfast and lunch.5 Under CEP, schools not only are able to provide 
free meals to all students, but can remove the administrative burden of collecting eligibility forms and overdue 
school meal funds. 

2– “School Meal Trends & Stats.” School Nutrition Association, 2016, schoolnutrition.org/AboutSchoolMeals/
SchoolMealTrendsStats/. Accessed 19 Jan. 2020.

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. 2020. 

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. 2019.

5– “Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) Frequently Asked Questions.” Pennsylvania Department of Education, July 2014, www.
education.pa.gov/Documents/Teachers-Administrators/Food%20and%20Nutrition/Community%20Eligibility%20Provision/
Community%20Eligibility%20Provision%20Frequently%20Asked%20Questions.pdf. Accessed 4 Feb. 2020.
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2020 Statewide Breakfast Goal
In 2015, Governor Tom Wolf established the Governor’s Food Security Partnership (the Partnership). The 
Partnership is composed of the secretaries of the departments of aging, agriculture, community and economic 
development, education, health, and human services. The Partnership worked with public, charitable, and 
private leaders in food security over several months to develop the goals and initiatives to create a hunger-free 
Pennsylvania. Governor Wolf and the Partnership published Setting the Table: A Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA with 
the main goal “to provide all Pennsylvanians with access to healthy, nutritious food, which will improve their well-
being, health, and independence. Pennsylvania will leverage the strength of our community and business partners; 
federal, state, and local resources; and innovations in the charitable food network to set the table for a hunger-free 
Pennsylvania.” The main goal as it relates to school breakfast is: “Sixty percent of students benefiting from free and 
reduced-price school meals will participate in school breakfast. This is an increase from 47 percent in 2014-15.”6

As a part of the Partnership, the Statewide Breakfast Task Force was formed. The task force, led by the Pennsylvania 
Department of Education, comprises national, statewide, and local advocates, and empowers districts to provide 
breakfast to more students. Meeting monthly, the task force works to ensure schools reach the 2020 Blueprint 
breakfast goal. Task force projects range from facilitating and troubleshooting around alternative model 
implementation, to developing helpful marketing tools and factsheets, to simply understanding the barriers schools 
face. The task force has hosted several webinars, connected dozens of schools to one another, and is currently 
working to make data more accessible and user-friendly for schools and the general public. Producing information 
and resources and fostering relationships across districts have been crucial ingredients for success.

Statewide Breakfast Mini-Grants
In addition to developing the Blueprint goals, Governor Wolf and the General Assembly allocated $2 million in 
funding to the Pennsylvania Department of Education in 2018 to help increase school breakfast participation and 
work towards achieving the Blueprint goal. The funding enabled the Department to offer school breakfast incentives 
in the form of mini-grants ranging from $1,500 to $5,000 for the 2018-19 and 2019-20 school years. Grant funding 
could be used for implementing or improving upon an alternative breakfast model, or for districts that were 
beginning to serve breakfast. The goal for participating schools is to increase participation by 20% over the course 
of the grant period. 

By providing this innovative opportunity for schools, Governor Wolf and the General Assembly have made a 
lasting impact on child nutrition. This investment unlocked the potential of many schools to increase breakfast 
participation, turning plans for implementing alternative breakfast models into a reality. Mini-grants have funded 
key equipment purchases and professional development to not only launch, but sustain alternative breakfast models. 
Most importantly, data indicates these investments will continue to pay off. Nearly 83% of grant recipients in the 
2018-19 school year recorded increased school breakfast participation, and 54% reported an increase in healthy 
eating. Moreover, 36% reported decreased stigma, and 25% reported improved attendance. As further evidence 
of the impact of these interventions, the Food Research and Action Center recently released their annual 
School Breakfast Scorecard listing Pennsylvania as one of five states with the largest percentage of growth 
in the number of free and reduced-price breakfast participants, from school year 2017–2018 to school year 
2018–2019. Pennsylvania’s ranking improved from 39th to 35th nationwide in low-income student participation in 
school lunch and school breakfast from 2017-18 to 2018-19.7

6– “Setting the Table: A Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA.” www.pa.gov, the Governor Tom Wolf Administration, July 2016, https://
www.dhs.pa.gov/about/Ending-Hunger/Documents/Setting%20the%20Table.pdf. Accessed 2 Feb. 2020.

