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Executive Summary

The West Virginia Universal Free Meals Pilot project provided a nutritious breakfast
and lunch to all students regardless of financial need in 72 schools in seven counties during
the 2011 2012 school year This report examines the implementation and impacts of this
pilot project.

The rationale for the pilot project was supported by research on several fronts.
Recently released datafrom the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2011b) showed high
levels of food insecurity and hunger across the country. These conditions were especially
severe in West Virginia, where 14.2% of residents live in food insecure households. Other
recent research has shown that90,633 children live below the poverty line in the state (West
Virginia Kids Count Fund, 2010).

With this level of economic distress, academic outcomes could well be affected.
Research consistently shows that hungry students do not learn as wellas children who have
been adequately fed @Abalkhail & Shawky, 2002; Chandler, Walker, Connolly, & Grantham -
McGregor, 1995; Edward & Evers, 2001; GranthamMcGregor, Chang, & Walker, 1998;
Jacoby, Cueto, & Pollitt, 1998; Kleinman, et al., 2002; Meyers, et al., 1989; Murphy, et al.,
1998; Powell, Grantham-McGregor, & Elston, 1983; Richter, Rose, & Griesel, 1997; inTaras,
2005).

Yet, providing free meals to economically disadvantaged students can pose social
barriers for them, causing them to feel humiliated by accepting free or reduced-price meals,
while other students can afford to pay for them. Economic barriers also exist for families
whose earnings fall just above the cutoff, making their children ineligible for free or reduced -
price meals. Bills for school meals can be too much for some families to afford, especially or
families with more than one child in school.

Social, as well as economic barriers can be overcome, however, as shown in a small
number of studies. For example, one study showed that by offering a universal free
breakfast, participation in a school breakfast program was destigmatized for economically
disadvantaged students (Pertschuk, 2002). Additionally, economic challenges for schools
and districts in offering free meals to all of their students may not be as daunting as
previously thought. According to Murphy and colleagues (1998), schools where 70% or more
of students receive free or reducedprice meals can provide breakfast for all students with
minimal extra funding.

In light of these and other studies, the West Virginia Department of Education
(WVDE) launched the Universal Free Meals Pilot project beginning in the 2011 2012 school
year, as a way to improve outcomes for children living in impoverished communities. In all,
72 schools located in ®ven county school districts (i.e., Clay, Fayette, Gilmer, Lincoln,
Mason, Mingo, and McDowell) elected to participate in the project. Approximately 26,000
students attended schools in these counties. An average of 70% of those students who
attended elementary schools were eligible for free or reducedprice meals; for middle
schools, the average was 71%; and for high schools, 59%.



Executive Summary

In July 2011, district superintendents in participating counties met with the state
superintendent to discuss the Universal Free Meals Pilot project. Participating counties in
the pilot project agreed to eliminate processed foods, increase schoolmade meals, and
expand food choices to students. Six of thesevenparticipating counties decided to offer fr ee
meals at breakfast and lunchtime during the pilot year. The remaining county made the
decision to patrticipate in a free breakfast program only, due to budgetary concerns.

In August 2011, cafeteria managers (head cooks) from participating schools attended
a l-day training in Cabell County. The training, conducted by 16 cooks from Cabell County
focused on cooking from scratch! Trained cafeteria managers then provided a similar
training to cooks in their respective schools and counties. After the initial training, cafeteria
managers in participating counties periodically attended additional training sessions,
facilitated by food service directors, to try out new recipes and exchange ideas. tl is
important to point out that although all participating counties had to agree to increase the
level of school-made meals during the pilot project, some counties had already been making
a gradual shift away from heat-and-serve (prepackaged processed foods) to schoeimade
meals (cooking from scratch) for a few years prior to the pilot project.

While the Office of Child Nutrition provided conceptual guidance and technical
assistance with regard to providing meals to all students, participating districts and schools
were at liberty to implement and adapt the project in ways that best suited their particular
circum stances.

Breakfast was offered through one of three strategies recommended by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2011a):

1. Breakfast after first period 8 sometimes called anutrition break or secondchance
breakfast, students eat breakfast during a break in the morning, often between 9:00
a.m. and 10:00 a.m.

2. Grab 06nd gdbredkfasts aakefpackaged in paper bags, boxesor trays.
Students pick up their breakfast and eat it when and where they want, within school
guidelines.

3. Breakfast in the classroomd students eat breakfast in the classroom at the beginning
of the day or during morning break time. Breakfasts can be either hot or cold,
depending on a school's facilities.

Changes in the lunch program were limited primarily to menu offerings and levels of
participation, but not in the mode of delivery.

Evaluation Questions

1Cabell County cooks had been trained as part of
Revolution, during the 2009 T 2010 school year. The project, which was videotaped and televised in a
six-part, primetime series on ABC, promoted meals made from scratch by school cooks using recipes
and menus created by Jamie Oliver, a weltknown British chef.

iv| Universal Free Meals Pilot Project



Executive Summary

We investigated (a) the implementation of the Universal Free Meals Pilot project to
inform the department about any adjustments they may wish to make in its operation, and
(b) the extent to which impacts such as those reported in the research cited above were
evident at the end of the first year of implementation. Our evaluation addressed the
following questions:

EQ1. How do various stakeholder groups perceive the implementation and outcomes
of the pilot project?

EQ2. To what extent is participation in the Universal Free Meals Pilot associated with
positive student achievement outcomes as measured by the state summative
assessment (i.e., WESTEST 2) and academic grades?

EQ3. To what extent have attendance rates changed over time among students who are
enrolled in pilot schools?

EQ4. To what extent has disciplinary behavior changed among students who are
enrolled in pilot schools?

Methods

To study Evaluation Question 1 (EQ1), theimplementation and perceived outcomes
of the pilot project, we gathered data through surveys and interviews (individual and focus
group) about stakehol dersd experiences with th
survey all school staff from the 72 pilot schools twice during the course of the year, using an
online questionnaire developed in collaboration with the Office of Child Nutrition. A total of
489 useable responses were submitted from six of the participating county school districts in
the end-of-year survey, onducted in mid May 2012. Additionally, b etween early March and
early June 2012, a total of 142 individuals, representing eight stakeholder groups,
participated in this study. Three researchers conducted eight individual and 18 focus group
interview sessions, averagingsevenindividuals per focus group.

To study the impacts of the pilot project (EQ27 EQ4), we examined the academic
performance, attendance, and disciplinary behavior of 2,591 students in the pilot schools
(879 elementary, 837 middle, and 875 high school) and in a matched comparison group of
2,591 non-pilot -school students, by employing statistical analyses of extant data sources.
More specifically, to study relationships that may exist between project participation and
student achievement outcomes (EQ2), we tested the following hypotheses:

H1. WESTEST 2 scores for reading/language arts and mathematics for students in pilot
sites will increase significantly over the course of the pilot (TIME).

H2. WESTEST 2 <ore changes for these students will differ significantly when
compared to students from a matched set of comparison schools (GROUP * TIME)

We tested these two hypotheses by compiling and analyzing longitudinal data sets
containing WESTEST 2 assessment dta for each student in both groups.

To study the extent to which attendance rates changed among students enrolled in
pilot schools (EQ3), the following hypothesis was tested:

Universal Free Meals Pilot Projg¢at



Executive Summary

H3. Average attendance rates will increase significantly among students in pilot sites
(TIME) .

We compiled and analyzed a longitudinal data set from the West Virginia Education
Information System (WVEIS) containing attendance data (membership and absences) for
each student in both groups.

To study the extent to which disciplinary behavior changed among students enrolled
in pilot schools (EQ4), the following hypothesis was tested:

H4. The rate and severity of behavioral disciplinary incidents will decrease significantly
over the course of the pilot.

We compiled and analyzed a longitudinal data set from the WVEIS Discipline Module
containing behavioral offenses and corresponding disciplinary dispositions for each student
in both groups.

Results

EQ1. Project Implementation

To examine the perceptions of various stakeholder groups regarding the
imple mentation and outcomes of the pilot project, we developed and deployed surveys, and
conducted individual and focus group interviews.

Survey results

There were few differences in responses to the midyear and endof-year surveys.
Consequently, the following results are based on the endof-year survey. It should also be
noted that, generally, only minor differences of opinion existed among role groups and
programmatic levels. The most consistent discrepancies were between administrators and
other stakeholder groups, with administrators tending to hold more favorable views about
issues such as student traits and disciplinary behaviors. The following are major findings
from the survey:

1 Most respondents to the end-of-year survey indicated that various negative student
behaviorsd including disruptive student behavior, physical fighting between students,
lack of respect for staff by students, harassment or bullying among students, and cutting
classes or skipping schoob were not a problem or were only a minor problem in their
schools.

1 The preponderance of opinion was that things had either stayed the same (about half to
two thirds of respondents, depending on the behavior) or gotten better compared to the
previous school year (a quarter to more than a third), with only a quarter, or far less than
a quarter, reporting things had gotten worse.

1 The three problem areas that showed the highest percentages ofjotten better responses
were dudents' difficulty concentrating on instruction an hour or two before lunch
physical fighting between students, and disruptive student behavior .

1 The vast majority of respondents (88%i 97%) reported that the student health and
behavioral traits had gotten better or stayed the same. Of those staff who had responded
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that the presence of the traits had gotten better, the vast majority thought the
improvements probably or definitely were attributable to their participation in the
program.

1 The three traits that showed the highest percentages ofgotten better responses were
students are happy to be at school, are actively engaged in learmig, and are motivated to
learn.

1 About three quarters of respondents indicated that potential issuesd including
integrating nutritional and instructional programming , organizing the distribution of
food, time for food service staff to prepare and distribute food, problems with cleanup,
food being wasted food safety, and parent dissatisfaction with the projectd were not a
concern or a minor concern .

I The one exception to this pattern was food being wasted, which nearly half of
respondents saw as anoderate or major concern .

1 Owverall, a large majority of staff reported that the project had been successful at their
school to a moderate or major extent, and about 80% said the Universal Free Meals Pilot
project had been worth the investment in time, staff, materials, money, and other
resources their school or county had made. Over 90% said they would like to see their
school continue in the program next year.

Individual and focus groupterviews

Overall, feedback from stakeholders regarding the intent and impact of the pilot
project was overwhelmingly positive. Respondents emphasized the importance of every
student having the opportunity to eat adequate and nutritious meals daily. Participants
frequently pointed to the timeliness of the pilot in light of current regional and national
economic conditions, including historically high levels of poverty, unemployment, and
underemployment in their counties. Comments indicated that, as a result of the pilot project,
all students were provided the opportunity to eat school meals and schools withessed large
increases in student participation.

Generally, stakeholders found school meals to be healthier, offering more variety
compared to previous years. According to most teachers, students also appeared to be more
actively engaged in the classroom and exhibied better concentration and higher levels of
energy. Comments indicated that in some schools,the program positively impacted student-
teacher relationships, which may have long-term benefits for individual students (social,
emotional, and academic), as well asfor overall school climate.

There are, however, considerable differences among schools regarding the
proportion of meal s that are cooked from scratch and the type and quality of food choices
made available to students in individual schools.

Six major themes emerged during the individual and focus group interviews: (a)
financial supports for the pilot project, (b) practical considerations regarding various
breakfast strategies; (c) quality of the school meals and students' adaption to the new
menus; (d) student participation; (e) impacts on classroom instructional time; and (f) food
waste.

Universal Fre®leals Pilot Projedt vii
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Financing the pilot project

The primary concern for counties was finding way s to finance the pilot project. High
return rates on parental financial forms for federal reimbursement helped offset some of the
expenses involved in providing free schookmade meals to all students. Counties that had
more success with collecting financial for ms tended to be those with a high percentage of
free and reducedprice lunch eligibility . In these counties, most parents already had
experience completing financial forms to allow their children to receive fre e or reduced-price
meals at school. Additionally, in successful districts, county and school personnel spent
considerable time and effort contacting parentsd often multiple times, using various
meanso as well as making the form available online to offer convenience and confidentiality.

Such efforts were necessary, becausall counties incurred additional costs during the
imple mentation of the pilot project, although costs were considerably lower for counties
with high percentages of students eligible for free and reduced-price meals. Additional costs
were related to (a) fresh food commodities, which are generally more expensive compared to
processed/prepackaged foods; (b) the additional time needed to prepare and cook food,
which often required additional staffing and training; (c) furnishing enough kitchen space
with suitable equipment to accommodate an increase in food production and storage; and
(d) depending on the type of breakfast strategies a school adoped, other supplies (e.g.,
larger trash cans and cleaning supplies for classrooms, specialized trays and bags to carry
food, and carts to transport food to classrooms).

The level of funding available for the pilot project varied greatly among counties and
played a prominent role in determining both the level and quality of implementation . Each
county had to decide within the broader context of local priorities and funding limitations
how much of the costs associated with implementing the project it could finance during the
pilot year.

While funding opportunities from the WVDE have been tremendously helpful to
counties, they fell short of adequately addressing the issue anddid not provide sustainable
solutions for all participating schools. Someschool kitchens were very old and equipped with
small-volume, outdated, and at times inoperable equipment, making it a challenge to
prepare the type and volume offood schoolswere expected toserve.

It was also evident that many school cafeterias were understaffed. Participating
schools employed various strategies to handle the increased volume of food production
required by the pilot project, including (a) hiring new cooks, (b) transitioning part-time
cooksinto full -time employees, (c) extendingovertime opportunit ies for their cooks, and (d)
allowing their cooks to come in an hour or so early to accomplish the extra work to be done
Even so, stakeholders who participated in focus group interviews indicated that kitchens in
most schools were understaffed. Counties were, however, constrained from adequately
staffing school cafeterias due to a staterecommended meal-to-cook ratio formula which had
been in use prior to the pilot project, when the use of prepackaged foods(heat-and-serve)
was very high, especially during breakfast. The calculation had not been adjusted to reflect
changes in the types of meals served in participating counties.

Breakfast strategies

viii | Universal Free Meals Pilot Project
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Participating counties had discretion to implement the pilot project according to
local circumstances. The majority of participating counties extended the discretion to
implement the pilot project to each school and allowed school administrators to identify a
strategy or combination of strategies that best suited circumstances at the building level. It is
very apparent that flexibility is crucial to the degree to which each school adopts the
universal free meals program and successfully implements it.

A great many factors affected the selection of strategies that best suited each
participating school. Variations among schools included, for example, programmatic level,
size of student population, configuration of building structure, location and size of cafeteria,
characteristics of classrooms, and bus schedules. Each of these variables by itself, or in
combination w ith others, influence d which breakfast strategy was the bestfit .

Quiality of school meals

Stakeholder feedback indicated that, overall, there was a definite shift from
processed foods to foods cooked from scratch. Furthermore, the number of options available
to students appears to have generally expanded compared to previous years. Additionally,
schools to a large extent ofered healthier meals made from whole wheat and whole grains,
and monitored the amount of sodium, calories, saturated fat, and other ingredients in school
meals, to stay within the federal nutrition regulations. In this regard, cooks indicate that the
trai ning they received before the beginning of the school year was instrumental. Despite
initial complaints from some students, overall, stakeholders indicated that students in most
schools have begun to get used to a healthier menu, try food items for the fist time, and
appreciate the options that were made available to them.

There were, however, concerns among stakeholders in some schools regardinga) the
continuing use of large proportions of processed foods, (b) quality of food choices made
available to students, (c) lack of variety in school menus, and (d) portion size of meals, which
some believalt o be di sproporti onat ein nidile and high schaols. 6
There were various causes that contributed to these concerns and stakeholders have
suggested the following as underlying factors: (a) the financial ability of each county to
provide resources necessary to produce schoolmade meals and increase student
participation ; (b) the lack of lead time for counties and schools to make necessary
preparations prior to the implementation of the pilot project ; (c) the particular selection of
breakfast strategies, which affected food options that could be made available to students
and (d) federal nutritional requirements and standards that limit the a mount of meat and
grains served to students.

Student participation

Stakeholder feedback strongly indicated that there was a significant overall increase
in student participation in school meals during the pilot year compared to previous years d
primarily driven by breakfast programs.

The most obvious reason for the increasewas that schools made meals available for
free to all students regardless of socioeconomic status. Students who previously ate breakfast

Universal Free Meals Pilot Proj¢dk

age



Executive Summary

at home or brought lunch to school (packers) were able to eat schoolmade meals without
placing an additional financial burden on their parents.

Survey data and comments from individual and focus group interviews with various
stakeholder groups also clearly indicated that the universality of free school meals removed
the social stigma previously attached to students who qualified for free and reduced-price
meals. According to these comments, the removal of stigma not only encourage these
students to participate more freely, but encouraged other students, as well, who previously
did not qualify.

Another factor that may have played a significant role in increasing participation
rates was the selection of various breakfast strategies according to local contexts. For
examp | e, the availability of grab oO6no esqmwived n s o0me
shortly before the beginning of the instructional day, allowed them the opportunity to take
their food to the classroom. Students who may not be hungry and preferred to socialize with
their peers before classes instead of eating breakfast, were also more likely to participate
when breakfast was served in the classroom as part of the instructional day or during a break
after first period.

There were, however, some factorsthat played a role in discouraging students from
participating in greater numbers in school meals. Long lines in the cafeteria, for example,
affected the rate of student participation during breakfast and lunch. Such delays reportedly
resulted from the process used to document student meal participation and a lack of
adequate kitchen staff to serve food to students in a timely fashion. An additional reason for
the low increase in lunch participation may have been due to the short time interval between
breakfast and lunch. Even though some schools during the pilot year had begun serving
breakfast at the beginning of the instructional day or after first period, they had yet to
readjust their lunch period schedule accordingly.

Classroom impacts

Contrary to their initial concern about lost instructional time, some teachers
indicated the opposite occurred because breakfastwas served in their classrooms to all
students at the same time, often at least 30 minutesto an hour later than in previous years.
The announcement by the WV Office of Education Performance Audits that participating
schools could use the time during breakfast in the classroom as instructional time also
helped to ease their concern. Other things that allayed their concerns, according to teachers
and administrators, were the positive changes in students they observed, which they
attributed to the pilot project. Due to breakfast programs, stakeholders reported a reduction
in hunger resulting in better concentration and focus, higher levels of energy and more
active engagement of their students compared with previous years. According to teachers, in
previous years, the hour or two prior to lunch was one of the most challenging blocks of time
for classroom instruction, as some students were distracted by empty stomachs and
frequently asked how much longer they had to wait before they could have lunch.

Stakehol der s6 c o nutathas aresult of hyeakfastth ithe-aldssoom
strategies in elementary schools, a sense of familywas created. Sane educators believe that
the smaller student-to-teacher ratio in the classroom compared to the cafeteria provided
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more opportunity to build relationships with their students on a personal level under
structured conditions. Some teachers used the opportunity to act as role models and discuss
table manners and eating etiquette with younger students, which they believed will have
long-term benefits. Stakeholder comments also indicated that an added benefit of eating
breakfast in the classroom was that younger students learned responsibility , as each student
was expected to clean up after him or herself.

