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Bright Spots 
•	 Springfield and New Bedford have 

taken after the bell (ATB) breakfast 
programming district-wide, achieving 
over 80% average participation of all 
students.

•	 Orange and Holyoke are close behind, 
counting 79% and 78% district-wide 
participation, respectively.

•	 In just two years since implementing ATB 
programs, Everett increased from 43% 
average breakfast participation across 
the district to 73%, and Gill-Montague 
jumped from 28% to 73% participation.

•	 With breakfast participation of 75%, 
Putnam Vocational Technical High 
School is a model for other vocational 
tech schools, which average just 19% 
breakfast participation.

•	 164,000 children in high poverty schools 
participate in school breakfast today, 
compared to only 97,000 in SY12/13,  
an increase of 67,000 students.
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the Child Nutrition Outreach Program at Project Bread, 
the New England Dairy & Food Council, the Massachusetts 
Chapter of the School Nutrition Association, the Food Bank 
of Western Massachusetts, the Worcester County Food Bank, 
the Greater Boston Food Bank, the Rise and Shine Coalition, 
Project Bread, the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute, Ad-
vocates for Children of New Jersey, the Food Research and 
Action Center, and Share our Strength.
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After the Bell (ATB) school breakfast  
is a game changer.

Did You Know?
Massachusetts ranks 33rd of 50 states in the percentage of low- 
income children who eat a school breakfast each day.

+159,000 
more low-income  
students would  

receive a nutritious 
meal each day.

If all high poverty 
schools reached 

80% of kids with 
breakfast...

+$32M
USDA reimbursements  

each year would be  
available to the State.

The Goal

Percentage of 625 schools reaching 
students with breakfast

High Povery Schools Charter Operators

 74%

 10%
6%

10%
 47%

 25%

11%

17%

Gold Star Honorable Mention Status Quo Needs Urgent Attention

Key Findings of 625 High Poverty Schools

0nly     
25% 
47%
74% 

feed breakfast to 80% or more of their 
students each day.

feed breakfast to fewer than 50% of 
their students each day.

of charter operators feed breakfast to 
fewer than 50% of students each day.
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The Dollars and Sense of ATB Breakfast

There is a strong business case  
for ATB breakfast 
Not only does it improve health and student academic out-

comes, but ATB breakfast brings revenues into the district, 

supporting School Nutrition Director and District CFO 

efforts to improve school nutrition budgets. School nu-

trition programs are highly regulated and operate on thin 

margins because labor and food costs are high, and the 

reimbursement rate per school meal, which is also regu-

lated, is low. ATB breakfast offers a financial fix: it boosts 

participation, which increases the number of meals served 

and reimbursements from USDA.

If all high poverty schools in Massachusetts launched ATB 

programs and reached 80% participation rates, collectively 

they would draw down nearly $32 million in USDA reim-

bursements each year – money currently forfeited due to 

low breakfast participation.

“		 ATB breakfast programs result in 
a healthy fiscal position for school 
nutrition departments — and 
many districts are not in a healthy 
fiscal position. Well-run ATB 
breakfast programs dramatically 
increase breakfast participation 
and draw down increased UDSA 
reimbursements. ATB breakfast is the 
single biggest quick fix for nutrition 
departments and it makes business 
sense: those new reimbursement 
dollars cover the startup and 
operating costs of the after the  
bell program.”

——  DONNA LOMBARDI, DIRECTOR OF SCHOOL 
NUTRITION, WORCESTER PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Case Study: Winchendon 
Memorial Elementary launched an ATB D2C program with a 

$4,700 start-up grant and a free and reduced- meal eligible 

student population of 62% at the beginning of SY17/18. When 

it was served before school, breakfast participation averaged 

25%. Within the first month of ATB operation, participation 

jumped to 80%, reaching as high as 90% to date. Financially, 

the district’s school breakfast revenue increased from $1,000 

to nearly $9,000 in one year. Increased revenues:

•	 Contribute to improved child nutrition programming — 
such as increasing locally sourced fruits and vegetables 
— across all schools in the district.

•	 Cover increased labor costs associated with serving  
more meals.