7– School Breakfast Scorecard School Year 2018–2019. Food Research and Action Center, 12 Feb. 2020. Food Research and Action 
Center, frac.org/wp-content/uploads/Breakfast-Scorecard-2018-2019_FNL.pdf. Accessed 14 Feb. 2020.
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In 2018-19, 232 schools received mini-grants for a total of nearly $900,000. Twenty-two schools in Allegheny County 
received almost $84,000 in grants. In 2019-2020, 151 schools received mini-grants totaling approximately $600,000, 
with 11 in Allegheny County receiving $44,000. The Statewide Breakfast Task Force provided technical assistance 
for schools to ensure successful results. Woodland Hills School District was one of the districts to receive a mini-
grant in the 2018-19 school year. 

“With the help of a statewide mini-grant in the 2018-19 school year, we launched a “Grab and Go” breakfast 
model at our Junior/Senior High School. Students easily grab breakfast just after they enter the school while 
walking to their lockers and homeroom classes. This alternative model helped us meet the Blueprint goal 
for that particular building. In October 2018 for every 100 students eating a free lunch, we served 52 school 
breakfasts. That number increased to 60 breakfasts per 100 students by October of 2019. The program 
not only increased participation, it helped get students excited about school breakfast and talking about 
items they’d like to see on the menu more often. We are actually starting a “Grab and Go” model at Wilkins 
Elementary Steam Academy this February for the 4th and 5th grade students. We hope to have continued 
success in increasing participation in school breakfast since we have realized the benefits of our students 
starting their day with a nutritious meal.” –Siobhan Nicklow, Transportation and Food Services Director for 
Woodland Hills School District. 

EXHIBIT I

This chart reflects the average percentage of the 
student population eating school breakfasts in 
October 2019 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.
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Allegheny County
CEP has changed how dozens of schools do business here in Allegheny County. In the 2014-15 school year, 89 
schools in Allegheny County participated in CEP. In the 2019-20 school year that number increased by nearly 30% 
with 115 schools participating.8 In 2014, only four school districts served school breakfast to at least half of their 
students. Today nine districts are meeting that goal, see Exhibit I.

“Since the implementation of CEP across the school district, students approach mealtime with more ease 
because everyone is free, money does not have to be exchanged, there is no lunch shaming and mealtime 
doesn’t create social stigmas. The meal participation increased and has remained constant since the start of 
CEP. The burden of processing meal applications and getting parents to complete verification procedures no 
longer exists.” –Curtistine Walker, Director of  Food Service for Pittsburgh Schools Food Service

While the ability to provide free school meals to all students has allowed many schools flexibility in serving 
breakfast, even schools not eligible for CEP have worked hard to promote school breakfast access for all students. 
School administrators, teachers, and parents are becoming increasingly aware of just how important breakfast is to 
students. Because of this, many schools have created their own innovative solutions to raise participation and make 
breakfast an effortless option for all students. 

