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Abstract
Objective: To understand perspectives of stakeholders during initial district-wide
implementation of a Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC) model of the School
Breakfast Program.
Design: Qualitative data were collected from twenty-nine focus groups and twenty
interviews with stakeholders in a school district early in the process of
implementing a BIC model of the School Breakfast Program.
Setting: Ten elementary schools within a large, urban school district in the USA
that served predominantly low-income, racial/ethnic minority students.
Subjects: Purposively selected stakeholders in elementary schools that had
implemented BIC for 3–6 months: students (n 85), parents/guardians
(n 86), classroom teachers (n 44), cafeteria managers (n 10) and principals
(n 10).
Results: Four primary themes emerged, which were interpreted based on the
Diffusion of Innovations model. School staff had changed their perceptions of
both the relative disadvantages and costs related to time and effort of BIC over
time; the majority of each stakeholder group expressed an appreciation for BIC;
student breakfast consumption varied from day to day, related to compatibility of
foods with child preferences; and stakeholders held mixed and various
impressions of BIC’s potential impacts.
Conclusions: The study underscores the importance of engaging school staff and
parents in discussions of BIC programming prior to its initiation to pre-emptively
address concerns related to cost, relative disadvantages and compatibility with
child preferences and school routines/workflow. Effectively communicating with
stakeholders about positive impacts and nutritional value of the meals may
improve support for BIC. These findings provide new information to policy
makers, districts and practitioners that can be used to improve implementation
efforts, model delivery and outcomes.

Keywords
School Breakfast Program
Breakfast in the Classroom

Nutrition
Stakeholder perceptions

Breakfast consumption among children has been associated
with improved diet quality(1–3), physical activity levels(4–6) and
school performance(7–9), as well as reduced risk for
overweight and obesity(3,4,8,10,11). Yet, approximately 20% of
children in the USA skip breakfast daily(3). The School
Breakfast Program (SBP) was established in 1966 to increase
breakfast consumption, especially among ‘nutritionally
needy’ school-aged children in the USA, by providing free or
reduced-priced morning meals to students(12). Participation in
the SBP has been linked with improved adequacy and quality
of children’s diets(13,14), healthier weight status(15–17) and
improved academic performance(7).

Although student participation in the SBP has risen stea-
dily since its inception, the programme remains under-
utilized(18,19). Traditionally served in the cafeteria before

school, timing (parents needing to get children to school
earlier, tight school bus schedules) and social stigma have
posed barriers to breakfast consumption at school(20–22).
Several non-profit advocacy organizations have undertaken
initiatives to increase participation by raising awareness
about the programme at the district level and by improving
the delivery model(23–25). These strategies appear to have
had some effect. For example, in the 2013–14 school year,
the SBP served approximately 13·2 million children daily, up
from 7·5 million in 2000(19,26). However, despite steady
growth in participation, only half (53·2%) of low-income
children who participated in the National School Lunch
Program also participated in the SBP(23). This gap between
eligibility and participation illustrates a need for more fun-
damental solutions to improve participation.
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One such solution that is being increasingly adopted,
particularly by schools with high proportions of students
from low-income households, is the Breakfast in the
Classroom (BIC) delivery model. This SBP delivery model
makes breakfast available for free to all students in the
classroom after the morning bell, thereby mitigating the
major barriers related to timing and stigma. Typically BIC
takes place at the start of the school day, as the first activity,
and lasts 10–15min. The BIC model has been shown to
substantially increase both SBP participation(22,27–30) and
breakfast consumption(31) and has been associated with a
higher diet quality(32), and may therefore impact students’
health and academic performance. If adopted more widely,
as expected given current funding and advocacy efforts, BIC
has the potential to be an effective approach to improving
child nutrition and well-being.

Expansion of BIC has occurred within the last several
years and this delivery model has now been implemented in
some of the largest school districts in the USA(29). Few studies
have documented the perceptions held by parents, teachers,
administrators, other school staff and students on this
delivery model(27,28,33). In a pilot study, McLaughlin et al.(27)

reported that prior to BIC implementation, school staff
anticipated that the model would pose challenges, such as
loss of preparation and instruction time. However, this
concern surfaced only among school staff in schools that had
not yet implemented the model; principals and teachers in
schools already implementing BIC reported that the
breakfast model had ‘little effect on teacher preparation or
instruction time one year after implementation’(27). In a
second study, teachers retrospectively characterized BIC six
weeks post-intervention as neither messy nor disruptive(28).
In both studies, students reported satisfaction with eating
breakfast in their classrooms(27,28). Yet despite these initial
positive findings of teacher and student perceptions,
assessments of the full range of stakeholder groups are
needed to understand aspects that promote or hinder
adoption of BIC. Stakeholders may hinder or accelerate
diffusion by influencing other stakeholders and through their
potential impact on implementation(34).