Some teachers however, were still worried about the potential loss of time for
classroom instruction . In both the midyear and end-of-year surveys,approximately a quarter
of survey patrticipants indicated that integrating nutritional and instructional programing
was a moderate or major concern, and some focus group participants also expressed similar
concerns. This issue was less of a concerramong elementary teachers. Based on feedback
from participants in focus group interviews, the vast majority of teachers and principals who
voiced concerns about loss of instructional time were from schools where the breakfastin-
the-classroom strategy was employed requiring students to leave their classrooms to get
their food. Comments indicated that students were losing a significant amount of
instructional time after school starts due to various combinations of the following reasons:
(a) walking to the cafeteria, (b) standing in line to get food, (c) walking back to classrooms,
(d) eating breakfast, and (e) cleaning up after meals. Most respondents with these concerns
considered the scheduling of breakfast to be very disruptive and suggested serving breakfast
before the start of the school day. According to some stakeholders, serving breakfast before
the start of the school day would also alleviate a concern over students who arrive at school
very early, having eaten little or no breakfast, and have to wait after until first period to eat
their first meal of the day.

In addition to contributing to loss of instructional time due to time spent cleaning up
after students eat breakfast in the classroom, some stakeholders, particularly teachers and
principals, raised concerns about sanitation in their classrooms. The risk of damaging
valuable instructional materials and possible insect infestation , due to spillage and less than
adequate clearrup, were raised as concerns. It is also apparent that some classrooms were
not equipped with the necessary cleaning supplies. According to some stakeholders, cleaning
items such as paper towels and Clorox wipes often were not available in classrooms and
some schools depended on donations from parents for these items. As a last resortsome
teachers purchased these items at their own expense.

Food waste

Approximately 45% of survey participants indicated that food waste was a moderate
or major concern. Individual and focus group interviews with various stakeholders provided
additional evidence about this concern, but also provided indications that during the course
of the year, some schoolswere able to take measures to curb the amount of food being
wasted.

Some food waste resulted from the introduction of menu items that were new to
students. Based on stakeholder feedback, it is clear that it took students some time to adjust
to healthier alternatives and develop a taste for items on the revised menus. During this
initial process, students often took food items, decided that they did not like them, and then
disposed of them.

Universal Free Meals Pilot Projgoti
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The pressure to increase participation rates also contributed to food waste. There are
indications that in some instances, school staff may have put too much pressure on students
to participate in school breakfast or lunch. A related factor that contributed to food waste
was the requirement for reimbursable meals. For a meal to be considered reimbursable, it
had to consist of at least three items. Consequently students whohad already eaten at home
or were not very hungry had to take three items, consume what they wanted, and throw the
rest away.

During the course of the pilot year, most schools continued to experiment with
strategies to control food waste. Some schools, for example, did a morning count, which
enabled them to prepare meals sufficient to feed the exact number of students present each
day. Others periodically sought student feedback in order to prepare foods that were both
nutritious and appealing. Such strategies seem tomake a positive impact on food waste;
however, they cannot by themselves completely eliminate food waste. Other solutions are
needed to address this issue sufficientlyand sustainably.

Overall

It was clearly evident that stakeholders had highly favorable views of the pilot
project. Whil e some areas of concerns were identified by some stakeholders, overall, the vast
majority indicated that the positive impacts of the program far outweighed any challenges
they encountered as they implemented the program during the pilot year. Almost all
stakeholders who participated in individual and group interviews expressed the desire to
continue with the program for the foreseeable future. Comparatively fewer stakeholders
identified issues they wanted to see addressed before their county or schoolcommitted to
implementing the program for a second year.

Impacts
Student performance {@&luationQuestion2)

In analyses involving WESTEST 2 mathematics and reading/language arts data for
students in pilot project schools and a matched group of non-pilot -school students, we found
the following.

1 For elementary school students, neither group differed significantly over time in terms of
mathematics test performance, but both groups improved their proficiency rates by a
negligible margin. In reading/language arts, students in the treatment group scored
statistically significantly lower in 20117 2012 than in 20107 2011. However, it should be
noted that this was also true for the comparison group, and the decline in test
performance was not large enough to negatiely impact proficiency rates.

1 In middle school mathematics, both the treatment and comparison groups scored lower
in 20111 2012 than in 201012 0 1 1 . However, the treat ment group
static and not statistically significant while the compariso n groupos decline
statistically significant. In reading/language arts, students in the treatment group scored
higher in 2011 2012 than in 20107 2011. Again, however, this difference was not
statistically significant.
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1 In both high school mathematics and reading/language arts, the treatment group
increased their average scores while the comp
these differences were not statistically significant.

Student attendance {BluationQuestion3)

Based on West Virginia Education Information System (WVEIS) data, we made the
following findings:

1 At the elementary school level, marginal differences in both total and unexcused absence
rates for treatment group students across time were not statistically significant,
indicating the attendance trends had not yet changed significantly.

1 With respect to middle school students, we observed a marginal increase in the average
total absence rate for the treatment group and a static performance for the comparison
group over time. Both groups increased in their respective average unexcused absence
rates over time. The difference in total absence rates for the treatment group over time
was not statistically significant. However, the difference in unexcused absence rates was
statistically signific ant. The latter finding provides some evidence that the unexcused
absence rate in middle schools increased over

1 At the high school level, we observed increases in total absence rates for both the
treatment and comparison groups. Interestingly, with regard to unexcused absence rates,
the treatment group declined marginally over the same period, while the comparison
group increasedd but the differences for treatment schools were statistically
insignificant. However , the increases we observed for comparison schools were both
statistically significant. This is an important finding because it would appear that high
school students in the comparison group experienced different attendance outcomes
when compared with treatment schools. The total absence rates appear to have increased
more sharply in comparison schools than in treatment schools. The average unexcused
absence rate in the treatment group remained more or less static while the same rate for
the comparison group increased by a statistically significant margin. While this finding
does not fully confirm our study hypothesis, it lends some support to the potential of this
intervention to begin impacting attendance outcomes.

Student disciplinary behaviofSvaluation Question 4)

Based on WVEIS student disciplinary data, we made the following findings:

1 A sharp increase was observed in 2012 at the elementary program level in the number of
students and the number of discipline referrals in both comparison and treatment
groups. That it involved both groups similarly suggests systemic change in discipline
reporting between the 2 years.

1 Treatment group students at the middle and high school levels consistently had more
referrals per student than comparison group students, yet this was true in both 2011 and
2012 and as a result it is not possible to discern any effect of participation in the pilot at
program levels.

Universal Free Meals Pilot Projégatiii
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1 While there were some fluctuations in the distribution of discipline referrals by severity
at the elementary school level, none was sufficiently large to indicate statistically
significant differences between treatment and comparison students from 2011 and 2012.

1 Among middle school students, we observed what could be interpreted as a positive
finding for treatment students. A significant increase in referrals for minimally
disruptive behaviors occurred in 2012 compared to the previous year, yet this was offset
by a corresponding decrease in more severedisruptive and potentially harmful
behaviors. The opposite was tue among comparison students.

1 At the high school level, in 2012 the proportion of discipline referrals for minimally
disruptive behaviors increased substantially among treatment group students; however,
this was not offset by a corresponding decrease in eferrals for more severe behaviors.
For comparison group students, both minimally disruptive and disruptive and
potentially dangerous behaviors decreased, while the incidents of more serious behaviors
increased.

Discussion

Feedback from stakeholdersregarding the intent and impact of the pilot project was
overwhelmingly positive. They indicated the importance of every student having the
opportunity to eat adequate and nutritious meals dail y and they reported that all students
were provided that opportunity . As a result, schools witnessed large increases in student
participation in school meals. Generally, school meals were reported to be healthier, offering
more variety than in previous years.

Stakeholders noted clear school climate benefits derived from ther participation.
Many stakeholder comments indicated that the pilot was having substantial impacts on the
conditions for learning within their respective schools. For example, the breakfast -in-the-
classroom strategy offered teachers and students greater pportunity to build relationships,
according to elementary school teachers. Additionally, access to free meals improved student
engagement by reducing distractions caused by hunger, headaches, and stomachaches,
according to teachers and other school staff.

These findings add to a substantial and growing evidence base suggesting that a safe
and supportive learning environment & in other words a positive school climated improves
outcomes for students both academically and in their social and emotional development
(Cohen & Geier, 201Q Sparks, 2013. According to a model put forth by the U.S. Department
of Education, school climate consists of three primary domains including engagement
(relationships, respect for diversity, and school participation), s afety (emotional/physical
safety and substance use), andenvironment (physical/academic/disciplinary environment
and student/staff wellbeing). In West Virginia, a recent study involving 42 high schools
provided additional evidence that relationships among students and staff, school
engagement, emotional safety, and the overall school environment contributed substantially
to higher academic outcomes (Whisman, 2012). Although there was little evidence in the
present study that participation in the pilot positively affected student performance among
intervention schools, we believe we are at too early a stage to draw conclusions from
WESTEST 2 scores or data from attendance and disciplinary behavior records. The pilot

xiv| Universal Free Meals Pilot Project



Executive Summary

project lasted only one academic year, during which schools were mobilizing to provide both
breakfast and lunch meals to all students and making adjustments along the way.

There could well be long-term academic benefits for students in this study as a result
of relationship building during the pilot and from knowledge and skills gained as a result of
being less distracted by hunger and more fully engaged in the learning process. There also
could belongt er m benefits for studentsd soci al and er
breakfast-in-the-classroom strategies which afforded teachers the opportunity to act as role
models and students the opportunity to | earn responsibility by participating in food
distribution and clean -up activities.

Even though the pilot project ended in May 2012, we may well have the opportunity
to track the progress of students in participating schools. In August 2012, the WVDE Office
of ChildNutrit i on announced that 35 counties initiated
Community Eligibility Option (CEO) for their school nutrition programs, in some or all of
their schools during the 2012-2013 school yeaB only a few months after the pilot ended.
CEO is a federal universal free meal service option, allowing schools to qualify as free feeding
sites. All students at those schools receive both breakfast and lunch at no charge. While
ensuring that all children receive nutritious meals during the schoo | day, this option also
eliminates the need for districts and schools to collect, approve, and verify household
applications for free and reduced-price eligible students in high poverty areas of West
Virginia. With all students categorized as eligible for free meals, the county is relieved of the
burden of billing and collecting money from parents. Additionally, several county boards
extended the universal free meal program by grouping schools within the county so that all
elementary students receive free nmeals. As a result, in the 201213 school year, 283 West
Virginia schools are offering free meals to approximately 90,000 students across the state?
As noted the pilot project was of short duration, yet if student s enrolled in the pilot schools
continue to attend schools with universal free meals, say as part of the CEO expansion, time
will tell if they may realize long -term academic and developmental benefits.

Our study revealed information about implementation of the program that could be
useful to schools and districts newer to universal free meal programs. For one thing, it was
critical to the acceptance and success of the pilot project that most participating schools had
the discretion to decide on an approach suitable for their student populations and their
particular local context. Characteristics of individual schools within each county influenced
the selection of breakfast strategies best suited for each school. Many schools used a
combination of strategies based on multiple factors, such as grade level, student population
size, building structure, and bus schedules. The selection of breakfast strategies, in turn,
affected food options that could be offered to students, as well as the risk that instructional
time might be lost as a result. Teachers insome schools expressed great concern about the
impact of the school breakfast strategy adopted at their school on instructional time.

2For more information about West Virginiads parti
Child Nutrition website: https://wvde.state.wv.us/nutrition/news.html?news_id=51
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Although this concern abated for most teachers over the course of the year some believed it
continued to be an issue tha had yet to be adequately addressed.

Food waste was a big concern for many stakeholders. While schools have taken some
steps to reduce the amount of food wasted, districts and schools must continue to identify
contributing factors and find solutions to mi nimize food waste. Soliciting student feedback
about school-made meals, allowing students to choose what they want to eatand giving
them the option to participate , may enable schools to reduce food waste to some extent. For
additional ideas about how to reduce food waste, the Northeast Recycling Council (a
nonprofit consortium of 10 states in northeastern United States) has many helpful
recommendations and resources?

Participant feedback strongly suggests that the initiative is more likely to be
embraced and successful, not only when county and school administrators are strong
advocates of the initiative and set expectations prior to the school year, but also when they
seek input from other stakeholders regarding decisions on breakfast strategies, scheduling,
and type and quality of meals. It is imperative, therefore, that as additional counties and
schools planto implement this or a similar initiative by the WVDE, they be notified enough
in advance to allow adequate time for making necessary preparations and for involving
relevant stakeholders in some of the decision making.

Recommendations

Recommendations for the West Virginia Department of Education

1 Expand the program. Encourage counties to find ways for their schools to participate
in universal free meals programs, either through the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Community Eligibility Option (CEO) or more traditional USDA mechanisms
and supplemental funding.

9 Help districts and schools identify potential funding sources for renovating kitchens,
buying equipment, and procuring other resources to improve both efficiency and
guality in their food production.

9 Facilitate the exchange of information among schools and counties about successful
strategies to explore as they implemert their programs.

9 Continue to allow districts to adapt universal free meals initiatives to their local
circumstances.

1 Continue to monitor impacts on student performance, attendance, and disciplinary
behavior. Conclusive summative data will take 3 to 5 years of implementation to
obtain.

Recommendations for counties

1 Be sure administrators are strong advocates of the initiative, set expectations prior to
the school year, and involve all relevant stakeholders in planning.

SFor exampl e, s e e FoochService/Cafdletial Wapten Redurctipn Stiggestions &
Guidance, 0 avail abl e at et /evwwinerd.drgadecunmegts/sdbd®ls/EoodService
WasteReductionInSchools.pdf.
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1 Do not restrict s c devemping Othe dreakfast sttategydror i n
combination of strategiesd that will maximize student participation and the variety
in food choices available to them, while minimizing the loss of instructional time.

1 Revisit the meal-to-cook ratio. This formula needs updating to account for the
increased time and labor required to cook menu items made from scratch.

91 Provide ongoing training for food service personnel to improve their capacity to plan
for and prepare nutritious school -made meals.

1 Allow adequate time for schools to plan an implementation strategy that includes
staffing, equipment, and funding prior to the beginning of the school year.

1 Strongly consider exercising the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Community
Eligibility Option (CEO), which will elimin ate the need to collect financial forms from
families for individual students.

1 Investigate local codes regulating the disposal of unopened food packages and
uneaten fruit that has been discarded by students, but remains wholesome for
consumption at local food banks or other facilities that provide food for those in
need.

9 For counties that choose to offer universal free meals through traditional USDA
funding mechanismsd as did the schools in the pilot project, which predated CEOd
employ multiple strategies for raising return rates on parental financial forms.
Successful counties in the pilot project worked with parent groups to telephone
parents individually, and posted online applications to make the process more
convenient for parents and provide additional ¢ onfidentiality.

Recommendations for schools

1 Be strong advocates of the initiative and set expectations prior to the school year.

1 Involve all relevant stakeholders in planning, especially regarding breakfast
strategies, scheduling, and the type and quality of meals.

1 Pay particular attention to the tradeoffs involved with each breakfast strategy. The
choice of a particular breakfast strategy in combination with other variables at each
school can affect the potential for lost instructional time and the extent to which
schools can offer food choices to their students.

I Obtain feedback from students about menusd especially when introducing new food
items. Doing so will go a long way in helping cooks to provide nutritious school-made
meals that students will eat, and reducing both student hunger and food waste.

1 Communicate more effectively to students and staff that students may have as many
fruits and vegetables asthey choose Doing so may assuage some of the complaints
about students not getting enough to eat at hool meals.

1 Pay careful attention to the scheduling of meals, and make sure there is sufficient
time between breakfast and lunch for students to work up an appetite. Appropriate
scheduling could increase their participation in the free meals program and avoid
students getting hungry at various points during the school day.

1 Optimize the flow of students through lines to receive their meals. Standing too long
in line limits the time students have to eat their meals, which can affect the
nourishment they receive and lead to food waste.

1 When employing the breakfast-in-the-classroom strategy, equip classrooms with
necessary cleaning supplies.
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1 Communicate to all stakeholders, explicitly, that participation in school meals is
voluntary.
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Introduction

The West Virginia Universal Free Meals Pilot project provided a nutritious breakfast
and lunch to all students regardless of financial need in 72 schools in seven counties during
the 2011 2012 school year This report examines the implementation and impacts of this
pilot project.

The rationale for the pilot project was supported by research on several fronts.
Recently released datafrom the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2011b) showed high
levels of food insecurity and hunger across the country. These conditions were especially
severe in West Virginia, where 14.1% of residents live in food insecure households. Other
recent research has shown that90,633 children live below the poverty line in the state (West
Virginia Kids Count Fund, 2010).

With this level of economic distress in the state, academic outcomes cald well be
affected, as research consistently shows that hungry students do not learn as wellas children
who have been adequately fed In a recent literature review on nutrition and student
performance, Taras (2005) featured studies that reported the fol lowing:

1 A significant relationship was found between skipping breakfast and poor student
performance (Abalkhail & Shawky, 2002).

9 After receiving school breakfast, previously undernourished students significantly
improved verbal fluency (Chandler, Walker, Connolly, & Grantham -McGregor, 1995).

9 Teachers reported that students who had eaten breakfast were better able to study,
listen, and concentrate; parents reported fewer absences (Edward & Evers, 2001).

1 Undernourished children performed better on cognitive f unction tests and were
more on task after they began receiving breakfast at school, whereas adequately
nourished children showed no change in scores. (GranthamMcGregor, Chang, &
Walker, 1998).

1 Nutritionally at -risk children who received breakfast at schod had improved
attendance and scored better on vocabulary testing (Jacoby, Cueto, & Pollitt, 1998).

9 Participation in a school breakfast program contributed significantly to higher
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) scores (5 points on the total sca) and to
lower tardiness and absence rates (Meyers, et al., 1989)

9 Students who increased their participation in the school breakfast program had
significantly greater increases in their math grades, decreases in rates of school
absences, and decreases itardiness (Murphy, et al., 1998).

9 Six months after a free school breakfast program, students previously nutritionally at
risk showed significant improvements in attendance and improvements in math
grades (Kleinman, et al., 2002).

1 Students who received a €hool meal performed better on an arithmetic test and had
better attendance (Powell, Grantham-McGregor, & Elston, 1983).
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9 School breakfast improved cognitive performance of socially disadvantaged,
undernourished children (R ichter, Rose, & Griesel, 1997).

Yet, providing free meals to economically disadvantaged students can pose social
barriers for them, causing them to feel humiliated by accepting free or reduced-price meals,
while other students can afford to pay for them. Economic barriers also exist for families
whose earnings fall just above the cutoff, making their children ineligible for free or reduced -
price meals. Bills for school meals can be too much for some families to afford, especially for
families with more than one child in school.

Social, as well as economic barriers can be overcome, however, as shown in a small
number of studies. For example, one study showed that by offering a universal free
breakfast, participation in a school breakfast program was destigmatized for economically
disadvantaged students (Pertschuk, 2002). Additionally, economic challenges for schools
and districts in offering free meals to all of their students may not be as daunting as
previously thought. According to Murphy and colleagues (1998), schools where 70% or more
of students receive free or reducedprice meals can provide breakfast for all students with
minimal extra funding.