Realizing the importance of ensuring students start each day well-nourished and ready to learn, Baldwin-
Whitehall School District, though not eligible for CEP, decided to make breakfast free for all elementary 
school students. “Over the past decade, we have watched our demographics steadily change. More and more 
families are in need of various levels of assistance. Part of what we have learned is that children are coming 
to school hungry. And our breakfast program was not designed to be as accommodating as we had hoped.  
So by dedicating time each morning for all elementary children to participate in the breakfast program, we 
can ensure that all children have a great start to their school day.” –Dr. Randal Lutz, Superintendent of 
Baldwin-Whitehall School District

Downtown Pittsburgh-based City Charter High School innovated its own solution to ensuring children 
choose a healthy school breakfast over numerous commercial competitors. “Located in downtown 
Pittsburgh, our school faces breakfast competition from several fast food options outside of the building. 
School breakfast has always been a hard sell in comparison to those options. Early on, we incorporated 
items that mimicked our competitors, like our popular breakfast sandwich options, which slightly increased 
numbers but plateaued. After some frustration we realized our school breakfast was better driven as an 
environment rather than a menu. We opened our quiet dining area to students who would rather eat silently 
and catch up on assignments, and started playing requested cartoons on our menu display televisions. With 
the help and sponsorship from Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank, we hold breakfast raffles for gift 
cards that our students promote through flyer design and video ads we display throughout the school. Our 
students have the chance to win gift cards during daily raffles simply by eating breakfast. All efforts have 
fostered an environment that draws a consistent number of students who would rather eat school breakfast 
and spend time with their friends than stand in line at a nearby fast food restaurant.” –Rich Dyer, Head Chef 
at City Charter High School

8– “National School Lunch Program Reports.” Pennsylvania Department of Education,Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 2020, www.
education.pa.gov/Teachers%20-%20Administrators/Food-Nutrition/reports/Pages/National-School-Lunch-Program-Reports.aspx. 
Accessed 30 Jan. 2020.
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Beyond the traditional school breakfast program, Keystone Oaks serves unlimited fruit and vegetables to their 
students. The program has received accolades from faculty, parents, and students, and is another tool to ensure 
students who missed breakfast have an opportunity to eat before lunch.

“While Keystone Oaks is not eligible for the state’s Fresh Fruits and Vegetable Program subsidy, we have 
applied the model with great success by offering a morning snack program. The program is important to 
us since our students had to go a long period of time between homeroom and lunch. Now we roll a cart 
around to each classroom and each student picks out a fresh fruit or vegetable snack from the cart. This 
is an effort to expose the students to raw vegetables and fruit that they may not have access to at home. It 
energizes students, and improves academics and behavior. We’re receiving a lot of positive feedback from 
the community and hearing that students are now enjoying new foods they’ve never tried before!”  

–Kevin Lloyd, Director of Dining Services for Keystone Oaks School District

When The Blueprint for a Hunger-Free PA was published in 2016, alternative breakfast models were a relatively 
new concept in most districts throughout Allegheny County. Since data was first self reported and collected in 
2017, there has been a 62% increase in schools utilizing an alternative breakfast model. With the help of the 
breakfast mini-grants, currently 77 schools out of 244 in Allegheny County are utilizing some type of alternative 
breakfast model, see Exhibit II. Though some schools are not yet using alternative models, the concepts behind 
these models are now widely known throughout the region and state.

With the growing popularity of alternative models like “Grab and Go,” Second Chance Breakfast, and Breakfast in 
the Classroom, schools learn from the success and challenges of other neighboring or regional districts. Learning 
from each other, helping one another, and creating a sense of community between districts can lead to supporting 
new models at additional schools. A newfound sense of community, increased collaboration, and mutual learning 
opportunities for school districts have supported new models. Gateway School District has utilized each of the 
alternative models and has increased participation exponentially. 



Breakfast Basics 2020 | 8

“As of January 2020, breakfast participation showed a 23% increase since 2017-2018. Both Ramsey Elementary 
and University Park Elementary implemented “Grab and Go” alternative models to start the 2018-19 school 
year. These new models have paid huge dividends for our operations. Breakfast participation at Ramsey 
saw an 83% increase over the past two years. Breakfast participation at University Park experienced a 53% 
increase over two years. Another breakfast success has been the high school’s new alternative “Grab and Go” 
kiosk. Also, second chance models have more than doubled the daily average of breakfasts served at the high 
school. Daily averages have soared to over 320 meals per day. Prior to implementing the changes, we had 
been stuck on fewer than 160 meals per day. Meal averages are currently the highest since my arrival in July, 
2012!”–Martin Lorenzo, Director of Food Services for Gateway School District

