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SCHOOL BREAKFAST PROGRAM IMPROVES ACADEMIC PERFORMANCES OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS

Boston, Mass.--The academic performances of low-income students improved
significantly when they became involved in the School Breakfast Program
(SBP)--a national program that offers a reduced-rate or free breakfast to
low-income students. While previous studies have shown a nutritional
improvement in children in the program, this study--published in the October
issue of the American Journal of Diseases of Children--is the first to show an

educational improvement.

Boston University School of Medicine (BUSM), Boston City Hospital (BCH)
and Tufts School of Nutrition researchers evaluated the effects of the SBP on
1,023 third- through sixth-grade students in six elementary schools in
Lawrence, Massachusetts. Of the students studied, 335 participated in the SBP
program; 688 did not.

Lawrence, an ethnically diverse city, was one of several Massachusetts
school districts offering the SBP program for the first time in 1987 following
state legislation mandating the program in schools in which 40 percent or more
of the students qualified for free or reduced-price meals.

The researchers compared Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills (CTBS) scores
from 1986 before implementation of the program to scores from 1987 after the
program had been in place for three months. Participation in the breakfast
program was associated with a 5.44 point increase over previous scores when
the SBP was not available. In addition, the increase in language subscores
for SBP participants was significantly greater than nonparticipants;
mathematics and reading scores were marginally greater. While tardiness rates

decreased for SBP participants, it increased for nonparticipants.
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According to the researchers, the improvement in scores may be
attributable to the benefits of a morning meal, to the more long-term benefits
of improved dietary intake or to a combination of the two factors.

"The study suggests that there are educational as well as dietary reasons
why the SBP should be offered to low-income children and children at risk of
skipping breakfast, such as those in single-parent families or in families in
which both parents work,'" says Alan Meyers, M.D., the principal investigator
of the study, an assistant professor of pediatrics at BUSM and a pediatrician
at BCH. 'We want to give children their best chance for optimal performance.
The study indicates that one way to achieve that is to extend the program to
schools that currently don't participate, especially those in lower-income
areas."

"The modest and inexpensive intervention of providing breakfast for
children enabled schools to facilitate educational improvements of a magnitude
usually achieved by more expensive and complicated educational programs,'' says
Michael Weitzman, M.D., a coauthor of the study, an associate professor of
pediatrics and public health at BUSM and director of the Division of General
Pediatrics at BCH. He adds that this study and others suggest that all
children should have breakfast before they start school, but that breakfast is
especially important for children of poverty who are at greater risk of
failure at school.

The researchers conclude by saying further studies are needed to confirm
these findings, and, once confirmed, public policy intended to address the
educational disparity between poor and nonpoor children should include efforts
to assure access to SBP for all low-income children. They add that
pediatricians should be aware of the potential benefits of the SBP for the
low-income children in their communities.
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