In light of these and other studies, the West Virginia Department of Education
(WVDE) launched the Universal Free Meals Pilot project beginning in the 2011 2012 school
year, as a way to improve outcomes for children living in impoverished communities. In all,
72 schools located in ®ven county school districts (i.e., Clay, Fayette, Gilmer, Lincoln,
Mason, Mingo, and McDowell) elected to participat e in the project. Approximately 26,000
students attended schools in these counties. An average of 70% of those students who
attended elementary schools were eligible for free or reducedprice meals; for middle
schools, the average was 71%; and for high sdols, 59%.

In July 2011, district superintendents in participating counties met with the state
superintendent to discuss the Universal Free Meals Pilot project. Participating counties in
the pilot project agreed to eliminate processed foods, increase schot-made meals, and
expand food choices to students. Six of thesevenparticipating counties decided to offer fr ee
meals at breakfast and lunchtime during the pilot year. The remaining county made the
decision to participate in a free breakfast program only, due to budgetary concerns.

In August 2011, cafeteria managers (head cooks) from participating schools attended
a l-day training in Cabell County. The training , conducted by 16 cooks from Cabell County
focused on cooking from scratch# Trained cafeteria managers then provided a similar
training to cooks in their respective schools and counties. After the initial training, cafeteria
managers in participating counties periodically attend ed additional training sessions,
facilitated by food service directors, to try out new recipes and exchange ideas. tl is
important to point out that although all participating counties had to agree to increase the

4Cabel |l County cooks had been trained as part of
Revolution, during the 2009 T 2010 school year. The project, which was videotaped and televised in a
six-part, primetime series on ABC, promoted meals made from scratch by school cooks using recipes
and menus created by Jamie Oliver, a weltknown British chef.
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level of schookmade meals during the pilot project, some counties had already been making
a gradual shift away from heat-and-serve (prepackaged processed foods) to schoeimade
meals (cooking from scratch) for a few years prior to the pilot project.

While the Office of Child Nutrition provided conceptual guidance and technical
assistance with regard to providing meals to all students, participating districts and schools
were at liberty to implement and adapt the project in ways that best suited their particular
circumstances. By volunteering to participate in the Universal Free Meals Pilot project,
counties agreed to reduce processed foods increase schootmade meals, and offer more
choices to students

Breakfast was offered through one of three strategies recommended by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2011a):

1. Breakfast after first period 6 sometimes called anutrition break or second-chance
breakfast, students eat breakfast during a break in the morning, often between 9:00
a.m. and 10:00 a.m.

2. Grab 6nd6 gobredkfasts aakefpackaged in paper bags, boxesor trays.
Students pick up their breakfast and eat it when and where they want, within school
guidelines.

3. Breakfast in the classroomd students eat breakfast in the classroom at the beginning
of the day or during morning break time. Breakfasts can be either hot or cold,
depending on a school's facilities.

Changes in the lunch program were limited primarily to menu offerings and levels of
participation, but not in the mode of delivery.

Evaluation Questions

We investigated (a) the implementation of the Universal Free Meals Pilot project to
inform the department about any adju stments they may wish to make in its operation, and
(b) the extent to which impacts such as thosereported in the research cited abovewere
evident at the end of the first year of implementation. Our evaluation addressed the
following questions:

EQ1. How do various stakeholder groups perceive the implementation and outcomes
of the pilot project?

EQ2. To what extent is participation in the Universal Free Meals Pilot associated with
positive student achievement outcomes as measured bythe state summative
assessment (i.e., WESTEST 2) and academic grades?

EQ3. To what extent have attendance rates changed over time among students who are
enrolled in pilot schools?

EQ4. To what extent has disciplinary behavior changed among students who are
enrolled in pilot schools?

Universal Free Meals Pilot Proj¢@






Methods

To study Evaluation Question 1 (EQ1),the implementation and perceived outcomes
of the pilot project, we gathered data through surveys and interviews (individual and focus
group) about stakehol dersd exper i eimpaets of the
pilot project (EQ2i EQ4), we examined the academic performance, attendane, and
disciplinary behavior of students in the pilot schools and in a matched comparison group, by
employing statistical analyses of extant data sources. More detailed descriptions of our
methods follow.

Rilot Project Rarticipant Characteristics

In all, 72 schools located in £ven county school districts (i.e., Clay, Fayette, Gilmer,
Lincoln, Mason, Mingo, and McDowell ) elected to participate in the project, beginning in the
2011 2012 school year. Approximately 26,000 students attend ed schools in these counties.
An averageof 70% of those students who attended elementary schools were eligible for free
or reduced-price meals; for middle schools, the averagewas 71%;and for high schools, 59%.
Table A 1 (Appendix A, page 73) shows the counties and schools involved,as well as each
s ¢ h o ol &span ganfguraion, enroliment, and percent of students eligible for free or
reduced-price meals.

In addition to students, stakeholder groups that participated in or were affected by
the implementation of the pilot project included district and school staff in various roles
(i.e., administrators, teachers, cooks, custodians, aides, or other service or support
personnel), and parents.

Description of htervention

While the Office of Child Nutrition provided conceptual guidance and technical
assistance with regard to providing meals to all students, participating districts and schools
were at liberty to implement and adapt the project in ways that best suited their particular
circumstances. By volunteering to participate in the Universal Free Meals Pilot project,
counties agreed to reduce processed foods increase schootmade meals, and offer more
choices to students

Breakfast was offered through one of three strategies recommended by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA , 2011a):

1. Breakfast after first period 6 sometimes called anutrition break or second-chance
breakfast, students eat breakfast during a break in the morning, often between 9:00
a.m. and 10:00 a.m.

2. Gr a h 6 ¢lgeakfastd breakfasts are packaged in paper bags, boxesor trays.
Students pick up their breakfast and eat it when and where they want, within school
guidelines.
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3. Breakfast in the classroomd students eat breakfast in the classroom at the beginning
of the day or during morning break time. Breakfasts can be either hot or cold,
depending on a school's facilities.

Changes in the lunch program were limited primarily to menu offerings and levels of
participation, but not in the mode of delivery.

Methods for Studyng Projectimplementation (EQ1)

To study the perceptions of various stakeholder groups about the implementation
and outcomes of the pilot project (Evaluation Question 1 [EQ1T]), we developed and deployed
two surveys (midyear and end-of-year) and other qualitative methods to test the following
hypotheses:

H1l.  Stakeholders will perceive the project to be well implemented.

H2.  Stakeholders will be satisfied with the outcomes of the pilot project.
Samplingfor surveys

An attempt was made to survey all school staff from the 72 pilot schools. To engage
the respective stakeholder groups in the surveys invitation emails were sent to principals of
each school in the participating districts, who then were asked to complete the online survey
and also to distribute the link to the survey to teachers and other staff in their respective
schools so theycould participate as well. Additionally, for the first round of surveys, a letter
of invitation from the state superintendent of schools accompanied the email invitation. The
invita tion emails and letter, and questionnaires for both surveys are provided in Appendix B,
page75.

Sampling formdividual and focus group interviews

The evaluation plan called for purposive sampling of participants for interviews to
ensure the opportunity for all stakeholder groups that played a significant role in the
implementation of the pilot project to contribute to th e study (Table 1). This proposed
sampling procedure represented an ideal and broad approach to ensure adequate
representation of all stakeholders, while also being feasible within time constraints for data
collection.

For stakeholder groups with only one member per countyd for example,
superintendents and food service directorsd the research design allowed forsemistructured
individual interviews with potentially all individuals in the study. In the case of principals,
we proposed sevenseparate focus group interviews for groups offive to eight administrat ors
from each county. This meant that, at minimum, we would include approximately half
(48.6%) of the principals from the 72 participating schools in the study. We also proposed
conducting a semistructured interview with one head cook from each of the seven
participating c ounties.

Having identified p rogrammatic level as a key variable, we planned to include
teachers and studentparent pairs from all three levels. Since elementary schools made up
over half (56.9%) of the participatin g schools,we targeted teachers and studentparent pairs
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from elementary schools in greater numbers than middle schools (22.2%) and high schools
(20.8%). We proposed to conduct seven focus groups with a group of five to eight

elementary school teachers from eachcounty and a total of four focus groups with a similar

number of teachers selected from two middle schools and two high schools. We also
proposed to interview a minimum of two student-parent pairs from the elementary school
level and one additional pair eachfrom the middle - and high-school levels. These plans are
summarized in Table 1 (below).

Tablel. ProposedInterview Technique and Samplinfpr Qualitative DataCollectionin Pilot Project
Schools and Countidsy Stakeholder Group

Stakeholder Technique Time Samplingsource  Number
Superintendents Semistructured 30 minutes each Volunteers from Maximum seven
interview (3% hours all seven counties
maximum)
Principals Focus group 1 hour each Volunteers from Seven (fiveo eight
(7 hours total) all seven countiesparticipants) one per county
Teachers Focus group 1 hour each Volunteers in 11 (fiveto eight participants

(11 hours total) chosen schools each, one elementary per
county, two middleand two
highschook across counties

Foodservice Semstructured 30 minutes each Volunteers in all Maximum seven
directors interview (3% hours seven counties

maximum)
Schoohead cook Semistructured 30 minutes each Volunteers in Maximum seven

interview (8% hours chosenschools

maximum)
Student/parent  In-depth interview 1-2 hours each  Volunteers in Fou to seven, including a
pairs chosenschools ~ minimum oftwo elementary

one middle and me highschool

School Observation Maximum 30 Chosen schools Maximum 11

(5% hours total

maximum)

What is presented above is what researchers proposed and hoped to achieve in terms
of stakeholder participation and representation in this component of the study. However, as
will be described later in this report ( seepage?21, Rdtruitment of individual and focus group
interview participants 0), once the data collection stage of the research bean we encountered
various obstacles and opportunities that resulted in some deviation from the proposed
design. In some cases,these deviations led to a lessthan-ideal representation of certain
stakeholder groups or programmatic levels; but in other cases, we ended up including
stakeholder groups who were not part of the original design, but who provided insights that
resulted in a more dynamic and nuanced research study.

Instrument development
Surveys

The survey questions were developed in collaboration with Office of Child Nutrition
staff for the purp ose of obtaining stakeholder perceptions of the project. The questionnaire
was, for the most part, the same between rounds, however it was modified and a few

Universal Free Meals Pilot Proj¢ct
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guestions were added/deleted for the second round based on findings from the individual
and focus group interviews.

To assure respondents that their anonymity would be preserved and their responses
would be held in confidence, they were asked to specify the program level that best described
their school, but were not asked to identify the specific school at which they worked. The
response options provided were elementary school, middle or junior high school, and high
school. Finally, to assess representation in responses from participating school districts we
asked respondents to identify the county location of their school. Beyond reporting the
number and percentage of responses by district, however, no further analyses were
undertaken on a county-by-county basis.

Individual and focus group interviews

We developed an interview protocol to provide a structure for the administration of
interviews that would ensure consistency among interviewers
rights. The protocol included instructions for (a) properly introducing the interviewer; (b)
explaining the role of the Office of Reseach within the WVDE; (c) describing the purpose of
the interview and how data would be used; (d) ensuring confidentiality; (e) obtaining
informed consent; (f) setting basic guidelines for interview participation , including
part i ci psamdrasgonsibilitigshand (g) recording the interview.

Based ona review of similar evaluation studies and data from open-ended comments
in the midyear (Round 1) survey, we drafted semistructured interview and focus group
guestions for all stakeholder groups. While questions were generally similar across most
stakeholder groups, some questions were necessarily modified, added, oiomitted to fit each
stakeholderés role and associated circumstances.

On average, here were 10 main interview questions for each stakeholder group (see
Appendix B, Individual and Focus Group Interview Questions, page 87). These questions
alsoincluded a number of subquestions (follow-ups) intended to probe further and guide the
conversation. The interview protocol was designed to be flexible enough to accommodate
interesting and relevant topics that may spontaneously arise during the discussion. When
and if this happened, interview ers allowed all participants to fully comment on the topic
before moving on to other questions.

At the beginning of each interview and focus group sessions, interviewers introduced
themselves (name, title, and office) and described their role in the Office of Research and the
West Virginia Department of Education ( WVDE). This was followed by a description of the
evaluation study including its intended purpose and the way in which information provided
by participants would be used and represented in the study. Participants were assured
confidentiality and that no information w ould appear in any report that could be traced back
to an individual. Interviewers informed p articipants that their participation was completely
voluntary and they had the right to decline to answer any or all questions, including request s
for basic demographic information about them selves such as name, title, and number of
years of employment.

After their rights were fully explained to them and prior to starting each individual
and focus group interview session, int er vi ewer s obtained participants
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A

part in the session. Interviewers alsoas ked f or participantsd consent
session. After obtaining their consent to participate and record the session, interviewers

then switchedt he recorder on and once again asked for
it on record.

For student participants, we obtained a consent form signed by their parents. We
sent an electronic consent form to each principal from participating schools willing and able
to arrange a focus group session with volunteering students. Principals then gave the
consent forms to the students to be signed by one of their parents. On the day ofthe focus
group, interviewers collected a signed consent form from each student participant before
proceeding with the same protocol outlined above for other stakeholder groups to obtain
consent from participating students.

Research design

The researchteam developed a qualitative research design to gather perceptual data
from key stakeholders in all participating counties. The design included various data
collection approaches, including online surveys and interviews, intended to produce the
highest quality data possible. The decision to use individual or focus group interviews was
based on consideration of the size of the stakeholder group practicality of facilitating the
interview, and burden on participants. Individual interviews and focus groups wer e expected
to last approximately 30 and 60 minutes each, respectively, while in-depth interviews were
allotted as much as 2 hours.

Approach to data analysis

Our data collection included both multiple -choice and open-ended survey questions
and individual an d focus group interviews.

Quantitative data from surveys

We used the chi square statisic to test the null hypothesis that there were no
statistically significant differences among stakeholder groups or programmatic levels in
participants' assessments of @) the impacts of the project on problems observed at the
school, (b) the impacts on student well-being, (¢) implementation challenges, and (d) the
benefits of the project.

Qualitative data from surveys and interviews

Each individual and focus group interv iew session was digitally recorded ecept one,
which was documented via detailed note taking.5 All recorded interviews were then
transcribed verbatim. Interview transcripts (including notes from the unrecorded focus
group session) and openended responsesfrom the second suvey were imported into
gualitative data analysis software (NVivo 9), and organized by stakeholder group, cunty,

5 After the completion of two separate focus group interviews in a county in one day, an
opportunity became available for a third and unscheduled focus group on the same day. However,
there was no space available on the digital recorder for the third interview, so the interviewer took
thorough and in -depth notes instead.
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and, when applicable, programmatic level and school. Because nterview participants often
covered multiple topics while responding to a particular question, it was not possible to
separate interview data question-by-question. Consequently, whole transcripts were
analyzed for common themes and patterns.

Each interview transcript was first read twice to identify emerging themes and
patterns. During the first reading of the transcripts tentative coding categories were created.
Tentative categories were then refined during the second reading. In some cases this
involved creating subcategories for codes that were too broad, and in oher cases, codes that
were too detailed were collapsed into broader categores. Transcripts were then read for a
third and final time to finalize the coding process.

Coding categories were then examined to identify themes or issues that were salient
across multiple stakeholder groups and detect those that were isolated to particular groups.
Categories were also analyzed to identify relationships among themes or issues. Appropriate
quotations that capture the essence of significant themes and relationships were flagged for
later inclusion in the summary. Data were then summarized by overarching themes as well
as themes that were particular to various stakeholder groups.

Methods for StudyingProjectimpacts(EQZEQ4)

We shift now to describe the methods used to study the remaining evaluation
guestions, which involved the use of extant data sources for student achievement,
attendance, and disciplinary behaviors. We used the same sampling frame for all three
investigations.

Sampling procedures

To test the hypotheses related to the remaining evaluation questions (EQ2 EQ4), we
compiled a longitudinal data set that included 2011 2012 and 20107 2011 WESTEST 2
assessment data, a variety of critical demographic covariates, andJniversal Free Meals Pilot
project particip ation data (i.e., participant or nonparticipant ) for each student in pilot
schools and for all remaining students in the state of West Virginia. We intended to use this
data setfor the selection of a sample of students who were enrolled in schools implementing
the Universal Free Meals Pilot project and a matched group of students in schools where the
project was not being implemented. We constructed these two sample groupsd henceforth
referred to as treatment and comparison group students, respectivelyd by following several
distinct steps, described below.

Data cleaning procedure

We performed a multistage data cleaning process on adata set we received from the
WVDE Office of Information Systems to ensure (a) the validity and integrity of the
information prio r to analysis, and (b) that the records for each student in the resulting
sampling frame included all of the preintervention covariates necessary to conduct a
rigorous matching process. Table 2 provides an overview of the data cleaning process we
used as well as the level of attrition experienced at each step. As is clear from the table, we

10| Universal Free Meals Pilot Project



Methods

experienced only minor attrition as a result of employing these steps (3.2% of the
population).

Table2. Data Cleaning Procedure for Total Population Data Used inEQR!

Step Resulting N

1. Assemble initial file containing all students tested®010;2011and2011¢20120n 154,556
general assessment only (WESTEST 2).

2. Remove students enrolled in special school districts* (Institutional Programs, 153,728
WVSDB).

3. Remove students not tested in either Math or RLA for one of the two years neces 150,019
for analysis.

4. Remove cases where students were missicigool level prentervention covariates. 150,010

5. Remove cases where students progressed down the grade sparRfivéq2011to 149,636

2011¢20120r where students progressed up the grade span by more than one gr
level from2010z2011to 20112012
FINA. COUNT 149,636
TOTAL ATTRITIC 4,920(3.2%)

*Some of the preintervention covariates necessary for our analyses were unavailable for students enroll
these districts.

Sampling students from the treatment group

We decided to work with a sample of treatment group students in our analyses
because wethought including the full population of several thousand treatment group
students along with an equal size comparison group would likely result in even the smallest
mean differences between groups appearing to be statistically significant. We understood
that by making this choice, we must also take pains to ensure that our sample was
representative of the total population.

We decided that, if the sample was large enough, simple random sampling would be
the most appropriate and efficient method available to select a representative sample given
the sheer number of preintervention covariates upon which we sought to exercise control.
We used a freely available sample size calculatoto determine the sample sizes necessary to
ensure 95% confidence +/- 3% that our observations would be representative of the
population. ¢ The calculator indicated we would need between 837 and 879 students in each
programmatic level to reach this goal. We ascertained that this sample was large enough to
successfully employ simple random sampling.

Therefore, using the aforementioned data set, we used SPSS to select a simple
random sample of the sizes specified for each programmatic level. The resulting samples are
presented in Table 3. After selecting our samples, we conducted a series of descriptive
analyses which verified that each random sample was, within a reasonable margin,
representative of the population from which it was selected (see Table A 34i Table A 36,

pagel119.