“The greatest positive change that I have seen since the Breakfast in the Classroom model has started is from 
a behavioral perspective. Breakfast in the Classroom has provided the students a controlled environment 
to quietly eat and start their day instead of the large ‘food court’ feel that we had with breakfast in the 
cafeteria. It (Breakfast in the Classroom) has eliminated unnecessary transitions and has allowed 
us to begin our academic day at least 15 minutes earlier. Although measuring the academic success is 
difficult with state testing having changed since we implemented this model, I can verify that less students 
are reporting hunger to their teachers in the morning. I can also report that during two-hour delays when 
breakfast is not served due to our schedule, we have more student ‘illnesses’ (hunger issues/complaining/
nurse visits) reported.” –Michael Jack, Principal of Dr. Cleveland Steward Jr. Elementary.

EXHIBIT II

This bar graph shows how many public school buildings in Allegheny 
County utilized an alternative model in 2017 compared to 2019. Data is 
from the Pennsylvania Department of Education.

EXHIBIT III

In October 2019 in Allegheny County, of the 43 school districts and three 
charter schools reviewed, 14 (30%) met the 2020 Blueprint target of 60 
students eligible for free and reduced-price meals eating breakfast for every 
100 eating lunch. 11 (24%) schools served between 40 and 59 percent of 
eligible students breakfast for every 100 eligible students eating lunch; 15 
(33%) served between 20 and 39 percent of eligible students; and six (13%) 
schools served 20 percent or fewer.
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The Investment Pays Off:  
Allegheny County Surpasses the 2020 Goal
As of October 2019, 13 school districts and one charter school in Allegheny County are meeting the statewide goal 
of 60% participation in breakfast compared to lunch for students eligible for free and reduced-price meals, see 
Exhibit III. When the Blueprint goal was first announced in 2016, only seven school districts in the county met this 
benchmark. Allegheny County endeavored to increase school breakfast participation and, in October 2019, 
exceeded the Governor’s goal of 60% breakfast participation! See Exhibit IV to see how each individual school 
is meeting the Blueprint goal.

Statewide, more work is needed in order to meet the Blueprint goal. In Pennsylvania, as of October 2019, an average 
of 55 students eligible for free and reduced meals are eating school breakfast for every 100 who eat school lunch, 
see Exhibit V. With just under one year remaining before the conclusion of the Blueprint term, the final measure of 
Pennsylvania’s progress will be revealed in data to be published in early 2021. Regardless of whether the goal is met 
statewide, we know more schools are consciously considering school breakfast than ever before. This heightened 
awareness has manifested as increased breakfast participation.
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EXHIBIT IV

This chart reflects how 43 school districts and three charter schools in Allegheny County performed in relation 
to the 2020 Blueprint goal, as of October 2019. As a reminder, the 2020 Blueprint aims to achieve 60 free and 
reduced-price eligible students eating school breakfast for every 100 eating lunch. An asterisk (*) demonstrates 
participation in the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).

EXHIBIT V

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 from 2014-15 SY and 
2019-2020 SY. The percentage in each graph reflects the number of free and reduced-price eligible students 
eating school breakfast per 100 eating lunch.
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A Breakfast Buffet of Support
National Partners

National organizations like FRAC and Share Our Strength provide vast research and resources in order to 
help districts better serve breakfast, and offer additional funding opportunities for schools. Together with the 
foundation of support provided by Governor Wolf’s mini-grants, funding from national partners further enhances 
and sustains the success and viability of school breakfast programs.