•	 Are slated to support start-up costs to expand ATB 
breakfast programming to the middle school.

$8k

$6k

$4k

$2k

60%10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 70% 80% 90%

STUDENT PARTICIPATION

Winchedon example: ATB breakfast increases 
net revenue for nutrition department

One-time start-up 
costs recovered within 

months of launch.

+$8,000
Estimated annual 

net revenue  
at 80% participation for 

Memorial Elementary.
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Why Does School Breakfast Matter? 
Hunger is hidden and persists in Massachusetts with 

research showing that food insecurity rates increased 

during the Great Recession and have yet to return to 

pre-recession levels in our state and across the coun-

try.1 Despite nearly eleven years of economic recovery, 

one out of every seven children in our state still lives 

in a family that lacks the resources necessary to afford 

enough food for all household members to lead active, 

healthy lives.2   

The USDA school nutrition programs have long exist-

ed as a nutritional and scholastic safety net, providing 

essential nourishment low-income children cannot 

always get at home. Research shows that children liv-

ing in low-income families receive half of their daily 

calories at school. Despite significant efforts over the 

past six years, nearly 159,000 low-income students in 

the Commonwealth are still missing out on a nutri-

tious morning meal at school each day.

“	 Making school breakfast 
available after the bell is 
foundational to our turn-
around work in Holyoke.  
It was one of the first steps 
we took to improve learning 
outcomes for students.” 

—— DR. STEPHEN ZRIKE,  
RECEIVER/SUPERINTENDENT, 

HOLYOKE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Adopting ATB breakfast district-wide  
made a big impact in Holyoke
Three years ago, Holyoke committed to 
expand ATB breakfast delivered to the 
classroom district-wide. Today, Holyoke 
Public Schools:

•	 Average 78% participation across the 
district compared to 45% three years ago.

•	 Feed 1,100 more students breakfast each 
school day.

•	 See an increase from $400,000 to 
$900,000 in annual USDA breakfast 
reimbursements.

Hunger in Our Schools

Nearly 159,000 low-income students in 
the Commonwealth are still missing out 
on a nutritious morning meal at school 
each day.
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Massachusetts ranks 33rd out of 50 states in terms 

of the percentage of low-income children who eat a 

school breakfast every day.3 In this third annual re-

port, we explore the dichotomy between a handful of 

districts and schools in which a majority of students 

participate in school breakfast and a larger subset of 

schools which reach less than half of their kids. 

Since SY13/14, the Eos Foundation has provided high 

poverty schools* with grant funding and technical 

assistance to help them launch after the bell (ATB) 

breakfast programs. In SY13/14, 67 schools ran Gold 

Star breakfast programs (those reaching over 80% 

participation). In SY18/19, 159 hit that mark. From 

SY13/14 to SY16/17, the number of Gold Star schools 

increased 105%. However, since SY16/17, the number 

has grown by only 15%, appearing to level off as the 

early adopters have already rolled out the program.

ATB Progress is Leveling Off

Increase in Number of Gold Star 
Schools Is Leveling Off  
 
Still after six years, only 25% of all MA  
high need schools are Gold Star625

High Need  
MA Schools

67

SY 
13/14

92

SY 
14/15

108

SY 
15/16

138

SY 
16/17

143

SY 
17/18

159

SY 
18/19

25%

Nearly half of all high poverty schools in the state, 293 

schools or 47%, reach less than half of all their kids, 

and another 173 schools (28%) reach between 50-79% 

participation. What are the Gold Star schools doing 

successfully, and how can other schools replicate their 

success?

If all high poverty schools operated Gold Star breakfast 

programs, over 159,000 more low-income students 

would gain a nutritious meal each day, and the state 

would tap into over $32 million in USDA reimburse-

ments each year — money currently forfeited due to 

low breakfast participation.

___________

* High poverty schools are those in which a minimum of 60% of 
students qualify for free or reduced-price meals.
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After the bell breakfast  
empowers students 
Many schools give students a rotating “Breakfast 

Champion” role, which can include delivering break-

fast coolers to the classroom, distributing placemats 

and meals, assisting with clean-up, and returning 

breakfast carts to the cafeteria. Children love the re-

sponsibility and teachers appreciate the extra help.