6 The sample size calculator, published by MaCorr Research Solutions, is available online at
http://www.macorr.com/sample _-size-calculator.htm .
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Table3. Random Samples of Treatment Gro@tudents by Programmatic Level

Students inJniversal Free Meals Pilot projestthools (treatment group)

Programmatic level Number in population Number in sample Percent of population
Elementary 4,739 879 18.5
Middle 3,880 837 215
Secondary 4,871 875 17.9

Selecting anatched comparison group

We used propensity score matching (PSM) to select an appropriate comparison
group of students from the total population of students who did not participate in the
Universal Free Meals Pilot project. PSM is amethodology that uses a logistic regression
model to match two samples based on a single score, referred to as a propensity score. The
propensity score is the conditional probability of being assigned to the treatment group
given a set of observed covariags. The goal of PSM is to model equivalent selection bias in
both groups, thus exercising some degree of control over the impact of the observed
covariates on the outcome variable of interest. Basically, PSM is a powerful tool that allows
researchers to bdance the distribution of important covariates in the treatment and
comparison groupsto ensure the groups are equally matched before analyzing outcome data.

In this study, we sought primarily to control for prior academic achievement in both
reading/langu age arts and mathematics, but specified 11 total covariates in the propensity
score model. The first seven were measured at the studentlevel and included, (a)
preintervention mathematics achievement, (b) preintervention reading/language arts
achievement, (c¢) race, (d) English proficiency, (€) special education eligibility, (f) free or
reduced-price lunch eligibility, and ( g) gender. The last four covariates were measured at the
school level and included, (h) school enroliment, (i) school free or reduced-price lunch
eligibility, (j) school mathematics performance and (k) school reading/language arts
performance. The operationalization of each of these variables is described in
Operationalization of Variables Used in Propensity Score Matching page127.

We specified a single PSM model butused that model separately within each
programmatic level. This guaranteed that all students were comparable in terms of
programmatic level. The PSM algorithm was specified to select the nearest neighbor for each
treatment student, based on the distance observed between their propensity scores. Wedid
not allow replacement of students. The model specified appears inTable 4, along with final
sample sizes for each programmatic level.

Table4. Final Samples by Programmatic Level

Programmaticdvel PSM nodel Finalsample size*
Elementary Treatment=math2011 +RLAR011 + race +tEP+ SPED 1,758
Middle LSES gender + school enroliment + sche8ES school 1,674
Secondary math proficiencg011 + schoolRLAproficiency2011 1,750

*Treatment and comparison groups were the same size.

Assessing theegree of success in matching

The extent to which PSM is successful is commonly assessed by examining preand
post-matching balance statistics. These statistics illustrate how unbalanced the samples were
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before matching and the extent to which that balance improved after matching. We assessed
the improvement in balance for each preintervention covariate. Overall, we found that PSM
algorithm worked quite well with respect to matching the treatment and comparison groups
on the seven studentlevel covariates. However, the models were somehat less successful in
controlling for the four school -level covariates. This finding underscored the importance of
controlling for school -level covariates in subsequent analyses. A full overview of the PSM
balance statistics can be found inTable A37 through Table A 39, page129.

Research desigand approach to data analysis

As mentioned earlier, we used the samples constructed using the proceduresjust
outlined in analyses for EQ2i EQ4. Methods and the hypotheses tested areoutlined below,
and more fully elaborated in the results sections for each evaluation question.

To study relationships that may exist between project participation and student
achievement outcomes (EQ2),we testedthe following hypotheses:

H3. WESTEST 2 scores for reading/language arts and mathematics for students in pilot
sites will increase significantly over the course of the pilot (TIME).

H4. WESTEST 2 score changes for these students will differ significantly when
compared to students from a matched set of comparison schoos (GROUP * TIME).

We tested these two hypotheses by compiling and analyzing longitudinal data sets
containing WESTEST 2 assessment data for each student irboth groups.

To study the extent to which attendance rates changed among students enrolled in
pilot schools (EQ3), the following hypothesis was tested:

H5. Average attendance rates will increase significantly among students in pilot sites.
(TIME)

We compiled and analyzed a longitudinal data set from the West Virginia Education
Information System (WVEIS) cont aining attendance data (membership and absences) for
each student in both groups.

To study the extent to which disciplinary behavior changed among students enrolled
in pilot schools (EQ4), the following hypothesis was tested:

H6. The rate and severity of behavoral disciplinary incidents will decrease significantly
over the course of the pilot.

We compiled and analyzed a longitudinal data set from the WVEIS Discipline Module
containing behavioral offenses and corresponding disciplinary dispositions for each student
in both groups.
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The results of data collection and additional details about the methods used for data
analysis are presented by evaluation question, beginning with EQ1, which focuses on
implementation issues and perceptions about impacts. Sections follow that are focused on
the three impacts questions, including impacts on student performance (EQZ2), student
attendance (EQ3), and student disciplinary behaviors (EQ4).

Intervention Rdelity

As mentioned earlier (see Description of | ntervention, page5), school districts were
given great latitude in their approach to the implementation of t he pilot project in their own
schools. In turn, most districts allowed schools within their jurisdictions to implement the
pilot project in ways that made the most sense for their programmatic levels and students.
Consequently, as the evaluation evolved it became clear that the relevant questions were not
so much about whether they implemented with fidelity relative to prescribed guidelines, but
rather about issues such as (a)how they implemented within their own settings, (b) the
concerns they had as theyundertook meal expansion strategies, (c) perceptions about the
effects of the initiative on student well -being and engagement, and(d) other selected issues
related to school climate and student behavior. Findings about these issues are describedn
the next section. Impacts on student academic performance, attendance, and disciplinary
behaviors are reported in subsequent sections.

EQL.Projectimplementation

To examine the perceptions of various stakeholder groups regarding the
implementation and outcomes of the pilot project, we developed and deployed surveys and
conducted individual and focus group interviews to test the following hypotheses:

H1. Stakeholders will perceive the project to be well implemented.
H2. Stakeholders will be satisfied with the outcomes of the pilot project.

The timeline proposed in the evaluation design called for administering surveys and
conducting focus groups, interviews, and other qualitative approaches beginning in April
2012 to capture end-of-year stakeholder perceptions. However, a need arose to administer
surveys to obtain feedback useful to WVDE staff implementing the Universal Free Meals
Pilot project earlier than initially planned . As a result, surveys were administered twiced
midyear, on January 17to 23, 2012 (Round 1) for initial feedback, and again for end-of-year
perceptions, on May 14 19, 2012 (Round 2 using online questionnaires posted via
SurveyMo n k e yTHis strategy proved useful becausethe Round 1 survey informed the
development of questions for subsequent focus group and stakeholder interviews, which in
turn helped us modify the questionnaire for the end-of-year survey(Round 2).

Survey response rates, baseline data about respondents, and responses to multiple
choice questionsfor the end-of-year survey are reported first, followed by an analysis of the
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data collected through survey openended questions and interviews. (Complete findings for
both rounds of the survey can be found in Appendix B, beginning on page98.)

Results of arvey multiple-choice items

A total of 506 useable responses were submitted from sixof the participating county
school districts in the midyear survey (Round 1) and 489 were received in theend-of-year
(Round 2) survey. No more than three responseswere submitted from Clay County staff;
thus these responseswere excluded from analysis of EQ1.

Baseline dataabout survey respondents

Compared to the number of schools and estimated number of staff in each of the
participating counties, survey participation was somewhat uneven (Table 5); staff from
Mason and McDowell counties responded in numbers proportionate to their respective staff
sizes but Lincoln County was overrepresented in the total response. Responses from Fayette
County remained a bit lower than expected relative to their number of staff.

Tableb. Number and Percent of Round 2 Survey Respondents by County

Round 2 srvey

Staff respondents

Number of  Number of Percentao

County schools staff** staff Number Percent
Total 67 3,188 100.0 489 100.0
Fayette 20 837 284 83 17.0
Gilmer 5 146 5.0 30 6.1
Lincoln 10 402 13.6 116 23.7
Mason 9 462 15.7 90 18.4
McDowell 10 464 15.8 96 19.6
Mingo 13 635 21.6 74 15.1

*Clay County responses were too fewitelude inthe analyses
**Staff numbers are estimates

Participants were asked their current role and the number of years they had worked,
in any role, at their school. About 80% of respondents were teachers, 9% to 1% were
administrators, and 10% to 1% were other school personnel (Table 6).

Table6. Number and Percent of Round 2 Survey Respondents by
Group

Round Zsurvey respondent

Role Numbel Percen
Total 489 100.C
Administrator (principal or assistant principal) 43 8.8
Teacher 391 80.0
Cook 2 0.4
Custodian 0 0.0
Aide 16 3.3
Other service or support personnel 37 7.6
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About half of survey responses were from staff at elementary schools (48%) with the
other half divided between middle/junior high school (21%) and high school (31%; Table 7).

Table7. Number and Percent of Round 2 Respondents
Programmatic Level

Round Zsurvey respondents

Programlevel Numbel Percen

Total 48¢ 100.C
Elementaryschool 23t 48.1
Middle orjunior high school 102 20.€
Highschool 152 31.1

The most frequent categories reported for respondent years of service wereover 10
years of service (29%) and 3 to 5 years of service (22%), followed by roughly equal
proportions in the remaining categories (Table 8).

Table8. Number and Percent of Round 2 Respondents
Years of Experiencia any Position at Their School

Round Zurvey respondents

Years of Service Numbet Percen

Total 487 100.C
Less than one year 64 13.1
1to 2 years 86 17.7
3to5years 107 22.0
6 to 10 years 88 18.1
Over 10 years 142 29.2

There were few differences in responses to the midyear and endof-year surveys.
Consequently, this section focuses on multiple -choice item results from the end-of-year
survey (Round 2) only. For a detailed comparison of survey results for the two survey
administrations, see Appendix B, page 99. Responses to the openended questions are
reported in the next section (page 21), along with other qualitative data collected t hrough
individual and focus group interviews.

For the analysis of stakeholder perceptions by respondent role the regponse options
were collapsed into three categories by grouping cooks, aides, custodians and other
personnel into a single group labeled all other personnel. Middle and junior high schools are
both referred to as middle schools.

Perceived impacts on negative student behaviors

Most respondents to the end-of-year survey indicated that various negative student
behaviorsd including disruptive student behavior, physical fighting between students, lack of
respect for staff by students, harassment or bullying among students, students having
headaches or stomachaches, and cutting classes or skipping schodlwere not a problem or
were only a minor problem in their schools (Table A 6, page 102). When disaggregating
these findings by role group, administrators tended to report more favorable opinions about
all issues; however, statistically significant differences were observed on only four of the
seven (Table A 7, page 103). In terms of cutting classes or skipping school and lack of
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respect of staff by students the percentage ofadministrators rating these as less of a problem
differed from both teachers and all other personnel by fairly large marginsd 20 to 30
percentage points. Administrators rated harassment or bullying among students as not a
problem or only a minor problem at significantly greater percentages compared to teachers;
likewise, their ratings that students having headaches or stomachacheswere not a problem
or only a minor problem differed from all other personnel by a significant higher margin . No
other difference among the three role groups was statistically significant for these four items.
When we disaggregated the findings by programmatic level, staff from elementary schools
tended to report more favorable opinions about all issues. Statistically signif icant differences
were observed, however,on five of the seven:Disruptive student behavior , physical fighting
between students, lack of respect of staff by students, and harassment or bullying among
students. Elementary school staff reported these as much less of a problem as middle or high
school staff. Additionally, elementary and middle school staff reported cutting classes or
skipping to be much less of a problem than high school staff Table A8, pagel104).

When asked to compare these negative student behaviors to last year, the
preponderance of opinion was that things had either stayed the same (about half to two
thirds of respondents, depending on the behavior) or gotten better compared to the previous
school year (@ quarter to more than a third). Only a quarter, or far less than a quarter,
reported things had gotten worse. The three problem areas that showed the highest
percentages ofgotten better responses wee students' difficulty concentrating on instruction
an hour or two before lunch (46%), physical fighting between students (41%), anddisruptive
student behavior (36%) (Table A9, page105). It should be noted that t eachers differed from
administrators by reporting in higher percentages that lack of respect of staff by students
and harassment or bullying among students had gotten worse from the previous year
(Table A 10, page 106). No other difference among the three role groups was statistically
significant for these four items. When disaggregating by programmatic level, roughly a third
or fewer staff from any program level reported any of the behaviors to have gotten worse
(Table A11 pagel0Q7). There were afew differences to note among school program levels (a)
larger percentage of high school staff reported disruptive student behavior to have gotten
better compared to elementary staff; (b) a larger percentage of high school staff reported
physical fighting between students had gotten better compared to both elementary and
middle school staff; and (c) larger percentages of both middle and high school staff reported
cutting classes or skipping to have gotten worse.

Perceived impacts on student wedleing andengagement

Respondents were also asked about various positive student traits including how
many students are healthy and physically fit, are motivated to learn, are well-behaved, show
respect for their teachers, show respect for other students, are activdy engaged in learning,
are happy to be at school, and take active part in school activities More than half to over
three quarters of respondents indicated these traits were present in almost all or most
students, depending on the particular trait (Table A 12, page 108). There were larger
differences among the respondent role groups than one would expectfor seven of the eight
traits (Table A 13, page 108). Substantial and statistically significant differences between
administrators and teachers were observed on all seven items with administrators
indicating more favorable opinions by roughly 20 to 30 percentage points. Administrators
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also differed by similar rates from other personnel on three of the traits d that students show
respect for their teachers, show respect for other students, and are actively engaged in
learning & again with administrators holding more favorable opinions . Other personnel held
more favorable opinions than teachers on the proportion of students who could be described
as motivated to learn . When viewing the responses by programmatic level, significantly
higher percentages of elementary school staff (73% to 86%) repr t ed t hat ilal most
most o st udent souldabe deschbed bysevem af the eighthealth and behavioral
traits about which they were asked compared to both middle (44% to 65%) and high school
(34% to 66%) respondents (Table A 14, page 109). On the remaining item, i.e., how many
students could be described as wellbehaved, elementary school staff held significantly more
favorable opinions than middle school respondents.

When respondents were asked to compare the presence of these health and behavior
traits to the previous school year, the vast majority (88%1i 97%) reported that the student
health and behavioral traits had gotten better or stayed the same. The three traits that
showed the highest percentages ofgotten better responses werestudents are happy to be at
school (40%), are actively engaged in learning (40%), and are motivated to learn (38%)
(Table A 15 page 110. On only one trait did the role groups differ, and on this trait a far
greater percentage of other personnel reported that the proportion of students that take
active part in school activiti es had gotten better from the previous year compared to
administrators ( Table A 16, page 11). A few statistically significant differences among
respondents in the three programmatic levels were observed (Table A 17, pagel13. In terms
of the proportion of students thought to be healthy and physically fit , a greater percentage
of elementary staff reported this trait to have gotten better compared to high school staff.
Larger percentages of both middle and high school staff reported the number of students
who are motivated to learn to have deteriorated from the previous year. For the number of
students who show respect for teachers and other students, far more middle school staff
reported things had gotten worse compared to elementary school staff. Higher percentages
of high school staff compared to elementary staff tended to report the number of students
actively engaged in learning had gotten worse, and compared to both elementary and
middle school, high school staff reported that the number of students happy to be at school
had gotten worse.

Of those staff who had responded that the presence of the traits had gotten better
compared with the previous year, the vast majority (over 90% in most cases) thought the
improvements probably or definitely were attributable to their participation in the p rogram
(Table A 18, page113. Comparison of statistically significant d ifferences among role groups
was not possible because the analysis was limited to those staff whoreported things had
gotten better compared to the previous school yearand the numbers were too small.

An additional question was added in Round 2 of surveyst o gauge respond:
opinions about the extent to which the project contributed to overall student well -being,
reduced the stigma attached to free or reduced-price meal eligibility, and the effect on meal
participation among eligible students as a result of the removal of stigma (Table A 19, page
114. There was commonality among the three role groups and programmatic levels in their
opinion about these questions (i.e., no significant differences were observed) Only one
statistically significant difference was observed among school program levels on these
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guestions. Fewer high school staff than elementary staff (55% vs. 69%) reported that the
opportunity for all students to eat free breakfast at school contributes to their overall well -
being to a major extent (Table A 20, page115. Collectively, there were interesting finding s.
About 60% to 71% of respondents repored that the opportunity for students to have free
breakfast or free lunch contributed to a major extent to student well -being, and another 20%
to 30% reported the same to a moderate extent. Similar percentages were observed with
regard to the extent to which the Universal Free Meals Pilot project removed the stigma
attached to free or reduced-price meal eligibility. Conversely, more mixed results were
observed with regard to any benefits realized from students having the opportunity to eat
breakfast at an dternative time (such as after first period in the school day), contributed to
St ud e n tbsei@. Here indre than 30% of respondents reported it contributed to a minor
extent or not at all (Table A 19, page 114. More favorable results were seen with regard to
the extent to which removal of eligibility (and associated stigmg resulted in any increase in
meal participation, yet 19% to 28% reported the contribution to be only to a minor extent or
not at all.

Concerns with the Universal Free Meals Pilot project

When asked to indicate their level of concern about seven issues diectly related to
implementation of the pilot project 8 including integrating nutritional and instructional
programming , organizing the distribution of food , time for food service staff to prepare and
distribute food, problems with cleanup, food being wasted food safety, and parent
dissatisfaction with the projectd about three quarters of respondents indicated the issues
were not a concern or a minor concern. The one exception to this pattern wasfood being
wasted, which nearly half of respondents saw as amoderate or major concern (Table A 21,
page 116. When disaggregating thesefindings by role group, for the most part a majority of
staff across all three respondentrole groups indicated most of the issues werenot a concern
or only a minor concern (Table A 22, page117j. The exception was the issue of food being
wasted, where 30% of administrators, 46% of teachers, and 56% of other staff reported this
to be amoderate or major concern . Notable differences in how the three respondent groups
rated their level of concern were observed on four of the issuesWith regard to organizing
the distribution of food , the three groups had similar percentages who said it wasnot a
concern; however, significantly fewer administrators indicated this to be a concern at any
level (minor, moderate, or major). Understandably, other personneld a group that includes
cooksd rated the issues oftime for food service staff to prepare and distribute food and
sufficient kitchen staff to handle extra food preparation to be of more concern. Similarly,
both teachers and other personnel differed from administrators on problems with cleanup.
Nearly 70% of administrators said this was not a concern, whereas 46% and 36% of techers
and other personnel, respectively, held the same opinion. When disaggregating by
programmatic level, only two notable differences were observed between high school and
middle school staff. First, for integrating nutritional and instructional programming , more
middle school staff reported this to be a moderate concern than high school staff, whereas
more high school staff reported problems with cleanup to be a moderate concern(Table A
23, pagell§.
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Perceived benefits of the Universal Free Meals Pilot project

The final sets of questions concerned the extent to which staff though the Universal
Free Meals Pilot project had been a success at their school; whether they thought the pilot
had been worth the investment in resources such as time, staff, materials, and money;
concerns about sustainability; and wishes to continue the project in the next academic year.
Overall, a large majority of staff reported that the project had been successful at their school
to a moderate or major extent (Table A 24 and Table A 25, page 119. This opinion was
consistent across the three role groups. Fewer than 15% of respondents in any group
indicated the project was successful to only a minor extent, or not at all (Table A 26, page
119. Similarly , a large majority of respondents (78% of teachers o 91% of administrators)
reported that the Universal Free Meals Pilot project has been worth the investment in time,
staff, materials, money, and other resources their school or county has made (Table A 27,
pagel119. In terms of the extent to which staff were concerned about the sustainability of the
Universal Free Meals Pilot project in their school or county, statistically significant
differences were observed among therole groups. As might be expected administrators were
more apt to express major concernd 51% compared to 27% of teachers and 24% of other staff
(Table A 28, page119. Despite their concern with sustainability, administrators joine d with
teachers and other personnel in affirming their desire to continue to provide the Universal
Free Meds Pilot project to students in the following school year (Table A 29, page120). No
differences were observed among the three program levels on the final sets of questions
concerning the extent to which staff thought the Universal Free Meals Pilot project had been
a success at their school; whether they thought the pilot had been worth the investment in
resources such as time, staff, materials, and money; concerns about sustainability; and
wishes to continue the program in the next academic year {Table A 30, page 120 through
Table A 33, pagel12]).

