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For children, breakfast may be the most important meal of the day!
Tomorrow, we will all celebrate the only American holiday that is centered around a meal. While Thanksgiving is a wonderful day not only for the food but for the relationships that are enjoyed that day, it is the day-to-day food that we consume that has increasingly become a concern in this country. Behind the much-covered problem of obesity is an even more important issue of nutrition, especially when it comes to our children.
Fall River has offered a breakfast program to all students in the past. This fall, the Fall River Public School system began a program of serving free breakfast to all 5,200 of its elementary school children every morning. It is important to understand why these meals are so important to the overall health and school performance of children. The breakfast initiative is part of an overall change in the School Lunch Program in Fall River Schools this year. There have been some complaints about the time involved in serving breakfast to students. Since the lunch menu offerings now have expanded choices, there have also been some issues around shortages of the alternate choices and items. The central fact is that more children are participating in both the breakfast and lunch programs. Through the end of October, almost 3,400 students per day had breakfast at school, and that number continues to increase. 
Pat Bebo, R.D., project leader for the University of Massachusetts Extension Nutrition Education Program, sees many advantages of the program, both for Fall River school children as well as children across the country who are able to participate because of the National School Breakfast Program which provides per meal cash reimbursements to schools as an entitlement to provide nutritious meals to children. The Fall River School Department now provides a universal program in order to ensure that all children in school can participate regardless of family income.
"The research is clear," notes Bebo. "Children who eat breakfast get certain nutrients at breakfast that they are unlikely to make up for later in the day." Those nutrients include calcium, vitamin A and iron which have been positively associated with better school performance. In addition, children who eat breakfast also tend to have lower cholesterol levels, get higher amounts of fiber in their diet, and maintain healthier body weights than do non-breakfast eaters. Children who don't eat breakfast often get more of their calories later in the day from other foods that may not be as nutritious, including sodas and sugary or salty snacks.
"There's no question that school performance improves for breakfast eaters," continues Bebo. "Studies since the early 90s have shown increases in school performance and decreases in behavioral problems. Children are also more alert in class and have a more positive attitude toward school in general," she adds. An interesting observation is that school principals in the Fall River Schools have always requested school breakfast for all students prior to their administering the MCAS tests. "So if we want to improve performance for the test, why not do that every day, too?" quips Bebo.

A large percentage of students in all grades skip breakfast before school. While some of this is undoubtedly related to income and the inability to afford to purchase and keep breakfast food at home, especially among the 12% of Fall River adults who are unemployed, there are other problems that do not relate to family income. Some children may not be hungry during the first hour when they are getting ready to leave, but, by the time they arrive at school they are. Others simply find themselves too rushed in the morning to prepare and eat breakfast. All too often, children and teens are grabbing sodas or flavored coffee drinks with the thought that the sugars in the beverage will give them energy. What they are not getting, however, are the important nutrients that they need to get through the day.
Some have criticized the inclusion of sugared cereals in the school breakfast program. However, the sugar in these meals constitutes only five percent of the added sugar in a typical day's diet. In the meantime, they are also getting important nutrients in these cereals, which all have to be whole grains. The bigger problem connected to weight gain among children comes from sodas, which now account for 28% of the added sugars that children get in a day, on average. The Fall River School Wellness Policy prohibits the sale of soda during the school day.
"We're looking at the entire school day in the context of nutrition," notes Fall River School's Chief Operating Officer, Tom Coogan, who is in charge of the school lunch program. "Our menus now reflect a shift to the more consistent use of whole grains and more fruits and vegetables at every meal, including additional fruits or vegetables to any students that request it." he adds. The new school nutrition vendor, Whitsons Culinary Group, is focused on ensuring that the food that children eat not only tastes good but is good for them. 

A new provision of the Whitson service is the use of a new point-of-sale electronic system that will allow students to pay for their meals with an ID card, something like a credit card. The system, which is now in place in most schools, allows parents to identify allergies or medical concerns associated with foods that the children select. The school will also have a better idea of which items are selected. "Once this system is fully in place, it will give us some valuable information on what children are eating," noted School Wellness Coordinator Marcia Picard. "Parents will be able to know what their children are eating at school, and we can gear our educational presentations to help children select more nutritious items, like fruits and vegetables, and then see the results the next week in the cafeteria data," she added.

If you're interested in finding out more about school nutrition resources in the Fall River Schools, contact School Wellness Coordinator Marcia Picard at:  mpicard@fallriverschools.org.