The current study presents perceptions of stakeholders in a
large urban school district in the midst of transitioning to
a district-wide BIC model of SBP, which allowed for the
collection of both retrospective and real-time perspectives
from each stakeholder group as the model was being
adopted. The aim was to understand stakeholder perceptions
during the transition period to provide information on factors
that support or hinder diffusion of this model. It extends
previous studies by providing perspectives from a broader
range of stakeholder groups: parents/guardians (hereafter
referred to as ‘parents’), teachers, students, principals and
cafeteria managers. Understanding multiple perspectives
could aid policy makers and school administrators in identi-
fying key supporters, pre-emptively addressing stakeholder
concerns and better understanding implementation of BIC
overall to facilitate successful adoption of this model.

Methods

Recruitment and sample
The present study was conducted with ten elementary
schools from a large urban US district during its first year of a
district-wide three-year implementation of BIC. All schools in
the district had been providing a before-school, universal free
breakfast. In the initial year (2012–13), the district launched
BIC in approximately half of the elementary schools, those
with the highest proportion of students who were eligible for
free and reduced-price meals that also had low participation
in the SBP. The implementing schools were similar to the rest
of the district based on other demographic factors.

Research staff worked closely with district leadership to
select a purposive sample of schools. The sampling strategy
was designed to include the full range of views based on
district variability in socio-economic status, language and
geography. Eleven principals were contacted and ten agreed
to participate. Key informant interviews were conducted with
principals and cafeteria managers representing all ten
elementary schools. Five of these principals allowed research
staff to recruit teachers, parents and students from their
respective schools to participate in focus groups.

In these five schools, teachers were recruited for focus
groups by distributing flyers in their mailboxes inviting
them to contact research staff if they were interested. Any
teachers who responded before the scheduled focus
group were included. Parents and students were recruited
via flyers (in both English and Spanish) sent home with all
students enrolled in kindergarten through fifth grade at the
five schools (n 2923). To maximize convenience and
resources, parent/child dyads were recruited together and
focus groups for both participant groups were conducted
simultaneously. Parents were invited to call a dedicated
research telephone line to be screened for inclusion in the
study. Eligible parents had to have a child enrolled in the
study school, be willing to allow the child to participate in
the child focus group, and speak English and/or Spanish.
Research staff received 149 calls to the research telephone
line from parents. Fifty-one parents did not participate,
mainly due to scheduling conflicts, failure to return the
researcher’s follow-up call and limited group capacity.

All qualitative data were collected in the spring of 2013,
after each participating school had experienced the BIC
model for 3–6 months. The research team conducted
twenty-nine focus groups in total with teachers (five
groups, one per school), parents (ten groups, two per
school) and students (fourteen groups; three per school at
four schools, two groups at one of the schools) and twenty
key informant interviews with principals and cafeteria
managers, thereby capturing 235 independent voices. Due
to the large Spanish-speaking population in the school
district, parent focus groups were conducted in English
(five groups, forty participants) and Spanish (five groups,
forty-six participants). All other focus groups and key
informant interviews were conducted in English.
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The study was conducted according to the Declaration
of Helsinki guidelines and all procedures involving
human subjects were approved by the Tufts University
Institutional Review Board. Tufts researchers also followed
usual protocol for conducting research in the district,
including obtaining approval from the district’s research
office. Written or verbal informed consent or assent was
obtained from all participants. Verbal consent or assent
was witnessed and formally recorded.

Instrument development
Semi-structured focus group and key informant interview
guides were created for each participant group. Key topic
areas were identified based on prior literature and district
context, and the research team brainstormed questions
related to each key topic area. Representatives from the
school district also provided input on questions of interest
to them. Three research team members then formulated
specific questions with input from two additional team
members with expertise in qualitative methods. The
research team refined and reformulated these questions

and pilot-tested the instruments with age-appropriate
participants (English-speaking only). Sample questions
for each participant group are provided in Table 1.