Results of mdividual and focus group intervies, and survey openended questions

As with most social science qualitative research studies, data gathering is highly
dependent on potenti al participantsé ability anc
participate in the research. Compared with surveys, which require considerably less time to
complete and offer a greater level of confidentiality, individual and focus group interviews
require more time from participants and, due to the personal nature of data collection, tend
to discourage stakehdders from volunteering to participate. Additionally, the relatively brief
timeframe allotted for qualitative data collection (3 months at the end of the school year) did
not allow for adequate time to build rapport with potential research participants, conduct
observations, or in some cases,identify time s and dates that were convenient for both
researchers and stakeholders

Recruitment of individual and focus group interview participants

As a result of the issues outlined above with the exception of superintendents and
food service directors, participation of other stakeholder groups in this study did not
precisely conform to the plan laid out in the evaluation proposal (see Sampling for individual
and focus group interviews, page 6). On the other hand, we included other stakeholders
during the course of the research that were not part of the original research design. For
example, we included wellness coaches, acounty treasurer, and a county nurse simply
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because the opportunity presented itself and we believed they offered unique viewpoints that
would positively contribute to the study.

Between early March and early June 2012, a total of 142 individuals, representing
eight stakeholder groups, participated in this study. Three researchers conducted eight
individual and 18 focus group interview sessions, averaging seven individuals per focus
group. The total number of minutes for all 26 interview session s was 1229.3 minutes (20.5
hours) for an average of 49.8 minutes per session On average, individual interviews took
24.3 minutes to conduct while focus groups lasted 624 min utes (Table 9).

Table9. Description of Interview Approaches Used for Various Stakeholder Groups
Average
Number of Total number of Average
counties number of partici Total length of
Number ol represent partick pants pel number of  session:
Stakeholder Technique session: ed pants  sessior minutes (min)
All stakeholders and techniques 26 N/A 142 7.0%* 1,229.3 49.8
Superintendents Individual interview 6 6 6 1.0 194.3 324
(phone)
Principals Focus group 27 6.8 252.1 63.0
Teachers Focus group 56 8.0 337.6 48.2
Foodservice Focus group 1 9* 9.0 110.5 110.5
directors
Head cooks Focus group 2 2 15 7.5 117.1 58.6
Students Focus group 3 2 23 7.7 125.0 41.7
Parents Focuggroup 1 1 4.0 52.2 52.2
Parents Individualinterview 1 1 1 1.0 135 135
(Faceto-face)
Schoohurse Individualinterview 1 1 1 1.0 27.1 27.1

(Faceto-face)

*Included Mason County treasurer and Cabell Codiobd service director

**Excludesindividual interviews

To schedule interviews and focus groups with the various stakeholders involved in
the pilot project, we began by contacting each superintendent via telephone to inform them
about the research and to gauge their willingness to participate in a telephone interview.
After obtaining their consent, a mutually agreeable date and time was scheduled for the
interview. Although all superintendents consented to participate in the research, due to
repeated unanticipated schedule conflicts and the limited timeframe for data collection, we
were unable to interview one of the superintendents from the sevenparticipating counties.

We also requested permission from superintendents to conduct focus group
interviews wit h willing principals in their counties during one of their monthly meetings
with school administrators. We followed up with several phone calls and email exchanges
until an appropriate date and time was identified for principal focus groups. Again, due to
schedule conflicts and a relatively small window of opportunity for data collection, focus
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group interviews were conducted with only 27 principals from four participating counties.
Principals represented 13 elementary schools, 9 middle schools, and 5 high schools (Table
9).

Principals, superintendents, and food service directors were consulted to determine
the most appropriate time to conduct focus group interviews wit h teachers. Instructional
support and enrichment (ISE) days were suggested as the most, and perhaps only, logical
and feasible time when enough teachers would be available in the school building andable to
spend an hour participating in a focus group. On April 9, 2012 we sentan email to all 72
principals, requesting their assistance to facilitate access to a group offive to eight teachers
from each oftheir schools.

A total of nine schools volunteered to participate, but only six were included in the
study. Two of the schools were not included in the study becausewe did not succeed in
finalizing an interview schedule before their last ISE day. The third school already had their
last ISE day by the time the principal was contacted and, although the administrator was
willing, a non -ISE day feasible for both teachers and researchers was notavailable before the
end of the school year.Notably, a county food service director facilitated one of the teacher
focus groups, which included six teachers from as manycounty schools, who also served as
wellness coaches. In all, we
conducted a total of seven Table10. Individual and Focus Group Inteilews Held, by

focus groups with 56 teachers Stakeholder Grougnd Programmatic Level

from four counties. The PreK elementary Middle High
teachers in the focus groups Teachers 8 4 0
represented eight elementary  Students 2 1 0
and four middle schools Pprincipals 13 9 5
(Table 10). No high school cooks 6 6 3
teachers participated in the  gcnool Nurse 1 0 0
study.

We realized during the early stages of data collection that gaining access tostudent-
parent pairs posed many challenges Accordingly, we once again requestedassistancefrom
principals in arranging to meet with focus groups of five to eight willing studentsin Grades 3
or higher. Three schools from two counties were able to facilitate student focus group
interviews; all were included in the study. A total of 23 students took part in three focus
groups, including 15 students from elementary school and eight from middle school (Table
10).

We conducted only one parent focus group interview, which included four parents
from one county. This focus group was facilitated by the food service director in the county.
Another parent, who was also a teacher in the samecounty, was interviewed individually
(Table 9). Although only five individuals participated in a parent interview or focus group,
the vast majority of other stakeholders involved in the study were also parents, many of
whom still had children in the K-12 school system in their counties. During individual and
focus group interviews with these stakeholders, participants often shared their views as
parents in addition to their professional perspectives.
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To arrange for interviews with food service director s, we presented the intent and
purposes of the evaluation research via a conference callwith them arranged by WVDE
Office of Child Nutrition program staff. During the call, we asked them to participate in
individual interviews ; they consented, allowing us to contact them individually for
scheduling. However, an opportunity arose later to bring all food service directors together
to conduct a single focus group interview, in which all sevenparticipated ( Table 9).

Very early in the data collection stage of the study, it became apparent that cooks
played a significant role in the implementation of the pilot project, which called for greater
representation in the study than proposed in the original research design. An email request
was sent tofood service directors to facilitate focus group interviews with 5 to 8 head cooks
in their counties. Two focus group interviews were ultimately conducted with 15 head cooks
from two counties. Head cooks represented six elementary, six middle, and three high
schools (Table 10).

Findings

Findings reported below are based on ananalysis of data collected in the individual
and focus group interviews, and in the open-ended questions from the end-of-year survey
(cited below assurvey).

t FNOIAOALI yiaQ 20SNItt GASs 2F G(KS LINBR2SO

Overall, feedback from stakeholders regarding the intent and impact of the pilot
project was overwhelmingly positive. Respondents indicated the importan ce of every student
having the opportunity to eat adequate and nutritious meals daily. Comments indicate d that,
as a result of the pilot project, all students were provided the opportunity to eat meals and
schools withessed large increases in student participation. Generally, stakeholders found
school meals to be healthier, offering more variety compared to previous years.

According to most teachers, compared to previous years, students also appearedto
be more actively engaged in the classroom and exhibiting better concentration and higher
levels of energy. Comments also indicated that the program positivel y impacted student-
teacher relationships in some schools which may have positive long-term benefits for
individual students (social, emotional, and academic), as well asfor overall school climate.

Participants frequently pointed to the timeliness of the pilot in light of current
regional and national economic conditions, including historically high levels of poverty,
unemployment, and underemployment in their counties. Many respondents believed that,
for many students, the meals they receive at schoolare quite possibly the only nutritious
meals they will eat.

| hope that the program continues. | know that it has helped with students who only
receive their meals at school. We are in a very poor county and parents genuinely
appreciate the nutritional meals provided for their children (Teacher, survey).

This has been one of the best pilot programs introduced to our schools. | have often
worried as an administrator if some of our school children go hungry. Thanks to this
program | no longer have to worry. | would highly recommend the program next year
(Principal, survey).

I 61l tell you the c¢ ha.lbyprovidimgghe foadtto the stilensut wei ghed
(Superintendent, interview).
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I had a kid get sick the other dalanghthedayause
before. Soyeahwe 6r e doing something about t,huat no
| 6m sure hebs not Otth eh aovrel ys ugpnpes rwhoh edind ng ht

group).

Furthermore, stakeholder s indicated that one of the main beneficiaries of the pilot
were working parents whose income levels were just above the threshold to qualify their
children for free meals in previous years but not high enough to comfortably afford to pay
for school meals.

As a parent in [this] County who doesn't qualify for reduced or free meals, | can't
express what a burden the school lunch bill puts on family budgets even when both
parents are employed. We have 3 children in school and when they all eat breakfast
and lunch every day at school it is a huge bill to pay.Next year the price is even
higher! Before the free breakfast program, my kids wouldn't eat school breakfast

because we couldn't afforditt So when wedre running | ate, t
kids didn't e at breakfast. It would be a shame to discontinue the program (Teacher,
survey).

I thi nk everybdfhg pist projecth pAy onevpointh had three kids in

school and | had three lunch bills, a n d i tbiggeratisag the power bill (Parent,

focus group).

It is very evident that stakeholders had very favorable views of the pilot project.
While some areas of concern were identified by some stakeholders (iscussed below),
overall, the vast majority indicated that the positive impacts of the program f ar outweighed
any challenges they encountered as they implemented the program during the pilot year.
Almost all stakeholders who participated in individual and group interview s expressed the
desire to continue with the program for the foreseeable future. Comparatively fewer
stakeholders identified issues they want to see addressed beforetheir county or school
commits to implementing the program for a second year.

What we present below is structured along six major themes that emerged during the
analysis of individual and focus group interview data. These are (a) financial supports for the
pilot project, (b) practical considerations regarding various breakfast strat egies; (c) quality
of the school meals and students' adaption to the new menus; (d) student participation; (e)
impacts on classroom instructional time; and (f) food waste. It is our hope that data
provided below illustrates the many great benefits of the pilot project while at the same time
documenting challenges faced and overcome by participating counties and schools. Perhaps
more importantly, we hope our study will be useful to schools and counties in West Virginia
and other states, as they planto initi ate similar universal free meals programs.

Financing the pilot project

The primary concern for counties was finding a way to finance every aspect of the
pilot project. Although pilot project counties no longer had to worry about uncoll ected debt
from parents who fail to pay the lunch bill for their children, they now had to be concerned
about, among other things, the return of financial forms from all parents , since the forms
determined the amount of reimbursement each county received.

| think that childre n should eat and | think they should have the opportunity . And |
think that this has obviously created an enhanced or greater opportunity, and i t
increased our production and participation ,and | think al/l t hat
that for a larger county our exposure may be greater than $400,000 in terms of

o X
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deficit, in terms of revenue and expenditure, you know the cost of doing this. A lot of

it hinges on getting thosea pp!l i cat iwen sd dméctk éhave ultimate contr ol
The parents that can still do nothing, you know, the apathy and just the failure to
respond i mpacts our financi al capability because wi

are being prepared and consumed that webore

lies a big part of the problem. If we could get 80%, 75-80% of our applications back

we woul dndt have a problem (Superintendent,

One of the consequences of free universal meals is that parentdad little incentive to
turn in their financial form s. Also, according to stakeholders, some parents whoséncomes
were above the threshold to qualify for free and reduced-price lunches were very reluctant to
disclose their financial status.

And one of the things that we were talking about at the beginning of the year, too, was

collecting the free and reduced lunch forms that every person was asked to fill one

out. And the higher income | evel parents, [

t hey j uswant td iredealbtheir income, regardless of how many times you

approached asking that they do that (Superintendent, interview) .

Stakeholder feedback alsoindicated that larger school systems had a considerably
harder time obtaining financial forms compared to smaller school systems, where school
personnel could personally approach each parent. Overall, £condary schools also had
difficulty with financial form return rates and, according to stakeholders, getting forms back
from parents was not particular to this pilot project but is generally symptomatic of those
programmatic levels.

However, a few counties were extremely successful in this regard and had return
rates of 100 percent or very close to it. To some extent, these counties tendd to be those
with a high percentage of free and reducedprice lunch eligibility, where most parents
already had experience completing financial forms to allow their children to receive free or
reduced-price meals at school. Additionally, county and school personnel in successful
counties spent a considerable amount of time and effort contacting parents multiple time s,
using various means. Two counties used parent groups to contact those parentsd in person
and over the phoned who had not returned their financial forms, which reportedly
contributed greatly to their success Most counties also made an online financial form
available to parents to make the process more convenient and offer additional
confidentiality.

We sent multiple, double, triple notices in the mail, [with] self-addressed envelopes

We pushed an electronic version. We really communicated hard as far aghe PR, how

positive this pilot would be and that it was contingent on our ability to get

applications processed and you know people were more than happy to help

(Superintendent, interview) .

High return rates on parental financial forms for federal reimbur sement offset some
of the expenses involved in providing free schooltmade meals to all students. Therewere,
however, additional costs incurred by each county during the implementation of the pilot
project. Free universal meal programs incorporating school-made meals require, among
other things, (a) food commodities that are generally more expensive compared to
processed/prepackaged foods;(b) more time to prepare and cook food, which in turn may
require additional labor and training; (c) a large enough kit chen, furnished with suitable
equipment to accommodate an increase in food production and storage; and (d) other
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supplies that, in part, depend on the type of breakfast strategies a schooladoptsd such as
larger trash cans and cleaning supplies for classroans, specialized trays and bags to carry
food, and carts to transport food to classrooms.

To be sure, countiestook advantage of grant opportunities provided by the WVDE to
purchase some kitchen equipment. The provision of fresh fruits and vegetables in some
counties was made possible by a Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP), which piloted
in the 2008 -2009 school year. The program awards funding to selected school$ primarily
targeting elementary schools after the pilot yeard based on the percentage of sudents
eligible for free and reduced-price lunche. These types of funding opportunities were
tremendously helpful to counties . Yet, they fell short of adequately addressing the issue and
did not provide sustainable solutions for all participating schools. Some school kitchens
were very old and equipped with small-volume, outdated, and at times inoperable
equipment, making it a challenge to prepare the type and volume of food schools were
expected to serve. The shortage of proper dorage space alsoaffected the shelf life of food
commodities and ultimately may have contribute d to food waste.

And | think where some of us are running into pr
equipment.Li ke wedve just got one lodiegrcabiastahd youbdve | ust
someti mes you dondt have room to put all this stu
what four inch pans, thatodés all .it wild.l hol d at a
| have a very old building, too, and | only have two refrigerators. So when you do the

fresh fruit and vegetables, and the more you order, sorry, you have to sit [the

produce] on milk crates (Cook, focus group).

I dondt have a | ot of fr.eezer space (Cook, focus

| have two ovens, but half the time only one works (Cook, focus group).

As to the labor involved, participating schools employed various strategies to handle
the increased volume of food production required by the pilot project, including (a) hiring
new cooks, (b) transitioning part-time cooks into full -time employees, (c) extending
overtime opportunities for their cooks, and (d) allowing their cooks to come in an hour or so
early to accomplish the extra work to be done. Even so, sakeholders who participated in
focus group interviews indicated that kitchens in most schoolswere grossly understaffed.

Cooks constantly complain that they don't have enough employees in the kitchen to
prepare all this food [for breakfast] and be able to prepare enough for four lunch
periods. They say it is VERY hard (Teacher, survg).

The county hasn't hired additional cooks at my school, even though the number of
meals served each day has ioreased significantly (Teacher, survey)

More consideration [needs to be] given to the cooking staff. This has required a lot of
time for preparation and serving. We have the best cooks in the county so they
complain very little but it is apparent that they are pushed for time to prepare from
scratch most of the meals by the time serving time arrives (Principal, survey) .

We need more kitchen staff because some in some schools their kitchen staff never

get to even take a lunch much less a break({Service personnel, survey)

It is very apparent from stakeholder feedback that most were aware of the shortage of
kitchen staff. Counties were, however, mnstrained from adequately staffing school cafeterias
due to a state recommended meaito-cook ratio formula that varies in financial form s from
county to county. The number of cooks a school is allowed to hire is based on themeal-to-
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cook ratio, which directs, for example, that a single cook must handle a certain number of
meals (e.g. 115) Furthermore, while lunch is counted as a full meal (1.0), breakfast is only
counted as half a meal (0.5), and afternoon snacks as a quarter meal (0.25). By totaling the
number of meals credited in this fashion, and then dividing it by the county-recommended
meal-to-cook ratio, the number of kitchen staff a school is allowed to have is determined.

The meal-to-cook ratio formula originated prior to the pilot project , when the use of
prepackaged foods (heat-and-serve) was very high, especially during breakfast. The
calculation has not been adjusted to reflect changes in the type of meals that are currently

being served in participating counties. In other words, the formula do e s n 6 taccouatk e i nt o
the increased labor required to cook some menu items from scratch (e.g., biscuits, pancakes,
lasagna, pepe r on i r o,lusng mostly freskéingredients.

We had AX0 number of cooks and a eforenwel ar f or mul a
added breakfast and we had the same formula or a similar one before we had salads

or before we dealt with vegetables or the fresh fruits and suché before we got into

more scratch cooking. | mean somebody somewhere along the 1line
qguantify that just a little bit . Le t 6 sntifgthahand how can we support them in this

because it dperiodnBuperintemaentkinterview) .

But you know when we do our breakfast [and] we do biscuits, people donbt realize
t h awedake those biscuits, we cut them open, we put the sausage in it and then we
wrap it. Thatods a | otWeddnotdwmitrakead obtime. Wadoit mor ni ng.

that morning (Cook, focus group).
The cook-to-meal ratio needs to be changed It needs to bea smaller amount because

wedre doing more work (Cook, focus group)

€ and breakfast,it needs to be counted as muohattas a | unch.
counting it to 1/3 or % of a meal, instead of a whole meal. Andwé& r e wor ki ng just as
hard on getting that breakfast ready. So that needs to be changed(Cook, focus

group).

There are, of course, broader considerations that have an impact on whether or not a
particular county is able to adequately fund an initiative like this one. The level of financial
resources available to each county varies greatly. The level of funding a county can invest
plays a prominent role in determining the level and quality of implementation , affecting
necessary inputs such as equipment, labor, food commodities, and other supplies. Each
county, therefore, had to decide how much of the costassociated with implementing the
project it could finance during the pilot year.