 Benefits of ATB Breakfast

Fewer disruptions mean  
more learning time
School administrators and teachers frequently 

worry that breakfast ATB eaten in the classroom 

will compromise valuable instruction time. How-

ever, in classrooms with the program, teachers 

report that they have gained instructional time 

due to fewer disruptions such as visits to the 

school nurse, tardiness, and absenteeism.4 During 

classroom breakfast time, teachers take atten-

dance, check in with students, and engage them 

in “chew and do” activities. In addition, teachers 

report that the quality of instruction improves 

when students eat breakfast because the children 

are more alert and ready to learn.  

Eating together strengthens 
community, helps build trust and 
cooperation
Research shows that eating together helps build 

trust and cooperation.5 This is echoed by teach-

ers and school administrators operating ATB 

breakfast programs across Massachusetts. They 

find eating breakfast together as a class to be a 

valuable morning social/emotional check-in with 

students that helps build community, which sup-

ports learning success for all.

RESEARCH-BASED BENEFITS OF BREAKFAST

When children eat school breakfast, 
research shows the following results:
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ATB school breakfast operates 
like a light switch — within  
days of transitioning from 
before the bell to ATB, 
participation often doubles.

ATB breakfast allows students a brief window of time 

to eat after the tardy bell rings. Students typically eat 

in their classrooms while completing an assignment 

Gold Star ATB Delivery Models

MODEL 1 — ATB Breakfast Delivered to the Classroom (D2C, formerly called Breakfast in the Classroom). 
Meals are delivered to the classroom in insulated hot/cold breakfast bags, students make a breakfast selection, 

and teachers record breakfast participation. Using this model, national participation averages 88%.6 

For middle and high schools with block schedules, districts should consider the Springfield Model, which creates 

a 10-minute advisory period at the start of the school day, allowing kids to go to the same classroom each morn-

ing, which provides for a D2C model.

MODEL 2 — The Chicopee Model Grab and Go to the Classroom. 
While most Grab and Go models average 40 - 50% participation, the Chicopee Model reaches 90% of students. 

Children come into their classrooms and put their coats and backpacks down. They then go out into their respec-

tive hallways and make a breakfast selection from one of several kiosks, taking the meal to eat in their classroom. 

Cafeteria staff record breakfast participation.

MODEL 3 — The Salem Model Second Chance Breakfast. 
Another option for block schedules is the Salem Model, which uses a Grab and Go with kiosks as students enter 

school followed by a Second Chance breakfast between 2nd and 3rd periods. The key to the success of the Salem 

Model is a 10 - 15 minute break between 2nd and 3rd periods where students can go to the cafeteria or kiosks and 

access a bagged breakfast to take to their classroom. Salem sees 40% of kids take the Grab and Go when they enter 

the building and another 40-50% take the Second Chance later for a total 80%+ participation rate. 

as teachers take attendance and collect homework. 

Three delivery models are known to achieve Gold Star 

participation. Striving for this high level of partici-

pation is important to first address childhood hunger 

ensuring students are fed and fueled to learn, and 

second, to draw down increased USDA breakfast re-

imbursements for reinvestment into improved school 

nutrition programming.

Step 1 Breakfast is delivered to classroom Step 2 Students work while they eat Step 3 Students lead clean up efforts
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Based on six years of program implementation, we 

distilled the most essential elements to a success-

ful ATB school breakfast program.

1. Leadership is critical.

At the district level, the districts with supportive su-

perintendents who have made ATB breakfast a top 

priority, requiring the program across the district, 

see quick gains. At the school level, the same applies 

to principals. School Nutrition Directors (SNDs) are 

typically enthusiastic about ATB breakfast programs. 

These professionals – many registered dietitians, nu-

tritionists, and chefs with business backgrounds –play 

a front-line role to combat childhood hunger in high 

poverty schools. While most SNDs embrace the ATB 

program, they need superintendents and principals to 

open the doors for them to get ATB into more schools. 