Data collection procedures
Twenty-one research staff members were recruited and
trained on study protocols and processes by two senior
researchers. For each group, one research team member
moderated the session, another took notes and a
third documented observations and impressions of the
focus group, such as body language. To adhere to
district-specific child protection protocols, a fourth
individual, employed by the district, was also present at
each student group. Students and their parents were
provided with informed consent/assent packets prior to
the focus groups and written and verbal consent/assent
was obtained at the groups. Parent and student focus
groups occurred separately but simultaneously. Generally
twice the number of student groups was conducted
as parent groups to keep the number of participants
appropriately small. Students participated in focus groups

Table 1 Sample interview questions about the Breakfast in the Classroom model of the School Breakfast Program, by respondent group

Principals Cafeteria managers Teachers Parents Students

Attitudes How did you initially
feel about
switching from
serving breakfast
in the cafeteria to
serving it in the
classroom?

How did you initially
feel about
switching from
serving breakfast
in the cafeteria to
serving it in the
classroom?

What do you see as the
most positive aspect
of the breakfast in the
classroom
programme?

What would you change
about the current
breakfast in the
classroom
programme?

What do you think about
the change from
cafeteria breakfast to
classroom breakfast?

To the best of your
knowledge, what does
your child think about
breakfast in the
classroom?

Do you like eating
breakfast in your
classroom?

Implementation What barriers or
challenges have
you encountered in
implementing
breakfast in the
classroom?

What was the biggest
barrier or
challenge you
faced in
implementing
breakfast in the
classroom?

What would help make
breakfast run more
smoothly in your
classroom?

Think about what typically
happens once your child
gets to school. To the
best of your knowledge,
what does your child eat
or drink during breakfast
in the classroom?

Do you eat or drink
anything during
breakfast in the
classroom?

What else do you do
while you are eating
breakfast in the
classroom?

Effects In your opinion, how
have students and
families been
affected by
breakfast in the
classroom?

In your opinion, how
have students and
families been
affected by
breakfast in the
classroom?

Describe any effects,
positive or negative,
that breakfast in the
classroom has had on
your classroom’s
morning routine.

Tell us your thoughts
about the effects, both
positive and negative,
of the breakfast in the
classroom model on
your students.

Describe any changes
you’ve seen in your
child since breakfast in
the classroom started.

How do you feel after
eating breakfast in
the classroom?

Improvements What suggestions
would you make to
improve upon or
enhance the
current breakfast in
the classroom
model?

What suggestions
would you make to
improve upon or
enhance the
current breakfast in
the classroom
model?

What would help make
breakfast run more
smoothly in your
classroom?

What changes, if any,
would you suggest/
recommend to improve
the breakfast in the
classroom model as a
whole?

If you could wave a
magic wand and
change one thing
about breakfast in
the classroom, what
would you change?
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according to grade level (K–2 or 3–5) at their respective
schools. All adult participants (parents, teachers, principals
and cafeteria managers) were asked to complete a
questionnaire prior to the discussion or interview to obtain
demographic information. Child gender was observed and
recorded in the student focus groups by researchers.
Focus groups with adults lasted up to 60min and those
with children lasted up to 45min. Key informant
interviews lasted up to 60min. Adult focus group
participants and key informants received $US 50 for their
participation. Child participants received a small gift
(such as a pencil or stickers). All discussions were audio
recorded, with the exception of one when the moderator
failed to turn the recorder on. Research personnel formally
debriefed and documented impressions from each session
immediately following the discussion.

Analytical methods
All audio recordings of focus groups and interviews were
transcribed. Recordings from focus groups conducted in
Spanish were transcribed in Spanish and the Spanish text
was translated into English for analysis. The full analysis team
included two senior analysts and four trained research
assistants. The senior analysts created a codebook to capture
responses directly related to the overarching research
questions via line-by-line coding of one transcript from each
respondent group. An experienced analyst not involved in
data collection efforts coded one transcript from each
respondent group to validate the initial codebook. In an
inductive thematic coding process(35), additional codes were
created as they emerged from the data. The codebook was
iteratively refined based on input from the full analysis team.
To conduct the coding, inter-rater reliability was tested and
established by ensuring 80% agreement between the two
senior researchers, and then by establishing the same degree
of agreement among the full team on three randomly chosen
transcripts. Each transcript was then coded by one analyst.
A senior analyst compared final themes against the notes and
observations that were recorded during data collection to
validate findings. Trends were assessed across all participants
collectively, and across each respondent group indepen-
dently to enable researchers to draw between-group
comparisons. Major themes and subthemes were identified,
along with other minor themes. Themes were identified
by examining data for patterns while also considering
contradictions and negative evidence. Analyses were
conducted with the qualitative data analysis software
NVivo10 (QSR International, Doncaster, VIC, Australia).