The school ahbwdtleat Works ismyaul gat 60 many service personnel and so

many professionals per so many ¢ udent s. Thereds a ratio and webd
operating over the formula [for both service personnel and professionals]. So that

takes a significant chunk of our money, county level, to support that many

peopleéewe dr e in the process anflsoonlae thasemgmpsisesne campuses
are closed and we get a Ilittle bit more in line wi
upgrade those kitchens (Superintendent, interview) .

The level of deficit each county is likely to accrue as a result of its participation in the
pilot project also influences the extent to which they are likely to continue to offer universal
free meals to students in their county moving forward. In this regard, stakeholders from two
of the seven participating counties expressed great concern &out the financial capacity of
their counties to continue to offer free universal school-made meals beyond the pilot year.

28] Universal Free Meals Pilot Project



Results

Breakfast trategies

Although the Office of Child Nutrition provided some guidance with regard to
breakfast strategies, participating counties had discretion to implement the pilot project
according to Il ocal circumstances. Basedhabon part
flexibility is crucial to the degree to which schools adopt the universal free meals program
and successfully implement it at the building level. It is worth reporting on this issue in some
detail, as it may assist counties and schoas planning to impl ement this or a similar initiative
in the future.

Counties vary greatlyd for example, fiscallyd and schools within counties also vary.
Variations among schools include, for example, programmatic levels, size of student
population, configurations of building structure, location and size of cafeterias,
characteristics of classrooms, and bus schedules. Each of these variables bitself, or in
combination with others , influences which breakfast strategy is best suited for each school.
Generally, the majority of p articipating counties extended the discretion to implement the
pilot project to each school, and allowed school administrators to identify a strategy or a
combination of strategies that best suited circumstances at the building level.

A multilevel school structure, for instance, makes it very difficult for schools to
deliver breakfast meals to every classroom. A school with a very large student population
that implements a breakfast-after-first strategy may arrange for its students to get their
meals from the cafeteria and bring them back to class It will do so, however, at a significant
loss of instructional time due to congestion in hallways and long lines in the cafeteria.
Classrooms equipped with desks that have inclined tops present particular challenges to
students trying to eat breakfast. Schools withkindergarten students are less likely to adopt a
strategy that would require these students to pick up their own food on trays from the
cafeteria and bring it back to their classroom. This is particularly true if there are long
distances and stairs they have to navigate and meals are not packagedb eliminate, or at
least minimize, accidental spills. A number of schools discovered by trial and error that a
breakfast-after-first strategy was bes suited for high school and middle school students,
simply because the majority of them were less likely to participate in a breakfast program
before or at the beginning of the school day.

| think the middle school really likes the breakfast -after-first idea. Because in the
morning, like when the bus gets there or when the parents drop them off, the middle

school would go in the gym and it would be more

there visiting, they dondt waerfirsttno wg itvhee ybp et hat
all eating (Principal, focus group).

|l ve had thanks from | ots of parents. Thanks f ol
matter of fact what they say is theyodre very hap
child isnét h u stget yp andhtleey sait) yoa knowf, i mey wonot eat at

home and |1 6m so appreciati Vvoethemmaw Ant loer e6s f ood
know,t hat 6s especially true with teenagers (Superin

We 6 r e Weakfastafter-first in the high schools and the participation is a lot
greater than it was prior to that. High school kids é when they get to school they want
to socialize and hang out and do that kind of thing. But after first , then they realize
theydre hungry @oodSetvibe®iyebtor gfocles group)n g
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The scenarios presented above are examples based on discussions with various
stakeholder groups. These are real circumstances that schools had to accommodate and they
did so mostly by adopting various strategies in the beginning of the pilot year until they
identified those that worked well for each of them. It is therefore not surprising that many
schools adopted a combination of breakfast strategies. For example, a school witha
kindergarten through Grade 6 configuration and with a relatively small cafeteria may choose
to employ a breakfast-in-the-classroom strategy for kindergarten through Grade 3, and serve
the higher grade levels in the cafeterig staggering each grade level in 10 to 15minute
interval s.

We | | we 0 vmumberrof thidgs. &V/e 6 v e , you knewd breakfast-after-first
period. We 6 ve t r-d gddWegdvae tried a number of things. I
warming up to the flexibility and resiliency that may need to be there in order to
enableustomore fully seflymay be a |l ittle more of a probl
school with three floors and a limited capability of getting the food to the classroom

t hi

em

or something of that nature. Not all si tuati ons you know ar e uni f c

(Superintendent, interview) .

Wedoa combination actually. Wedre stildl using the

wedre a school t hat has multiple buildings and
building and so it was problematic for younger students...But we do grab-6 ngé as

well becausewe have a late bus that comes in at five, ten after eight and spbecause of

é those students, typically we want to get them to class as soon as possible so we

allow them to grab-é ngb (Principal, focus group).

| think that our school and administration ha s been able to iron out all of the major
kinks within our Universal Free Meal Pilot program. We started with feeding children
in first period but decided to move breakfast to a grab and go in between first and
second periods. My childr en for second period eat breakfast every day.They are
excited to see what is for breakfast and will often go in a large group to gather their
breakfast. | am very fond of this program because | know that | have several students
who are only eating at school and cannot wait until their meals are served (Teacher,
Survey).

Participant feedback also strongly suggests that the initiative is more likely to be
embraced and successful when county and school administrators are strong advocates of the
initiative, set expectations prior to the school year, and involve other stakeholders, for
example, food service directors, teachers, cooks, and students in the decisioamaking
process regarding breakfast strategies and scheduling for meals.

You know | think parptprofacihedi sTheweds$s s$omes t hi
nonnegotiable you know thatdés one of our goal s.
critical. But ésome things we can negotiate on.
schedules and we would meet you know at the end ofthe day, after we tried a

particular schedule and | got feedback and they

And so probably by the end of the first week teachers found that they arrived at a
schedule that they like that they could work with and you kn ow | can negotiate all of

é we

ngs
Yo
And

S a

thatéThere are some things that are not negotiabl e

teachers felt that they had ownership in and how they were going to manage that, |
think was a huge difference (Principal, focus group)

1

él f etomi ng wasnét working then youbdbd go back and s
this? So youdre getting not only input from top do
everyone involved in it. Soéwedre all l ooking for

better? (Principal, focus group)
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éthe food service director came and talked to our
and got the teenage perspective on things (Principal, focus group)
It is therefore imperative that, if additional counties and schools plan to implement

this or a similar initiative by the WVDE, they be notified in advance with adequate time to

make necessary preparations and involve relevant stakeholders in some of the decision

making process. It is also crucial the WVDE continue to allow districts to adopt the initiative

at their discretion. Perhaps equally important, counties should be encouragedto continue to

be flexible so that each school has the option to identify a strategy or a combination of

strategies that is best suited to the student population they serve and the conditions in their

local context.

Quiality of shool meals

Stakeholder feedback indicates that, overall, there was a definite shift from processed
foods to foods cookedfrom scratch in participating schools. Furthermore, the number of
options available to students appears to have generally expanded compared to previous
years. Additionally, schools to a large extent offered healthier meals made from whole wheat
and whole grains, and monitor ed the amount of sodium, calories, saturated fat, and other
ingredients in school meals, to stay within the federal nutrition regulations . In this regard,
cooks indicated that the training they received before the beginning of the school year was
instrumental.

Based on comments from elementary and middle school students who participated in
the three focus groups, it is evident that the transition to healthier menus was not initially a
welcomed change by all students as they no longereceived what they had come to expect
from school meals.

They used to give usfrench fries and cheese to dip it in and now they took away the
fries and the cheese (Student, focus group)

We used to have nachos and cheesetoo, and we canot have the cheese a
(Student, focus group).

One thing | think we all miss is we usedto have, it was like prepackaged and they
were like waffles and they had chocolate chips mixed in with them. They were like
really, really good, the mini pancake best thing ever (Student, focus group).

Despite initial complaints from some students, overall , stakeholders indicated that
students in most schools have begun to get used to a healthier menu, try food items for the
first time, and appreciate the options that were made available to them.

OQur children, I dondt kthiownot, the peovessedydiettlety el se t hin
hamburgers, the hotdogs, the pizza, the chicken nuggetst hat 6 s what they expec
think because they get it at home, not very many families unfortunately cook from

scratch at home anymor e. So henotnh $omkofbunat t hat ds
new menu items,we 6 ve kind of had to win kids over and |
chance we are slowlywinning them over (Food service director, focus group).

| 6ve even had par e ngoshyou &nove mypcaild kaid shat theysate y
suchandsuchandhey6ve never wanted that before (Princip

Last year we had oatmeal like every other day and now | like this year becaus we
have [different] food to eat every day (Student, focus group).
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In addition to the qualit y and appeal of the improved menu in most schools and
school staffé s e foferwoutage students to participate in school meals, peer influence and
the availability of free meals to all students seemto have provided motivation for students to
try vario us types of food items.

We | | Il thkeydké not being charged, theydre w
l'i ke well |l dm paying this andéadll It Rimnligot
trying new foods because of that, whereas before they woll d nhave spent that

money (Principal, focus group).

[My daughter] asked me to get green beans. | was likedlyou want green bean® @nd
shewas likel 6d | i ke to haveithemeddr gonu kd&dnsgr e
said. | could never get her to eat this stuff at home. She saidfi eat it at school. It was

goodo (Parent, focus group).

She sees other peopl e eatii[my U evasasittiisdghers he 6 s
eating her carrots and | t hought we l | may
carrots.ol coul dndt ever get h

go ugh. But then shelhas] s een ot her ki
So she does itall the time now (Parent, focus group).

er
d s leed wantrogtry it tbo. a n d

As mentioned previously, schools offered a greater variety of food items to students,
some of which had previously not been part of their diet. There were, however, considerable
differences among schools regarding the proportion of meals that were cooked from scratch
and the type and quality of food choices made available to students.Stakeholders in some
schools raised concerns regardingthe continuing use of large proportions of processed foods
and lack of variety in school menus.

More variety in meals. Pre-packaged waffles and pancakes were served too frequently
(Teacher, survey).

a
to eat a carrot at home
I

il ling t
megy @ roe ea

en beans

even sa
be carro

sheds

| really thought everything was going to be homemade at the beginni n g , but itds not

homemade (Teacher, focus group).
It started out homemade in th e beginning but then it stopped (Teacher, focus group).
There needs to be a larger variation of breakfast mealgTeacher, survey).

This was due to a number of factors, including the financial ability of each county to
provide resources necessary tgproduce school-made meals and at the same time, increase
student participation. An other contributing factor, according to participants, was the late
notification about the program that counties and schoolsreceived, which did not allow them
adequate time to prepare for the implementation of the project. Most counties and schools
had to learn as they went along, instead ofdeveloping an implementation strategy and lining
up necessary resources and funding prior to the beginning of the school year.

Because you know what happensisi f youdre going to increas
to 75 students you may feel more compelled to use convenience. How are you going to
deal with breakfast i f y ocakésvamd wafbe® ,dogouf i x
under st and what | 6think wiey wenpyit atresporsikiligy 2and put a

standard or expectation on people we need to deal with [the] ability to do it, t he

readiness, the preparation, all of that. | think we need to respect that and provide for

that one way or another (Superintendent, interview) .

Here, it is important to briefly point out the ways in which factors other than
financial and tme consi derati ons may | i mit, or at
offer food choices to the same degree. As discussed previously, the selection of breakfast
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strategies best suited for each school is dependent on various factorsCounties and schools
considering implementing a similar initiative should be aware of how the choice of a
particular breakfast strategy affects the extent to which schools can offer food choices to
their students.

For instance, a school that chooses to serve breakfast in the cafeteria at the beginning

of the instruction day may have the luxury of presenting various breakfast items (e.g., cereal,

fruits, yogurt, biscuits, sausage, eggs, pancakes, waffles, milk, and a variety of juices) and

allow each student to select from the many options that are available to them. On the other
hand, schools employing a breakfastin-the-classroom strategy, which involves delivering
meals to each classroom,must by necessity serve a predeterminedand selective menu to
their students. Similarly, grab -& -@o meals, regardless of where students eat them are
packaged with predetermined food items and placed in a central location for students to pick
up. Additionally, despite their popularity, salad bars are only feasible for schools with
cafeterias large enough to accommodate them and the flow of the student population
through them .

| think the program would work better at my school if the students ate breakfast in

the lunch room and not in the classroom. | know my students ate better when
breakfast was served in the lunchroom instead of the classoom. There is only so
much food that can be packed and carried to each classroomalso the variety of foods
stay the same when packaged and carried to classStudents ate better | think in the
lunchroom or at least my students did (Teacher, survey).

Since students now eat in the classroom, there is a less variety of food available.

When students used to eat in the lunchroom they were able to have two to three

choices of milk, juice, cereal, and hot items. Now students are only given one choice

(Teacher, survey).

An additional concern that was frequently mentioned by stakeholders relates to the
portion size of meals, whichs ome bel i eve to be dispropor
Nearly all who voiced this concern believed that students in middle and high schools did not
receive adequate amounts of food from school meals.

The amount of food is really not enough for these middle school kids. Most of them
complain about not getting enough to eat (Teacher, survey).

A lot of high school kids are not small kids. We gd a lot that come through that want
more than just that one breakfast [meal] and with more than just one milk and
something else (Principal, focus group).

I donodt feel I i ke [Ihungrg agairehy seecandh period (Btuders,u a |l | y

focus group).

[The food service director] explained to us that it has to be determined by so much

sodium and so many calories and all that per day. We were talking about the bigger

guys, you know, they have one[carton of] milk [the] same size as what the little guys

have. There needs to be an adjustment there for them because,one swallow and

theirs is gone [Teacher, focus group].

The issue of portion sizewas beyond the control of individual schools or districts and
was a direct result of USDA requirements and nutrition st andards for school meals which
limit ed calorie counts, decreasa& meat and grain portions, and increased vegetable and fruit
servings. When food service directors were asked ifthere was a way to maintain the
nutritional standard that they were required to adhere to while at the same time increasng
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the amount of food provided to each student, one director said, iwWe coul dnot
[standard], we candét hardlyostay within it now

Recent revisions by USDA allowing more flexibility in meeting standard s for meat
and grains for the 2012 2013 school year should alleviate some of the concers regarding
inadequate portion sizes for older students. Additionally, counties and schools can do a
better job of communicating the fact that students can have asmany fruits and vegetables as
they choose This may assuage some of the complaintsabout students not getting enough to
eat.

Student participation

Stakeholder feedback strongly indicated that there was a significant overall increase
in student participation in school meals during the pilot year compared to previous years.
Participation rate is calculated daily for each meal, breakfast and lunch, by dividing the
number of students who receive reimbursable meals by school enrollment numbers. For
meals to be constdered reimbursable, they have to consist of at least three available food
items, including beverages.

The most obvious reason for the increasewas that schools made meals available for
free to all students regardless of socioeconomic status Students who previously ate breakfast
at home or brought lunch to school (packers) were able to eat schoolmade meals without
placing an additional financial burden on their parents.

| tell you something else | will sometimes é pack [my daughter 6]dunch and like last

get

stay v
her €

get it b
to pa

year | would pack her lunch and then sheéd

that sheb6éd see she | iked but she woul dnot

already packed my lunch [ 1] dondt want [ her ]
shewilland ités made her tré¢ skae bdindmdtof k mew shafifike

(Parent, focus group).

I 6 ve al s omdrestudents ate leaing andthey do feel more comfortable doing
it and our numbers are much higher than they were before and then students who

hold back, | think, even some of those are reducedl 6 m sure there were

they felt they were saving money by not eating(Principal, focus group) .

Other important factors also contributed to the overall increase in student
participation rate s. Survey data and comments from individual and focus group interviews
with various stakeholder groups clearly indicate d that the universality of free school meals
removed the social stigma previously attached to students who qualified for free and
reduced-price meals. According to these comments, the removal of stigma not only
encouraged these students to participate more freely, but encouragedother students, as well,
who previously did not qualify.

It is also apparent that the overall increase in participation was primarily driven by
breakfast programs. Comments from stakeholders indicated that, in most schools, breakfast
participation rates double d, and in some cases tripled, compared to previous yars. This was
due in part to comparatively low rates of breakfast participation in most schools in previous
years, solarge increases were, to some extent, to be expected.

Another factor that may have played a significant role in increasing participation
rates was the selection of various breakfast strategies according to local contexts.As
previously mentioned, many factors impact ed the selection of breakfast strategies bes suited
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to each school. For example, the availability of grab @& go i n some school s
whose busesarrived shortly before the beginning of the instructional day, allowed them the
opportunity to take their food to the classroom. Students who may not be hungry and prefer

to socialize with their peers before classes instead of eating breakfast were also more likely

to participate when breakfast was served in the classroom as part of the instructional day or

during a break after first period.

The adjustment of a different time of the morning to make it more available instead

of just having breakfast when the children get there, no matter what time the bus

arrives. You know breakfast must end. Class begins at a certain time and breakfast

ends at a @rtain time. So the adjustment of the availability may have had a great

impact on the participation (Superintendent, interview) .

Comments from stakeholders indicated that although lunch participation may have
increased compared to previous yeas, the change in most schools was very minimal. This
may be attributed in part to the fact that, historically, lunch participation was already much
higher than breakfast and therefore the increase was not as dramatic.

There were, however, some factors that played a role in discouraging students from
participating in greater numbers in school meals. Long lines in the cafeteria, for example,
affected the rate of student participation during breakfast and lunch. Stakeholder feedback
indicated this was particularly a factor during lunch periods. Long lines may have been
products of the sheer number of students at any given school. Although most schools
developed strategies to combat this issue by staggering students into the cafeteria by grade
levels and/or opening more than one lane to the lunch counter, comments from students
and parents indicated that long lines continued to be an issue in some schools.

But you know hteaq, ie grade schod: Everlyhiody goes through the line.

| &m notowsumi el dh e schools work and |1 édve not actuall
But in high school i thdsumotto lykke thhegetbrimgl doe
like we do in grade school so you know é | think a lot more of the high school kids

are eating. But I think if itdés crowded or the 1lines

kids wildl just say | 6m not waiting because theref
well what did you have for lunch [and he said],| d i d nThetlineevastbacked up...|

mean he probably only missed a few lunches here o

who probabl y Paentdoous grouplat en (

In addition to discouraging students from participating in school -made meals, long
lines in the cafeteria also reducead the amount of time students had to eat their meals.

€ The bell wi || ring five minutes | ater [after t
tellyouthaty ou have had enough ,fodusgeupl.o eat é (Student

I mean i tBys trheet tfiarer y oug osti tf idwewvnmiymwtbevse t o eat €
someti mes theyoll run you o uftcusgmupet i mes t hey wonod

A number of factors contribute to long lines during meals including the process of
documenting student meal participation, which may have prolonged wait time.

Like itdéds wusually a Il ong Iine by the time me and
big line. Like it just takes the teachers forever to type in the code [student ID number]
and like we did have ID cards but we usually lose them (Student,focus group).

I n some schools a |l ack of adequate kitchen
effectivenessin serving food to students in a timely fashion.
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The cafeteria staff should be increased or reorganized in order to deliver the food to

children quickly to eliminate standing in line too long and losing sometimes up to

half their 30 -minute lunch time (Teacher, survey).