“	 All the research supports how important a 
nutritious breakfast is for the kids. It helps 
their overall health and is very imporant for 
learning. We’ve really worked awfully hard to 
make After the Bell breakfast possible for all 
our kids. It’s been a true team effort.”

—— SUPERINTENDENT DANIEL WARWICK 
 

2. Teachers are critical. 

The classroom teacher is the single greatest predic-

tor of whether the child in that room participates in 

breakfast. We have seen classrooms in one school with 

variations in participation of as much as 40% based on 

teacher support for the program. Teachers at all grade 

levels should consider eating with their students to 

role model good habits, discuss the importance of nu-

trition, and have a social/emotional check-in over the 

shared meal. 

“	 I was worried about mess in the classroom, 
but found it was not a problem. The benefits 
of students eating breakfast in my classroom 
have erased my initial worries about the 
program. I encourage all teachers in high 
poverty schools to embrace this program.” 

—— KIM LEPAGE, TEACHER AT BOWIE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, 
CHICOPEE

Examples of the increase  
in breakfast participation  
when served after the bell

Holyoke High | Holyoke, MA 
ENROLLMENT: 232

Fisher Hill | Orange, MA 
ENROLLMENT: 212

Barry | Chicopee, MA  
ENROLLMENT: 428

46%

36%

51%

90%

94%

81%

Before School Breakfast in the Cafeteria

After School Breakfast in the Classroom

Key Learnings
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3. Bring food to the kids rather than kids to the 
food. This is what Gold Star models do!

School leaders that embrace breakfast as foundation-

al to learning make it easy for kids to get breakfast. 

Those who expect kids to grab a breakfast on their way 

into the building or from the cafeteria often don’t see 

above 50% participation even if they provide students 

time after the bell to eat the breakfast. 

“	 Our middle school offered grab and go via a 
kiosk at the entry where kids were allowed 
to take the meal to their classroom, but it 
was chaotic and didn’t go well. Students 
were fooling around in the hallway and 
were delayed getting to class, so we decided 
to transition to an ATB D2C model, which 
allowed students and teachers to get right 
into their learning day. ATB D2C is a much 
smoother model and our participation 
numbers have increased significantly.” 

—— CAROLYN BROWN, SCHOOL NUTRITION DIRECTOR, 
ATHOL-ROYALSTON

4. Create a school team — teachers, cafeteria 
staff and custodians — to launch ATB breakfast. 

Gold Star ATB breakfast programs are a true team ef-

fort with all school-building staff working in concert 

for the benefit of children. Cafeteria staff prepare and 

account for breakfast, principals and teachers guide 

students through their morning meal, and custodians 

help dispose of breakfast waste.

“	 The after the bell breakfast program where 
children eat in the classroom hasn’t been 
more work, it’s just been different work. 
Instead of spending time cleaning up a messy 
cafeteria, I roll out and pick up trash barrels 
from the hallway. Yes, there is the occasional 
spill in the classroom but that’s no different 
than what would happen in  
the cafeteria.” 

—— DAVE KEZAR, HEAD CUSTODIAN,  
CARLTON INNOVATION SCHOOL, SALEM

Key Learnings (continued)

10
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While all high poverty schools are required to operate 

a breakfast program, most still do so before school 

starts, requiring students to arrive early to access a 

nutritious morning meal. Late buses, crowded and in-

timidating cafeteria lines, limited time to get food and 

eat before the bell rings, and the stigma that “only the 

really poor kids eat breakfast” are among the docu-

mented barriers to participation.7  

Moving breakfast to ATB, when students are required 

to be in attendance, changes these dynamics. When 

served ATB:

•	 All children have access to a free breakfast.  
No one must try to arrive early to eat a nutritious 
meal or be concerned about missing breakfast 
due to a late bus, and no one is singled-out as 
needing breakfast.

•	 Children have 10 - 15 minutes to eat in the 
comfort and safety of their classrooms, 
as opposed to the rushed, crowded, and 
intimidating cafeteria.

•	 Teachers report a calmer start to the learning 
day. Children enter the classroom and sit down 
to a morning assignment or conversation with 
classmates while they eat.