The themes that emerged were then interpreted based
on the Diffusion of Innovations model, which posits that
the rate and extent of adoption of an innovation are based
on specific characteristics of the innovation(36). Although
district policy mandated initial adoption of BIC by
schools, the characteristics described by the Diffusion
of Innovations model also inform the degree of
implementation by school personnel directly responsible

and therefore whether the BIC innovation will be fully and
sustainably incorporated into institutional practices. These
characteristics are: cost (including time and effort); relative
advantage of the innovation (i.e. BIC) over what is being
displaced (the traditional before-school universal breakfast
programme); compatibility (with the existing culture,
values, routines and practices of the implementing
organization); observability (the extent and speed at
which the outcomes are apparent to the implementer);
and, less relevant in this case, simplicity (the ease of
understanding an innovation) and trialability (how easy it
is to pilot an innovation prior to full adoption)(37).

Results

In the study schools, 81% of the students were Hispanic,
70% were eligible for free and reduced-price meals
(household income <185% of the poverty level adjusted
for household size), 32% were English-language learners
and 4% of students were in special education (Table 2).
These characteristics were reflective of the overall district.

Table 3 presents characteristics of the adult sample,
indicating that the majority of respondents were
female, Hispanic and less than 65 years of age. Limited
demographic data were collected on the eighty-five
student focus group participants. One-third (32·9%)
were in K–2 and two-thirds (67·1%) were in grades 3–5;
43·5% of the participating students were male.

Four primary themes emerged: (i) school staff changed
their perceptions and practices related to the BIC model
over the 3–6 months of implementation; (ii) the majority of
each stakeholder group expressed a current general
appreciation for BIC; (iii) students’ consumption of school-
provided breakfast varied from day to day based on
student and family discretion; and (iv) stakeholders held
mixed and various impressions of the model’s potential
impacts. Representative quotes of the four primary themes
are presented in Table 4.

Theme 1: evolution of perception of the Breakfast in
the Classroom model and model practice
The first theme reflected the respondent groups’
perspectives on how the BIC model and expectations
evolved over the initial implementation period.

Table 2 Sociodemographic characteristics of students at the ten
elementary schools, within a large, urban school district in the USA,
implementing a Breakfast in the Classroom model of the School
Breakfast Program

Variable % or Mean SD

Hispanic (%) 81 11
Eligible for free/reduced-price lunch (%) 70 39
English-language learners (%) 32 7
In special education (%) 4 1
Total enrolment (mean) 514·8 197·2
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School staff (teachers, principals, food-service personnel)
The majority of school staff expressed that they had
held concerns about BIC prior to its launch. In terms of
Diffusion of Innovations, they had anticipated a high cost
of time and effort. Specifically, they had expected that an
increase in staffing would be necessary to address the
increase in breakfast participation resulting from BIC.
Teachers recalled apprehension about roles expanding
and BIC interfering with instruction. School principals
were also concerned about the potential loss of
instructional time, implying a relative disadvantage since
valued academic outcomes could be jeopardized.

However, at the time of the study (3–6 months
post-implementation), the majority of school staff
indicated that many of the challenges associated with
these concerns had been mitigated. Food-service staff
reported that additional, temporary staff had been
provided by the district when the model was initially
launched, and that they themselves had been able to
return to their original workforce once procedures became
routinized. Many, but not all teachers reported that their
concerns about role expansion had been allayed. In
younger grades, parent volunteers were able to assist in
the classroom; and in some schools students assisted by
bringing food carts to the classroom and by taking care of
their own trash. School staff acknowledged that the
implementation model had evolved naturally over the
months since launch, becoming compatible with existing
routines and workflow. Many spoke of BIC as taking on its
own rhythm and becoming systematic, running more
smoothly than they anticipated it would, both at the school
level and the classroom level.

However, initial concerns about the loss of instructional
time persisted. While many teachers found ways to
incorporate instruction into the breakfast period, making it

productive and learning-centric, others did not and
remained concerned about reduced learning during
this time.

Theme 2: appreciation for the Breakfast in the
Classroom model
Another theme that emerged suggested that perspectives
evolved during the months following initial implementa-
tion towards recognition of a number of relative
advantages of the BIC model.