An additional reason for the low increase in lunch participation may have been due
to the short time interval between breakfast and lunch. Even though some schools during
the pilot year had begun serving breakfastat the beginning of the instructional day or after
first period, they had yet to readjust their lunch period schedule accordingly. Therefore, in
some schools, studentswere expected to eat lunch only 2 hours after they had eaten
breakfast. Students who eat breakfast after first period, at approximately at 9:00 a.m., were
less likely to participate in and take full advantage of lunch programs scheduled at 10:30
a.m. or 1100 a.m. In these instances, cdelaying lunch periods by an hour or so may
contribute to an increase in lunch participation but may also have an added benefit of
alleviating stakeholder concern about students being hungry in the afternoon.

Serve lunch at[a more] appropriate time. Our school serves the first middle school

| u n qust® hours and 28 minutes after breakfast, and leaving almost four hours left

in the day after eating (Teacher, survey).

However, changing the timing of lunch periods likely requires the adjustment of
cooksdschedules, who may not be in favor of it. Also, cooks need to be notified of any change
in schedule in advanced preferably before the school year startd unless there is mutual
consent to change it during the school year.

Although the overall increase in student participation in school -made meals is very
encouraging, schools may need to continue to monitor factors that negatively affect student
participation. In addition to providing nu tritious school-made meals that are appealing to
students, school staff needs to pay careful attention to the length of time between meals to
ensure high participation and continue to develop solutions so that students do not have to
stand in line too long to get their meals.

Classroonimpact

Based on feedback from survey participants and individual and focus group
interviews, it is evident that the pilot project was received positively by the vast majority of
teachers. However, most teachers who participated in focus group interviews report ed their
initial concerns about lost instructional time due to breakfast strategies and the potential for
spills as a result of students eating meals in classroms. By the time the interviews were
conducted, however, for the majority of teachers these concerns were no longer as
prominent.

One reason for the reduced concern about lost instructional time was the
announcement by the WVDE Office of Education Performance Audits in midspring of the
pilot year, that teachers in participating schools could use the time during breakfast in the
classroom as instructional time. The ways in which schools and individual classrooms used
this time varied greatly. Some usedit to discuss nutrition. Others spert the time working on
particular skills, warm -up activities, and the like. Yet others invited counselors to do a 10
minute developmental guidance program during breakfast in classroom.

Well at the beginning, s o me o f them didnot wani, bthe breakfast
theydve got used to that Theyndd a maddtalbud brryeut r uct i on al t
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know they do review during t hat(Principahdocuss o t

group).
The teachers are doing some type of a reteachor talking about the lesson, or doing
some type of a skildl whil e the Kki dfslessar e s

and different things, m aybe something on the Smart Board or some type of activity,

doing a read al oud wit h J[oflhiestructionBgoing oh Whiler e 6 s

the children are eating at the same time (Principal, focus group) .

Contrary to their initial concern about lost instructional time, some teachers
indicated the opposite occurred because breakfastwas served in the classroom to all
students at the same time, often at least 30 minutes or an hour later than previous years.
Other things that allayed their concerns, according to teachers and administrators, were the
positive changesin students they observed,which they attributed to the pilot proje ct.

One frequently mentioned change observed in students which teachers attributed to
the availability of free breakfast meals, was a reduction in hunger during the morning . Some
teachers reported observing better concentration and focus, higher levels of energy, and
more active engagement of their students this year compared with previous years. According
to teachers, in previous years, the hour or two prior to lunch was one of the most challenging
blocks of time for classroom instruction, as some students were distracted by empty
stomachs and frequently asked how much longer they had to wait before theycould have
lunch. Some students, for instance, catch the school bus as early as:60 a.m. and lunch was
generally not served until at least 1100 or 11:30 a.m. Even if these students ate breakfast
before they left their homes, it was along time for them to wait until their next meal. For
various reasons, some of whichhave beendiscussed previously, other students do not eata
breakfast adequate to sustain them for 5 hours, or they simply do not eat breakfast at all.

| think that this program is wonderful . Many of my students have shown vast
improvements in their ability to concentrate and not complain about being hungry
(Teacher, Survey)

Our teachers saw the benefit of it probably within the first week, especially our
seventh and eighth grade teachers, they really saw, they were very attentive to it. But
they saw that in second period, you know b
had more focus. They were not focusing on their stomach growling, they were
focusing on the content of the lesson. So they felt as though that was definitely a huge
benefit (Principal, focus group) .

For first graders even their student performance has improved because many of them
did come in in the morning hungry. Compared to last year versus this year they are

hey res

til| ea

S 0me t

et ween

more focused during our reading block,t hey st ay on task. It seems as
able to accomplish more t oo bhawe this[dJaivelsah st year wh
Free Meals Pilot], many of them, it wil be ¢l ose to Il unch and theyodd ¢
hungry (Teacher, focus group).

I think the biggest changeThleyvwe esaadhreyids et met at t |
cominginsleepyaf t er thddéhgténgakyouknow,because itds a really nu
heal t hy nreealal elrhteytbhey6re ready (Teacher, focus g

Teachers also indicated that in previous years, some students complained about
stomachaches or headaches in the hours leading up tolunch and often were sent to the
school nurse. During the pilot year, stakeholders observed a decrease in the number o
students visiting the nurseds office for
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Wedve cert ai njeyenasuesehool nusenhad notédshereare less sudents
coming saying that their stomach is hurting (Principal, focus group) .

According to an interview with a school nurse, in most cases these complaints turned
out to be a result of hunger rather than symptoms of medical conditions. Based on her
experience working in two schools, the nurse estimated that, in previous years, she had 20to
25 such visits per year in each school.

They were kids that would come in and see me that would complain about their
stomachsand | dohat [ apyddhawe kids that would come in here
midday, you know, about 2 hours before lunch and they would complain about their
stomach and | would go to the cafeteria and get them crackers and stuff like that and
usually they dwhkmthey camethey habno fekeg | coul dndt s
signs of anyot her ki nd of mlewbuldask them rididbybue eatsthis
morningofino | di dn &.So0 Ilwawdgjivetthemm soinething, they would sit

here, they had no vomiting, no diarrhea, nothing so they went on to class and they

were happy (School nurse, interview) .

ee any

Anothert heme t hat emer ged f r omwastheas&nsehobfamlye r s 6

that was created as a result of the pilot project. Comments indicated that this applied mostly

to elementary schools andwas a result of eating breakfast in the classroom.Some educators
believed that since the student-to-teacher ratio during breakfast was much smaller in the

classroom compared to the cafeterig teachers and students had more opportunity to build

relationships on a personal level under structured conditions. Some teachers use the
opportunity to act as role models and discuss table manners and eating etiquette with
younger students, which they believe will have long-term benefits.

Youol I h [¢eachershthaff wallvwomplain about milk spills and things like that,

but overall they see the importance of getting every child fed in a nonthreatening,

family -type atmosphere. And that really makes a difference because with the younger

kids, if youputthem i n the cafeteria, itds |l oud, a

[itigngt]i mi dating and they dondt wrecladsroomdo eat .

get out of that (Teacher, focus group).

é it also allows for open discussion...The teachers and the kids can really talk about
the food they 06 eating as well as the nutritional value. So it makes it personal
(Teacher, focus group).

It builds that ra pport between the teacher and the students(Teacher, focus group).

Stakeholder comments also indicate that an added benefit of eating breakfast in the
classroom was that younger students learned responsibility , as each studentwas expected to
clean up after him- or herself. Additionally in some classrooms a couple of students were
designated each dayto be responsible for receiving the food and distributing it to their
classmates and for taking out the trash after breakfast, which they placed outside of the
classroom door for the custodial staff.

While initial concerns regarding the impact of breakfast stra tegies on classroom
instruction were assuaged to a great extent, some teachersvere still worried about the
potential loss of instructional time. In both the midyear and end-of-year surveys,
approximately a quarter of survey participants indicated that integrating nutritional and
instructional programing was a moderate or major concern, and some focus group
participants also expressed similar concerns. To be surethis issuewasless of a concern with
elementary teachers.
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Based on feedback from participants in focus group interviews, the vast majority of
teachers and principals who voiced concerns about loss of instructional time were from
schools where the breakfast-in-the-classroom strategy was employed requiring student s to
leave their classrooms to get their food. Comments indicated that students were losing a
significant amount of instructional time after school started due to various combinations of
the following reasons: (a) walking to the cafeteria, (b) standing in line to get food, (c)
walking back to classrooms, (d) eating breakfast, and (e) cleaning up after meals.

The only concern | have is that it tends to take some of our instructional time
(Teacher, focus group).

éwe are giving up 15 onaltidelevemiday totfeedskido Youi nst ruct i
know philosophically I donot have a big problem
large problem with [my] position and the way that people look at the job that | do

based on how | teach kids when you take part of mydy away from me and doni¢
allow me to use thattime. Then | d&m not as effective as | would
know,t hat bot hers me that webre |l osing that. My ki d
until eight [and] they go to [cafeteria] at 10 minutes after eight. Well by the time | get

roll and the lunch count, because | have to do that before they go to breakfast so the

cooks know how many are having lunch today, by the time | get that done and then

my kids get back from [the cafeteria] and eat it, i t 638 an8 we switch classes at a

quarter till nine. |l 6ve |l ost 20/ 25 minutes every day of ins
year. Thatdés a | ot of time when you add it up ove

Let the schools feed the kids in the cafeteria becase valuable instruction time won't
be wasted cleaning up spills (Teacher, survey)

Change the time it is offered...we spend approx. 25 minutes each day feeding students
breakfast when that time could be spent instructing students. | appreciate the
program’s intent, but it would be more efficient t o offer it before classes begin
(Teacher, survey).

Most respondents with these types of concerns consideed the scheduling of
breakfast to be very disruptive, and suggestd serving breakfast before the start of the school
day. According to some stakeholders, serving breakfast before the start of the school day
would also alleviate a concern over students who arrive at school very early having eaten
little or no breakfast, and have to wait after until first period to eat their first meal of the day.

Allow students to eat the free breakfast before instructional time. That is our only
major concern (Teacher, survey).

All students would still be guaranteed access to a free breakast but it would be more
time efficient if we could begin feeding children upon their arrival. There is
approximately 45 minutes of "down time" from when the first buses arrive to the last

arriving buses and this would be a great time to serve breakfast Principal, survey).

é allow the students to eat as soon as they arrive at school or beginning of first period.
The students are hungry when they arrive and have to wait 11/2 hours to eat
(Teacher, survey).

Many students are hungry when they get to school aad canét eafirst unt il afte
period. So they cané6t c ¢(Teachemfocusgtow) during first pe
In addition to contributing to loss of instructional time due to time spent cleaning up

after students eat breakfast in the classroom, some stakehdders, particularly teachers and

principals, raised concerns about sanitation in their classrooms. The risk of damaging

valuable instructional materials , and possible insect infestation due to spillage and less than

adequate clearrup, were raised as concens.
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Do not like grab and go---the kids make a mess in the classrooms!!!! (Teacher,
survey).

| agree thatds a bigAprebleem éat owe domaédsroeal |y
wi pe down a desk because wedre in kedleeofmi ddl e

time to clean up desks (Teacher, survey)
€ we paid all this money for these new buildings we have[an expensive] cafeteria and

webre eating in rooms that are not designed

juice down sinks that are designedf o r  w & haeeralethese kids in the classroom

spilling milk on stuff like desk and books and all ... Wh at |l 6m saying is

cafeteria that we paid allthismoney f or thatodés sitting. empty

To be sure, stakeholder comments ndicated that students and teachers wiped down
desks after eating breakfast in the classroom, and for big spills, a custodianwas often called
in. It is apparent that some classrooms were not equipped with the necessary cleaning
supplies. According to some stakeholders, cleaning items such as paper towels and Clorox
wipes often were not available in classrooms and some schoolsdepended on donations from
parents for these items. As a last resort, some teachers purchasg these items at their own
expense.

Foodwaste

Approximately 45% of survey participants indicated that food waste was a moderate
or major concern; as such, this issue deserves to be addressed in some detail heréndividual
and focus group interviews with various stakeholders provided additional evidence about
this concern, but also provided indications that, throughout the year, some schools took
measures to curb the amount of food being wasted.

Various, and to some extent interrelated, factors contributed to food waste. Some
food waste resulted from the introduction of menu items that were new to students. Based
on stakeholder feedback, it is clear that it took students some time to adjust to healthier
alternatives and develop a taste for items on the revised menus. The exposure to new
varieties of food, by necessity, required students to experiment. During this initial process,
students often took food items, decided that they did not like them, and then disposed of
them. At this stage it was crucial for schools to monitor waste, then adjust their menus and
find waysto make food items more appealing to students.

[Waste] was [an issue] for a while. Yeah, until, you know you have to adjust, | just

kept walking down the hall and seeing who had what and what was left and now

wedve adj uset eddo nbrtt.i |We h a,wmet a hugeswasiel(Cafetevia s t e

manager, focus group).

The pressure to increase participation rates contributed to food waste as well. Most
schools creatad opportunities for all students to eat school-made meals and encourage
them to try new varieties of food. However, schools were also under tremendous pressure to
increase student participation because the participation rate was factored in when
determining the level of federal reimbursement each county received. As a result,
stakeholder comments indicat ed that in some instances, school staff may have put too much
pressure on students to participate in school breakfast or lunch.

The teachers try Itmean lika foe tellutleem yoa alreaalyt age and

then all they want is for us to go through the line so that we can get a free lunch
(Student, focus group).
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An item was included in the end-of-year survey asking respondents what changes, if
any, they would recommend for the following year based on their experience in the pilot
program. Finding solutions to curb food waste was one of the most frequently mentioned
suggestions, and the majority of these recommendations point ed to waste due to measures
taken by some schools thatpressured all students to take schoolmade meals

Don't make ALL students take food if they don't want to. This leads to much wasted
food (Teacher, survey).

Students who bring their meals from home should not be made to take a tray of food.
This is wasteful because they do not eat it(Teacher, survey).

Students are made to go through the line and get the food but a lot of them just throw

it away after receiving the food. It should not be mandatory (Teacher, survey).

It should be noted that data presented here are not based on direct observation
conducted by researchers but rather perceptual data gathered through surveys as well as
individual and group interviews with various stakeholders in participating counties .
Furthermore, communication with program staff from the Office of Child Nutrition revealed
that the office conducted its own investigation throughout the pilot year regarding this issue
as a result of concerns raised by some parents. According to program staff, the investigation
revealed no formal policy or practice that required all students to t ake food and that all
schools were instructed to eliminate procedures that may inadvertently suggest that all
students must participate in school meals. The conflicting nature of data regarding this issue
suggests that continuous monitoring may be warranted by the Office of Nutrition and
schools may need to explicitly communicate to students, parents, and school staff that
participation in school meals is voluntary.

A related factor that contributed to food waste was the requirement for what
constituted a reimbursable meal. As mentioned previously, for a meal to be considered
reimbursable, it must consist of at least three items. Thismeant that, for instance, a student
who had breakfast at home and was not very hungry could not receive a free carton of milk
or juice during breakfast or lunch. Likewise a student who simply does not have much of an
appetite on a particular day cannot receive a single breakfast or lunch item for free without
also taking two additional items. In these instances, students are more likely to take three
items, consume what they want, and throw the rest away.

él i ke say that you come in and vyoutlleyrmakesi c k

you get three things, and you go in and you get milk, an apple, and something even if

youbre going to praudri e wtwdehtdgagus graup)h

Food quality and the way in which meals were served alsohad a bearing on waste
management. Meals should not only have nutritional value but also need to be kid friendly 8
that is, presented in a manner that encourages students to try foods unfamiliar to them .
Also, breakfast strategies that allow students to select food items they are likely to eathas a
better potential to reduce food waste compared to strategies that present presdected items
to students.

She[ r espondent as daksn'tilifzehnotebeing able to cha s everything is

placed on her tray and therefore is thrown away because she will not eat it(Parent,
focus group).
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During the course of the pilot year, most schools continued to experiment with
strategies to control food waste. Some schools, for example,did a morning count, which
enabled them to prepare meals sufficient to feed the exact number of students present each
day. Others periodically sought student feedback in an attempt to make available foods that
were nutritious and at the same time appealing to them. According to participants in
individual and focus group surveys, through these and other types of strategies schools
managed to reduce food waste towad the end of the pilot year. However, such strategies
cannot, by themselves, eliminate food waste altogether. Schools cannot provide meals that
are equally appealing to all of their students nor can they force students to eat all of their
food. The question, then, is what can be done with untouched or uneaten food remaining on
student trays and cafeterias?This was a particularly concerning issue to some stakeholders.

My biggest concern is the waste of food.ls there something that can be done to lower
the amount of food that is thrown away? Could extras be taken to a local soup
kitchen? Or donated to a local senior citizen facility? (Teacher, survey).

Allow the food that is not used be donated to a local shelter (Cook, focus group)

Allow others to eattheunopened unused mil ks, cereal s, etcé in
them away (Teacher, survey)
While these are all good potential solutions, according to some stakeholders, current

regulations put in place to protect public health do not allow schools to use the strategies

suggested above. Once food leaves the kitchen and is made available or handed out to

students, it cannot be reused. In other words, uneaten fruits, unopened milk and juice

cartons, and other prepackaged foods cannot be placed back in coolers andesved at a later

time, nor can they be donated to charity. If these items are not consumed by students,

regulation dictates that they be discarded.

The contribution to food waste of public health regulations and criteria set for meal
reimbursement are beyond the control of districts. Other factors, however, can be addressed
by school personnel with continued monitoring. While staff should continue to expand food
choices and expose students to new and healthier alternatives, it is highly recommended that
they continue to find solutions to minimize food waste.

EQ2. Impacts on Student Performance

As described in the Methods section, we examined relationships that may exist
between project participation and student achievement outcomes by testing the following
hypotheses:

H3. WESTEST 2 scores for reading/language arts and mathematics for students in pilot
sites will increase significantly over the course of the pilot (TIME).

H4. WESTEST 2 score changes for these students will differ significantly when
compared to students from a matched set of comparison schools (GROUP * TIME).

We tested both of our hypotheses within programmatic levels, using paired-samplest
teststotestH3.For t hese anal yses, we e P0file201®dnd 200 dent s6 s
2011 WESTEST 2 scores as the post and preintervention measures of academic
achievement, respectively. The analysis tested, within each group independently, whether or
not t he average di f f e 202082 ardl e2010Te2@1th scases wdse nt s 6
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statistically different from zero. We posited that, a confirmatory result in the predicted
direction (i.e., if posttest scores were higher thanpretest scores) would allow us to accept our
hypothesis that the studentsd t es tursseafthe pic.
A negative difference or no difference would lead us to reject H3. We also employed simple
descriptive analyses of proficiency rate trends over time to aid in interpretation of the results
for H3. For these analyses, we simply graphed tle proficiency rates for both groups over
time and used the figures to interpret the practical significance of any changes in test
performance.

We used repeated measures analyses of variance (RM ANOVA) with the addition of a

NCcr ec

single between-subjects factor to test H3. We ent er ed 20189i20lland 20dient 0 s

2012 standardized WESTEST 2 scores as a twdevel within -subjects factor, which we labeled

time i n t he model . We t hen entered each student 6

comparison) as a betweensubjects factor in the model. Our logic was that, if the RM ANOVA
revealed a significant interaction effect among these variables, it would provide evidence
that one group differed significantly from the other in test performance over time. In the
case of stdistically significant effects, we planned to conduct post-hoc examinations of test
score differences between the two groups to reveal if the difference was in the predicted
direction”. For each programmatic level, we provide a brief summary of our results before
providing detailed statistics and analyses later in each section.