•	 Participation rates in breakfast jump 
dramatically, and students are fed and fueled  
to learn.8 

How ATB Breakfast Works

Recognizing hunger as a serious impediment 
to learning, the Massachusetts Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education 
issued policy guidance in 2015 that breakfast 
eaten after the bell and in the classroom can 
count toward student learning time. 
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Planning to implement an ATB breakfast program is critical to success. Gold Star participation schools 

allow a minimum of 4 - 6 weeks of preparation prior to ATB launch. Key steps include: 

How to Start an ATB Breakfast Program

1.	 Researching and choosing an ATB model. 
The principal and SND partner to lead the 

ATB implementation team. They research 

and choose an ATB model based on the 

school’s grade levels, schedule, and physical  

layout/logistics.

2.	 Observing a Gold Star breakfast school. 
A school-based team (administrator, 

teacher, cafeteria, facilities) visits a Gold 

Star breakfast school to ask questions, 

observe, and develop a nuts & bolts plan for 

implementation.	

3.	 Engaging all school-based staff.  
At an all staff meeting, the principal and SND 

partner to present a plan to implement ATB 

breakfast, review checklists, and answer staff 

questions. As a follow-up to this large group 

meeting, principals may engage in grade-level 

planning meetings to problem-solve how ATB 

breakfast will work for each student age group and 

in each classroom. The implementation team should 

check in with staff daily during the first few weeks 

to ensure a smooth roll-out. ATB breakfast should 

remain on all monthly staff meeting agendas to 

share success and problem solve any challenges.

Checklist for Teachers Checklist for Custodians Checklist for SNDs

�� Create a morning routine for 
how breakfast will work in 
your classroom. 

�� How will you guide students 
to access breakfast?

�� What activities will students 
do when eating breakfast?

�� Where will your share bin go 
and what are your rules for 
students to access it?

�� Where will your cleaning 
supplies and breakfast  
trash go?

�� Understand your role in meal 
accountability, if any.

�� What instructions will you 
leave for substitute teachers?

�� Determine trash equipment 
needs for breakfast waste. 

�� Identify clean-up kits  
for classrooms (i.e., handheld 
dustpans/sweepers, wet 
wipes).

�� Determine ATB waste  
pick-up time and  
process for disposal.

�� Determine meal accountability 
plan based on ATB delivery model. 

�� Identify ATB kiosk(s) or insulated 
bag sets.

�� Determine ATB breakfast menu 
options and bagging equipment.

�� Identify storage for increased 
breakfast inventory.

�� Determine staffing schedule 
changes, if any.

�� Order cafeteria and custodial 
equipment needs.
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Won’t ATB breakfast make my 
classroom a mess?

Most elementary schools already have snacks in the 

classroom. ATB breakfast is no different. Teachers 

establish routines and cleaning protocols for eating 

breakfast after the bell in their classrooms. Students 

learn their roles and clean up after themselves. Cus-

todians are also involved to identify school-specific 

clean-up protocols. With the need to clean the cafete-

ria between breakfast and lunch eliminated, custodi-

ans have time to remove classroom trash.

Is ATB breakfast healthy?
The 2010 Healthy, Hunger Free Kids Act significant-

ly updated nutrition standards for meals served in 

schools. Today, breakfasts include whole grain ce-

reals, yogurt, warm egg sandwiches, juice, milk, and 

fresh fruit. Increasing variety is available for ATB pro-

grams, including cafeteria-baked muffins made with 

local and school garden-sourced ingredients.

Misperceptions/FAQ

What about pests?
Schools have not reported an increase in pests due to 

breakfast eaten in the classroom. Teachers establish 

cleanliness routines and teach students to follow them. 

One teacher found that ATB breakfast eliminated ro-

dents in her room because she no longer had to keep 

snacks in her drawers for hungry students, which the 

mice would get at when the class was empty.

How can we handle food allergies?
Managing food allergies in the classroom is no different 

than managing food allergies in the cafeteria. School 

nutrition staff work with school nurses and teachers to 

ensure allergies are identified and appropriate steps are 

taken, such as special labels on the meals for students 

with allergies. 