School staff (teachers, principals, food-service personnel)
Teachers and principals indicated that the BIC delivery
model had in fact increased cost (in terms of time and
effort) by expanding this role beyond traditional
instruction, although to a lesser extent than initially
anticipated. New tasks included monitoring and mediating
consumption, cutting fruit for younger students, auditing
participation and supplies, and teaching nutrition and
manners. Despite these additional responsibilities, the
model was seen as having a relative advantage in terms of
impact on students. For example, school staff expressed
that students were able to consume breakfast even when
late for school, which was either not possible with the
traditional before-school model since the cafeteria would
have closed; or highly undesirable, because it would
require missing additional class time. Some teachers also
noted that BIC provided a safer physical and emotional
environment than the cafeteria, which involved eating
with older children and less adult supervision. They also
reported that BIC time, which was often unstructured,
helped students establish or strengthen relationships with
their classmates.

Table 3 Sociodemographic characteristics of adult key informants and focus group participants from the ten elementary schools, within a
large, urban school district in the USA, implementing a Breakfast in the Classroom model of the School Breakfast Program

Principals (n 10) Cafeteria managers (n 10) Teachers (n 44) Parents (n 86)

Variable n or Mean % or SD n or Mean % or SD n or Mean % or SD n or Mean % or SD

Age group (%)
18–24 years 0 0 0 0 0 0 1* 1
25–44 years 5 50 4 40 26 59 65 76
45–64 years 5 50 6 60 14 32 18 21
65+ years 0 0 0 0 4 9 1 1

Gender (%)
Female 6 60 9 90 36 82 78 91

Ethnicity (%)
Hispanic 4 40 9 90 19 43 66* 77

Race (%)
White 4 40 2 20 26* 59 23* 27
Black/African American 2 20 1 10 3 7 7 8
Asian 0 0 0 0 3 7 4 5
Multiracial 1 10 0 0 1 2 0 0
Other 3 30 7 70 10 23 46 53

Years at current school, mean and SD 3·5 2·3 4·6 4·9 11·8 5·4 N/A

N/A, not applicable.
*Some data missing.
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Table 4 Sample quotes from stakeholder groups supporting Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC) themes

Theme Principals Cafeteria managers Teachers Parents Students

Evolution ‘Again, there was already a
mindset of how it was going to
be, you know, with principals
and teachers. Like, it’s going to
be – it’s going to be chaos, you
know? Basically, it was an
experiment that was tried and
proved to be the opposite of
what most principals and
teachers thought it was going to
be.’

‘I know it was much easier than we
thought, that’s for sure.’

‘There’s like a whole system. So it
makes it go faster, it’s not taking
as much time as we originally
assumed it was going to take.’

N/A N/A

Appreciation ‘I love walking into my classrooms
and seeing my children all
sitting down and eating their
breakfast, you know, and it’s a
beautiful sight. Teachers
reading to them. Some of them
are playing Beethoven music
and asking what sounds do you
hear.’

‘So my thing is I’m just happy that
more kids are able to eat than
before, because of the time they
just couldn’t get to school and
couldn’t eat in time.’

‘I agree that it’s a positive
experience for my kids. And we
use that time in different ways,
and a lot of times it’ll just be kind
of me prepping them for the day
ahead while they’re enjoying
their meal in the morning. So
overall, it’s a very positive
experience.’

‘As a mother, I like what they’ve
done in the classroom because
there’s camaraderie. There’s
more trust between the kids and
the teacher. And she sees
everything that goes on and
what they’re actually eating.’

‘That was the problem before we
got the BIC, I would go upstairs
[to the cafeteria before school],
but it was closed ... Then you
don’t get breakfast, you’re going
to be in the classroom starving.’

Consumption ‘Like, coffee cake day, I guarantee
you that kids, even if they’re not
hungry, they’re like, “Oh, I’m
going to [participate]” you know,
it’s coffee cake day!’

‘They love the coffee cake. That
day I don’t have very much
coming back. On the coffee
cake I give them the full amount
that [the teachers] ask because
I know everybody’s going to
eat it.’

‘If it’s a burrito, [they’re] unlikely to
take it. If it’s a weird muffin, or
pumpkin bread that no one dug,
then they’re not eating it.’

‘But as far as the food, yeah,
sometimes we look at the menu
and he’ll be you know what, I
don’t like this. So sometimes I
would still have to cook in the
morning and have him eat at
home.’