Moreover, national partners provide support in raising awareness of school breakfast champions. For the second 
consecutive year, Share Our Strength took nominations for the Breakfast Hero Awards in multiple states, including 
Pennsylvania. After a successful round of nominations in 2019, this award generated well-deserved recognition for 
district staff whose hard work paid off in the success of  breakfast programs. Honorees include food service directors, 
cafeteria staff, and facilities workers who overcame the challenges of system changes and worked to make school 
breakfast an accessible option for students. Their actions have a profound impact on the health and wellbeing of 
children, and the award provides well-earned acknowledgement from superintendents, school board members,  
and parents.  

Statewide Initiatives

Governor Wolf’s administration continues to support school breakfast. The administration’s commitment, combined 
with the work of the Statewide Breakfast Task Force and coordinated local efforts, has built upon Pennsylvania’s 
steady progress by elevating the importance of school breakfast. This collaboration has equipped school districts with 
the tools needed to successfully increase breakfast participation. With this strong foundation, school breakfast–a 
critical component to ensuring children begin each day well-nourished and ready to learn–is expanding and thriving.

Because information is the most powerful tool, the task force has worked with the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education to thoughtfully explore data collection and analysis needs. In 2017, the Department began tracking 
which breakfast models schools are using. This data demonstrates the models’ effectiveness and highlights schools’ 
innovation. Going one step further, the Department started publishing breakfast participation data online in an 
easily digestible format that is accessible to school districts, policy makers, parents, and the general public. In 
addition to providing more information, the Department and the task force aspire to provide templates for public 
use that will easily tell the stories of schools’ and districts’ breakfast participation and successes. This is an  
ongoing effort. 

Local Efforts

At the school district level, local community partners such as 
Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank and the American Dairy 
Association North East continue to provide districts with technical 
assistance, support, and other resources to increase breakfast 
participation. In addition, the Food Bank and other partners such 
as Adagio Health and Pittsburgh Public Schools (PPS) launched 
the second annual School Breakfast Poster Contest throughout 
the entirety of PPS. Students design artwork to market the school 
breakfast program to their peers. The designs are then judged by 
a panel of community partners, school administrators, and the 
Mayor of Pittsburgh. The top designs win prizes and the winning 
creations are displayed district-wide. 

A PPS Poster Winner



Breakfast Basics 2020 | 12

Conclusion
Over the past several years, school breakfast participation rates have grown substantially, thanks to policies and 
resources dedicated to expanding eligibility, innovation, and use of alternative models. Work continues at the 
national, state, and local levels to ensure all children have the opportunity to receive a nutritious school breakfast. 
Numerous partners have collaborated to build a strong foundation to ensure a thriving future for school breakfast 
programs. Though historically underutilized, a new light has elevated the importance of school breakfast in recent 
years. With opportunities for improving program operations and participation, schools - and consequently children 
- are poised to succeed. Years of progress have created a tightly woven cross-sector support network around school 
breakfast comprising federal, state, and local government agencies and nonprofit organizations. 

Along with this progress comes the responsibility to ensure growth continues. With a strong base firmly in place, 
stakeholders must not only advocate for policies that protect this progress and safeguard programs from losing 
ground, but look for future opportunities for growth and innovation. 

Every five years, Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR) gives the U.S. Congress an opportunity to improve and 
strengthen child nutrition and school meal programs. Although the current law, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids 
Act of 2010, expired on September 30, 2015, the programs continue to operate. With smaller pieces of legislation 
addressing issues ranging from universal school meals and summer food, to anti-lunch shaming and food in early 
learning centers, numerous paths exist to ensure progress in child nutrition programs.

While the region continues to improve and succeed, work still remains. School breakfast is but one component of the 
greater fight against childhood hunger. Lessons learned from participating in collaborative efforts to elevate school 
breakfast can now be applied to other programs designed to promote child nutrition. By working together, partners 
can have a stronger impact and collectively effect change. Advocates, stakeholders, and policy makers can draw on 
this newly gained knowledge and experience to ensure every child has the opportunity to grow, learn, and thrive.
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