‘Sometimes, I eat breakfast [at
home] because I don’t like …

the things they serve at BIC.’

Impacts ‘I haven’t seen a student up here
in the office because his
stomach hurts ... since BIC
started ... they’re all, you know,
eating in the morning. They’re
actually exercising their bodies,
possibly getting an appetite for
their lunch, so you’re seeing
some value there as well too.’

‘The children are eating. They’re
getting that balanced meal in
the morning ... Because kids will
walk by before [when it was
served in the cafeteria], and,
you know, if they didn’t see their
friend out there, they would just
go. Or if they were running late
... they didn’t get to eat. And
[now] they’re eating. And, you
know, even if it’s a glass of milk
that they’re getting, or some
fruit, they’re putting something,
something in it. Some type of
vitamin that’s going in their body
in the morning.’

‘[We pretend the class is a] café
and when they walk through the
door, they keep their voices
down, because we don’t talk
really loud in restaurants, and
put your napkin on your lap. I
was trying to do more of like a
manners, table manners, that
kind of thing. But you know, I
mean, it cuts into our
instructional time, so little by
little, we’ve kind of stopped
doing certain instructional
things.’

‘Sometimes, my son asks us – if
he likes whatever is available in
breakfast, he goes, “Mom, can
we find some – can we find this
at the market?” Because he
likes it. It’s good. It’s healthier.
“Mom, I never tried this before.”
And, “Mom, can we go find –

and see if it’s in the market?”.’

N/A

N/A, not applicable.
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Parents
Parents generally appreciated and supported BIC,
although they were concerned that the delivery model
increased the burden on teachers. They recognized the
challenges faced by families in getting their children to
school early for breakfast when offered under the
traditional SBP model and that BIC alleviated this
challenge. Like school staff, some parents also believed
that BIC offered students an opportunity to have more
informal time within the school day that supported the
development of relationships with their classroom peers.
They also viewed the more highly supervised, safer
environment in which students were now able to eat
breakfast as an advantage. Parents appreciated that BIC
relieved the pressure of ensuring that their children had
eaten a full and balanced breakfast at home prior to
leaving for school. Some indicated that their children were
not hungry before school, or that morning routines at
home did not consistently support the provision of a full
breakfast.

Students
Students perceived BIC as having a relative advantage
over the traditional delivery model of SBP for a variety of
reasons, primarily because they perceived it as an
opportunity to interact with their classmates more casually
and in an emotionally and physically safer environment
since interactions among children were restricted to fewer,
same-aged peers. Secondarily, the timing of BIC seemed
better aligned with students’ hunger patterns and physical
activity proclivity. In this regard, many students mentioned
that they were often not hungry before school when the
traditional SBP was offered and that they appreciated
the opportunity to engage in free play during the
before-school time previously used for the traditional SBP.

Theme 3: consumption of Breakfast in the
Classroom food
The third theme encompassed perceptions about the BIC
food that students consumed, including incompatibility of
some of the foods with child preferences as well as
incompatibility with parental values related to their role
in feeding.

School staff (teachers, principals, food-service personnel)
Many of the school staff believed that students choose
whether to consume BIC food based on its perceived
palatability rather than hunger, and attributed daily and
inter-student variation in BIC food consumption to food
preferences. Staff believed that many students consume
breakfast prior to school and saw this ‘double breakfast’ as
a potential source of excess energy, but also recognized
that what students consume at home may not be
nutritionally balanced or adequate.

Parents
Like school staff, parents perceived that children make
decisions about whether to consume BIC food daily based
on the published menu. Although parents reported that
BIC reduces pressure to feed their children a substantial
meal before school, they also indicated that they continue
to provide at least some breakfast at home. This reported
behaviour, which parents associated with a sense of
responsibility and lack of clarity regarding their child’s
actual consumption of BIC foods, results in double
breakfasts. However, some parents indicated that they fed
their children less than they would or had in the absence
of BIC. Many parents reported that they and their children
decide together what and how much the student should
consume before school based on the published menu.

Students
Students acknowledged that food preferences drive their
BIC breakfast consumption patterns. Many students
recounted previewing the published menu at home to
determine whether to eat the BIC breakfast or to eat
breakfast at home the next day. They also recalled
choosing whether or not to eat the BIC breakfast after
arriving at school and assessing the palatability of the food
offered.

Theme 4: perceived impacts of Breakfast in the
Classroom
The final theme encompassed respondents’ perceptions
about the BIC model’s impacts on school finances, staffing
and schedule, home and classroom routines, and food
waste, as well as perceptions about the nutritional value of
the BIC foods. These impacts represent perceived costs,
relative advantages, and compatibility with the school
environment and with existing values.

School staff (teachers, principals, food-service personnel)
A number of school staff members were aware that federal
reimbursement funds had increased because of BIC,
resulting in additional discretionary funds for the district,
and this was cited as a positive impact of BIC. Another
subtheme was related to adjustments in the school
schedule that were made to accommodate the
programme. In some cases, school staff experienced the
changes as disadvantageous since they were disruptive,
while in other cases the changes were seen as a relative
advantage. For example, for some schools, implementing
BIC allowed school grounds to open later, permitting
resources traditionally allocated to before-school
supervision in the cafeteria to be reallocated.

Another subtheme that emerged was around the
perceived impact of BIC on the amount of food waste
generated, an area explored more extensively in a
separate analysis(38). Briefly, school staff indicated
that total food waste had increased since children’s
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preferences did not always align with the food served or
children were satiated with smaller amounts of food than
was served. Additionally, the short duration of the break-
fast, food-service policies and programme coordination
practices were perceived as contributors to waste.

The delivery model initially necessitated and supported
additional food-service staff, which in many cases were
provided by the district and viewed as a benefit to the school.
School staff also mentioned that BIC provided a new means
to engage parents: some parents who did not feel that they
had a role in the school previously were now able to
contribute by volunteering to assist with BIC in the younger
grades. As indicated, school staff remained concerned about
the potential impact on children’s learning due to the
foregone instructional time. However, they also noted
heterogeneity in teacher practices during BIC, suggesting that
the extent of this as a relative disadvantage may be variable.
School staff also perceived the BIC time as rushed and some
were concerned that children may not have adequate time to
eat. With regard to the perceived nutritional impact, there was
also a general lack of accurate awareness across school staff
groups of the nutritional standards that food items are
required to meet. Teachers, specifically, had mixed views
about the nutritional quality of the breakfasts. Some viewed
them as healthy and balanced, while others disagreed and
perceived them as containing too much sugar and other
carbohydrates.

Parents
Parents perceived several positive impacts of BIC. They
reported that their children were willing to try foods that
they may not have otherwise tried at home due to
exposure and/or peer influence. Consequently, they
believed the BIC delivery model has the potential to help
normalize new and healthy foods. Some parents also
reported that the delivery model helps shyer students
build self-esteem, since they are no longer positioned to
eat breakfast alone or with strangers. In terms of negative
impacts, like school staff, parents remained concerned
about the potential loss of instructional time and the need
to rush through breakfast. They also had mixed views
about the nutritional quality of the breakfasts. Like
teachers, some believed that the breakfasts were healthy
and balanced; while others believed that they were
comprised of too much sugar. Parents generally lacked an
accurate understanding of the US Department of
Agriculture requirements guiding the nutrient content of
the breakfasts. They expressed a desire to be more
engaged in the BIC efforts and to have the opportunity to
observe BIC first-hand to better understand their own
child’s BIC-related consumption patterns.

Minor themes expressed by school staff and parents
Other themes emerged related to the impacts of BIC.
School staff and parents perceived BIC as having a relative

advantage over the traditional SBP in terms of addressing
child hunger more comprehensively. They cited a number
of observable effects such as improved attendance, fewer
nurse visits due to stomach aches, improved energy
throughout the school day, improved focus during
instructional time and improved classroom cohesiveness.
However, there seemed to be a mixed perception about
the delivery model’s impact on tardiness rates.

Discussion

The BIC model of SBP has the potential to be a large-scale
and practical method of improving child nutrition and
well-being, if implemented appropriately. In the present
study we were able to capitalize on the opportunity to
collect perceptions from multiple stakeholders in a district
where BIC had recently been implemented. Collecting
short-term retrospective perceptions in the midst of a
district transition enabled a richer and more dynamic
perspective.

Initial resistance to BIC model adoption may be
grounded in some of the realities of the model or may
reflect a more general resistance to change itself.
Regardless, any opposition that arises presents an
opportunity for school districts to engage stakeholders
prior to implementation to improve model transition and
implementation efforts. In fact, early engagement of
stakeholders has been found to be a successful strategy in
facilitating programme adoption(39). Through the lens of
the Diffusion of Innovations model, these results have a
number of practical implications. Many teachers and
school staff were able to articulate ways in which they had
overcome initial concerns, suggesting that personnel in
schools new to BIC could benefit from learning about the
relative advantages experienced by other schools and
teachers. One such advantage was the potential to provide
novel opportunities for schools to engage and involve
parents. In fact, parents and school staff appreciated
these new ways for parents to volunteer at schools to
support their BIC delivery models, and parents requested
additional opportunities to engage and to obtain
information about their children’s consumption patterns.

The loss of instructional time resulting from moving the
SBP from the cafeteria prior to school into the classroom
after the bell remained a perceived relative disadvantage
after the initial implementation period. Given the time
frame of the study, positive effects on student long-term
achievement would not yet be observable. However, of
two studies conducted to date that compared student
achievement between schools with BIC or traditional SBP
models, one found no effect on test scores(30) while the
other found a beneficial effect, particularly for the most
at-need student populations(40). Further research is
necessary to assess the impact of the reduction in
instructional time on learning. If BIC has a positive or null
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impact on achievement, it will be important to pre-
emptively address speculation to the contrary. It may
likewise be important to allay initial concerns about the
cost of the BIC innovation, particularly those related to
expanded teacher roles. Overall, findings suggest that the
additional investment was perceived as manageable and
outweighed by the relative advantages of BIC.

There were a number of issues related to compatibility
with culture, preferences and existing practices that could
be addressed. For example, a prevailing parental value
was the responsibility to feed their children before school.
They viewed BIC as a supplementary rather than primary
meal, a perspective that may result in students consuming
more than one breakfast. More fully informing parents of
the model’s intent and allowing them to observe BIC
implementation may shift their perception and reduce the
occurrence of double breakfast. Comprehensive and
effective communication of the nutrient value of the BIC
meals to both parents and school staff may also reduce the
occurrence of double breakfast and improve support for
the model. It was noted by all stakeholder groups that
some of the foods served were incompatible with child
preferences. Districts considering adoption of BIC should
consider investing in recipe and menu development prior
to implementation. Finally, results from the current study
suggest that perceptions about the compatibility of BIC
with school routines and workflow evolved and that
the BIC model integrated into organizational practices
relatively rapidly.

Suggestions for future related research
Many of the perceived impacts expressed by school staff
and parents have not been sufficiently studied. Additional
research is needed to understand the role of BIC in
promoting classroom cohesion and peer relationships and
school culture more generally, as well as the impact on
academic outcomes. Given the heterogeneity in teacher
practices during BIC, it will be important to determine
which are most beneficial to student learning. There
is some research suggesting that double breakfasts
associated with BIC do not increase overall energy intake
and have a positive effect on diet quality; however, more
research is needed to confirm these findings(32). Finally,
quantitative studies are needed that expand or validate
these qualitative findings.

Strengths and limitations
A major strength of the present study was the ability to
collect perceptions from stakeholders in a district where
BIC had recently been implemented, enabling the capture
of perspectives on the transition in real time. The study
captured a richness of perspectives by including multiple
stakeholders and both English- and Spanish-speaking
parents. Finally, the study is timely in terms of its
relevance to trends in BIC expansion nationwide.

While the present study provides new insights into the
varied perceptions of the BIC model of SBP, there are
several limitations. The study, conducted in a large urban
school district with a high percentage of students from
low-income households, may not be generalizable to
other settings. Second, there were several potential sour-
ces of selection bias. The involvement of district leader-
ship in recruitment of participating schools may have
resulted in a sample that was more favourable towards the
model. The sample of parents and teachers who chose to
participate in the focus groups may have differed from
those who chose not to participate. The sample was pre-
dominantly female; therefore male stakeholders and their
views were under-represented, particularly male teachers,
parents and cafeteria managers. However, based on a
review of the data disaggregated by gender, it does not
appear that male perceptions are substantially different
from those represented here.

Conclusion

The present qualitative study provides rich insight into key
stakeholders’ perceptions of BIC, a specific delivery model
of a US federally funded school meals programme that is
being adopted by an increasing number of school districts
across the country. Results indicate that pre-emptively
considering issues related to cost, relative advantage,
compatibility and observability, and engaging parents and
school communities prior to and during BIC adoption,
could foster successful implementation, thereby addres-
sing child hunger and nutrition needs particularly relevant
to schools with high proportions of students from low-
income households. These findings provide policy
makers, districts and practitioners with new information
that can be used to improve BIC implementation, delivery,
participation and outcomes.
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