Elementaryschools

For elementary school students, our findings revealed evidence that we should reject
both H3 and H4. With respect to mathematics, neither group differed significantly over time
in terms of test performance, but both groups improved their proficiency rates by a
negligible margin. In reading/language arts, we observed that, counter to our hypothesis,
students in the treatment group scored statistically significantly lower in 2011 2012 than in
201071 2011 However, it should be noted that this was also true for the comparison group,
and the decline in test performance was not large enough to negatively impactproficiency
rates. In fact, the treatment group actually exhibited a higher reading/language arts
proficiency rate in 2011 2012 than in 20107 2011 This seemingly contradictory outcome
illustrates the relative difficulty of using standardized test performa nce alone as a measure
of program impact since these scores have no criterionreference point. With respect to H4,
we found no significant interaction effects among the group and time variables for either
content area. This finding indicate s that, even where differences in test performance were
statistically significant over time, these gains/decline were similar for both the treatment
and comparison groups over the course of the pilot. More details follow.

Hypothesis3 (elementaryschoo)

For both the treatment and comparison groups, there was not a statistically
significant change in mathematics performance during the pilot year. Students in the

7 In these models, the main effects for group and time had little value to testing our
hypothesis. We report the values for these tests, butdirect readers to pay closest attention to the
results of the interaction effects for each content area.
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treatment group declined in their performance, but ultimately scored only marginally lower
in 2011 2012 (M = -.097, SD = 1.05) than in 2010i 2011 (M = -.082, SD = 1.03). This
difference was not statistically significant, t(878) = -.550, p = .58. Meanwhile, students in
the comparison group increased in their performance, but scored only marginally higher in
20117 2012 (M =-.063, SD = 1.01) than in 20107 2011(M = -.059, SD = .98). This difference
was not statistically significant, t(878) = -.170, p = .86. Figure 1illustrates the mathematics
performance trend for both groups over time. It should be noted that, because test scores
were standardized for this study, the center point of the graph (i.e., 0) approximates the
mean performance of the statewide population of WV students for both years. This
convention was utilized to allow aggregation of test scores across grade levels ando
facilitate interpretation of test scores However, one must understand that this measure of
performance has no criterion-r ef er enc e . |t i s sol ely nor mati ve,
position within the distribution of her/his grade level peers.

For this reason, we also examinedaverage proficiency rates over time for both groups
of students and in both content areas, to help us interpret the practical significance of any
changes we observed in test performance over timg Figure 2).

Figurel. Elementary School Mathematics Figure2.  Elementary School Mathematics
Achievement by Group Proficiency Rate by Group
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Despite a marginal but statistically insignificant decline in mathematics performance
over time (detailed above), the treatment group actually improved in mathematics
proficiency rates over time, going from 41.0% proficient in 20107 2011 to approximately
43.7% proficient in 20117 2012, a gain of 2.7%. Meanwhile the comparison group declined
slightly from 43.2% in 201071 2011to 42.8% in 2011 2012.

With respect to reading/language arts, students in both the treatment and
comparison groups scored statistically significantly lower in 20117 2012 than in 20107 2011
The averagetreatment group score was lower in20117 2012 (M = -.160, SD= 1.03) than in
2010-2011 (M= -.099, SD = .99). This difference was statistically significant, t(878) = -2.62,
p = .009. Students in the comparison group also scored lower in 2011 2012 (M = -.113, SD=
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1.03) than in 201071 2011 (M = -.066, SD = 1.00). This difference was statistically significant
t(878) = -1.98, p = .04. Figure 3 illustrates reading/language arts performance for both
groups over time.

With respect to proficiency rates, in reading/lang uage arts, the treatment group
declined slightly from 42.5% in 20107 2011 to 41.8% in 20112012 (Figure 4). The
comparison group increased, but only marginally, going from 44.9% to 45.3% over time.
These findings demonstrated that, while we observed statistically significant decreases in
reading/language arts performance for both groups, the decreases in test performance were
not large enough to have a discernible negative impact upon proficiency rates.

Figure3. Elementary School Reading/ Figure4.  Elementary School Reading/
Language Arts Achievement by Language Art®roficiency Rate by
Group Group
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Hypothesis 4 (elementary school)

Results of RM ANOVA to examine mathematics achievement revealed no main effect
for time F(1, 1756)= .265, p = .60. Nor was there a main effect for group, F(1, 3119.40)=
405, p = .52. Likewise, there was no statistically significant interaction among the group and
time variables F(1, 1756)= .078, p = .78.

With respect to reading/language arts, the main effect for time was statistically
significant F(1, 1756) = 10.589, p <.001, while the main effect for group was not F(1,
3219.03) = .759, p = .38. There was not a significant interaction between group and time F(1,
1756) = .194, p = .66. The absence of significant interaction effects for both content areas
indicated that the treatment and comparison groups did not differ from each other
significantly over time in either mathematics or reading/language arts achievement. Thus,
for elementary schools, we rejected H4.
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Middle schools

For middle school students, we again found evidence that led us to reject both H3
and H4. With respect to mathematics, both the treatment and comparison groups scored
lower in 2011 2012 than in 20107 2011 However, the treatment group6s decl i ne was alr
static and not statistically significant while tFh
significant. Despite these declines, both groups improved their mathematics proficiency
rates over time, but only by a very negligible margin (less than 1% in each group). In
reading/language arts, we observed that students in the treatment group scored higher in
2011 2012 than in 20107 2011 However, counter to what we posited, this difference was not
statistically significant. Here, again we found seemingly contradictory evidence when we
examined proficiency rates as the treatment group actually exhibited a marginally lower
reading/language arts proficiency rate in 2011 2012 than in 20107 2011 With respect to H4,
we found no significant interaction effects among the group and time variables for either
content area. Therefore, we concluded that both groups experienced relatively
inconsequential changes in test performance over the course of the pilot.

Hypothesis3 (middle school)

With respect to middle school students, both groups declined in mathematics
performance over time. For the treatment group, students ultimately scored only negligibly
lower in 20117 2012 (M = -.240, SD = 1.03) than in 20101 2011 (M = -.231, SD= 1.02). This
difference was not statistically significant, t(836) = -.291, p = .77. Students in the
comparison group also scored lower in 2011 2012 (M = -.261, SD= 1.02) than in 20101 2011
(M = -.204, SD = 1.00). However, for this group, the difference was statistically significant,
t(836) = -1.971 p = .04. Despite its statistical significance, this difference was quite small.
Figure 5illustrates mathematics performance for both groups over time.

With respect to mathematics proficiency rates, despite a gain in average mathematics
performance (as detailed above), the treatment group did not improve considerably in
mathematics proficiency rates over time, going from 34.8% in 20107 2011to approximately
34.9% proficient in 2011 2012 (Figure 6). Meanwhile the comparison group, which
exhibited a small, but statistically significant decline in average mathematics performance
improved slightly in terms of proficiency rates, going from approximately 35.5% in 2010i
2011 to 36.1% in 2011 2012. The latter finding indicates that, although the decline in
average mathematics performance was statistically significant for the comparison group, it
was too small to have a practical negative impact. In fact, both groups increased their
mathematics proficiency rates over the course of the pilot project, but by less than 1%.
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With respect to reading/language arts performance, treatment group students scored
marginally higher in 2011 2012 (M = -.272, SD= .97) than in 20107 2011 (M = -.312, SD=
1.04). Conversely, the average comparison group score was lower 20117 2012 (M = -.369,
SD = 1.15) than in 2010-2011 (M = -.339, SD = 1.13). However, neither difference was
statistically significant, t(836) = 1.66, p = .09 and t(836) = -1.03, p = .30, respectively.
Figure 7 illustrates reading/language arts performance for both groups over time.
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With respect to reading/language
arts proficiency rates, both groups declined
slightly over the course of the pilot (Figure
8). The comparison group percentage was
36.6% in 2010i 2011 and 35.8% in 2011i
2012. The treatment group rate was 36.6%
in 201071 2011 and 36.0% in 2011 2012.
Therefore, while we observed a marginal
gain in average reading/language arts
performance for the treatment group, the
gain was not large enough to have any

measurable impact upon studentsd

proficiency rates in our sampled in fact,
proficiency rates actually declined by
approximately .6% among the sample of
treatment group students. However, we
must acknowledge that this decline was
comparable to the .8% decline in proficiency

rates we observed among comparison group students.
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Figure8. Middle School Reading/Language Hypothesisa (middle school)
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content areas indicated that the treatment and comparison groups did not differ from each

other significantly over time in either mathematics or reading/language arts achievement.
Thus, for middle schools, we rejected H4.

High £hools

2011 2012

For high school students, we again found evidence that led us to reject both H3 and
H4. With respect to both mathematics and reading/language arts test performance, the
treatment group increased their average scoreswhi | e t he compari son gr ou
declined. However, these differences were not statistically significant. The treatment group
improved negligibly in mathematics proficiency rates while the comparison group remained
static. Both groups declined marginally in reading/language arts proficiency rates over the
course of the project. With respect to H4, we found no significant interaction effects among
the group and time variables for either content area. Therefore we concluded that both
groups experienced relatively inconsequential changes in test performance over the course
of the pilot.

Hypothesis3 (high school)

With respect to high school mathematics, students in the treatment group improved
their performance slightly over time, while students in the comparison group declined
slightly. For the treatment group, students ultimately scored only negligibly higher in 2011
2012 (M = -.203, SD = 1.0]) than in 20107 2011 (M = -.210, SD= 1.02). The difference was
not statistically significant, t(874) = .224, p = .82. Students in the comparison group scored
marginally lower in 201% 2012 (M = -.231, SD= .99) than in 2010i 2011(M = -.192, SD=
1.01). The difference was also not statistically significant, t(874) = -1.147 p = .25. Figure 9
illustrates mathematics performance for both groups over time.
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We also examined average proficiency rates over time for both groups of students
and in both content areas. In conjunction with a slight increase in average mathematics
performance (see details above), thetreatment group improved very slightly in mathematics
proficiency rates over time, going from 34.3% proficient in 20107 2011 to approximately
35.0% in 2011% 2012 (Figure 10). Meanwhile the comparison group, which exhibited a
statistically insignificant decline in mathematics performance over time, remained static in
terms of proficiency rate, achieving 36.0% in both years.

With respect to reading/language arts performance, treatment group students again
scored marginally higher in 20117 2012 (M = -.248, SD = 1.04) than in 2010i 2011 (M = -
.275, SD = .99). Conversely, the average comparison group score was lower in 2012012 (M
= -.315, SD = 1.10) than in 20162011 (M = -.271, SD = 1.06). Neither difference was
statistically significant, t(874) = 1.120,p = .26 and t(874) = -1.57,p = .11, respectively.Figure
1lillustrates reading/language arts performance for both groups over time.

With respect to reading/language arts proficiency rates, b ot h declinedusligktly over
the course of the pilot. The treatment group, despite achieving a datistically insignificant
gain in average reading/language arts performance over time, declined from 39.1%
proficient in 20107 2011 to 37.8% in 20112012, a decrease of 1.3% Kigure 12). The
comparison group, which exhibited a slight decline in average reading/language arts
performance, also declined in reading/language arts proficiency rates, going from 36.7% in
20107 2011to 36.0% in 2011 2012. In sum, for high school students, while we observed a
small and statistically insignificant gain in average reading/language arts scores for the
treatment group, that gain was not associated with an increase in proficiency rates. In fact,
proficiency rates for the treatment group sample declined by 1.3% over the course of the
pilot. However, we must acknowledge that this decline was comparable to the 1.0% decrease
we observed in reading/language arts proficiency rates among the comparison group.
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HypothesisA (high school)

Results of RM ANOVA to examine mathematics achievement revealed nomain effect
for time F(1, 1748)= .457, p = .49. Nor was there a main effect for group, F(1, 2697.41)=
.015,p = .90. Likewise, there was no statistically significant interaction among the group and
time variables F(1, 1748)= .970, p = .32.

With respect to reading/language arts, the main effect for time was not statistically
significant F(1, 1748)= .189, p <.66. Nor was the main effect for group F(1, 3309.10) = .461,
p = .49. There was not a significant interaction between group and time F(1, 1748)= 3.678, p
= .055. The lack of a significant interaction effect for both content areas indicated that the
treatment and comparison groups did not differ from each other significantly over time in
either mathematics or reading/language arts achievement. Thus, for high schools, we
rejected H4.

Ancillary Analyses

It is a common assumption that many students in West Virginia live in relative
poverty, but that many of these students are not classified as eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch. Some conjecture that this is because these students do not comply with requests
to return family income surveys used to determine eligibility each year Likewise, some
students may live in poverty, but their families are slightly above the income cut-off used in
determining eligibility. Arguably, the most compelling aspect of the Universal Free Meals
Pilot project was the fact that, in pilot schools, these students would have access to free
meals and, by extension, experience the potential benefits that accompany better nutition.
The fact that this was not possible in comparison schools that were not using the community
eligibility option created the potential for a natural experiment , whereby we could compare
academic outcomes for these two groups of students.
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We chose to kamine this research question by replicating the methods used to test
H3 and H4, but for these analyses, we selected only the subset of students who were
indicated in the state data system to be ineligible for free/reduced price lunch.

Results

After selecting ineligible students, we first conducted a series of independent samples
t-tests to verify that the treatment and comparison group samples did not differ significantly
with respect to mathematics or reading/language arts performance at baseline (i.e., when
tested at the conclusion of the 20107 2011 school year). For all programmatic levels, we
found that the two groups of noneligible students did not differ significantly in baseline
academic achievement for either content area. This indicated that subseqent analyses
would be free from this potential source of bias.

We next conducted paired-samplest tests within each group to retest H3. We found
that, contrary to our conjecture, for all programmatic levels and in both content areas,
neither the treatment nor the comparison group students exhibited significantly different
test performance over time. Thus, we universally rejected H3 within the sample of ineligible
students. Finally, we conducted a series of RM ANOVA to retest Ht. Here, we found no main
effects for time or group for either content area. Likewise, we found no significant
interaction effects among these variables in any content area. Therdore, we universally
rejected H4 within the sample of ineligible students.

Taken together these results indicated that there were no observable differences over
time for this subset of students. Nor did these students perform better over time in the
treatment group than the comparison group.

EQ3. Impacts ostudentAttendance

We studied the extent to which attendance rates changed among students who were
enrolled in pilot schools by testing the following hypothesis:

H5. Average attendance rates will increase significantly among students in pilot sites.

The student samples from both treatment and comparison group schools served as
subjects for this analysis (see Sampling procedures, page 10). We first examined average
absence rates for each group over time. We calculated two absence rates for each group, total
and unexcused. The rates were determined by dividing the number of absences for each
student by total membership days.8 To calculate a total absence rate for each student, both
excused and unexcused absences were summed and then divided by membership days. For
the unexcused absence rate, the same process was used, only@xsed absences were omitted
from the calculation. We then examined differences in the average attendance rates both
within and across groups over time.

Elementary school students

8 The term, total membership days, means the total potential days available for a student to
attend school. Usually the number is 180, however, if there were snow days or other school closure
days in an individual studentoés school or county, the
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Figure 13 presents the
average absence rates for Figurel3. Elementary School Absence Rates Gyoup and
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details on tests of statistical significance.
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for the treatment group over time was not statistically significant. However, the difference in

unexcused absence rates was statistically significant. The latter finding provides some

evidence that, contrary to our hypothesis, the unexcused absence rate in middle schools
increased over the cour se SeeFigute hddor additiomatdetails oj ect 6 s
and Appendix D, page 131, for full details on tests of statistical significance.

High school students

With respect to high schools, we observed increases in total absence rates for both
the treatment and comparison groups. Interestingly, with regard to unexcused absence
rates, the treatment group declined marginally over the same period, while the comparison
group increased. Later analyses revealed the differences we observed for treatment schools
to be statistically insignificant. However, the increases we observed for comparison schools
were both statistically significant, as well. This is an important finding because it would
appear that high school students in the comparison group experienced different attendance
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outcomes when compared with treatment schools. That is, the total absence rates appear to
have increased more sharply in these schools than in treatment schools diring the same
period. The average unexcused absence rate in the treatment group remained moreor less
static, while the same rate for the comparison group increased by a statistically significant
margin. While this finding does not fully confirm our study hypothesis, it lends some

support to the potential of this intervention to begin impacting attendance outcomes. It is

promising to see evidence that may signal the reversal of a negative trend, but continued

monitoring is necessary. Figure
15 contains detailed informa - Figurel5. High School Absence Rates Byoup and Time
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was our belief that participation
in the pilot program could reasonably contribute to a reduction in this outcome. Based upon

a brief review of existing research and guidance provided to school districts regarding the
identification of students for inclusion in early warning systems, we operationalized chronic
absenteeism at two different levels, significant ly at risk and at major risk (Balfanz, 2008;
Macheca, 2012; School Loop, Inc., n.d). Significantly at risk was operationalized as a binary
indicator of whether or not each student had a total or unexcused absence rate equ&to or
greater than 10% of his or her total membership days for a given academic year.At major
risk was operationalized the same way, but using a cutdf point of equal or greater than 20%.
These calculations were made using both total and unexcused absences as a proportion of
total membership days.

Identification ofat risk students based upon total absences

We first examined the distribu tion of students identified as significantly at risk
based on total absences. Recall that we operationalized this criterion asa student having
total absences equal to or in excess of 10% dheir total membership days at the conclusion
of a given school year. In this case we included both excused and unexcused absences in the
calculation. Subsequent analyses examine only unexcused absencesigure 16 provides an
overview of the percentage of students who met this criterion by programmatic level, year,
and group. Differences among the groups were most pronounced in elementary and high
school, where the treatment group fared somewhat worse than the comparison group.
However, in middle and high school, the number of significantly at-risk students was
relatively static across groups. The largest within-group changes were observed among high
school students, where both the comparison and treatment groups saw increases over time.
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Chi square analyses were conducted to test whether or not, within each year, the
percentages of students identified assignificantly at risk were statistically different among

Figurel6. Percentage of StudentSignificantly At RisklBased on Total Absences as a Proportion

Membership Days
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the two groups. We posited that the treatment group would potentially differ signific antly
and negatively when compared with the comparison group at the conclusion of the 20101
2011 school year prior to intervention, but that at the conclusion of the pilot year (2011 -
2012), the groups may either no longer differ significantly or differ in t he opposite direction.
Tests revealed that, while the treatment group consistently included more significantly at-
risk students than the comparison group (with the exception of middle school), the
probability of being identified as significantly at risk ba sed upon total absences was not
significantly greater for the treatment group for either year in any programmatic level. See
Table A 42 and the accompanying explanation (page 132) for the results of significance tests
and the odds ratio for each analysis.

Next, we examined the distribution of students identified as being at major risk at the
conclusion of each school year across the two groups. Recall that, for these analyses, we
operationalized at major risk as having a number of total absences equal to or greater than
20% of available membership days. We found approximately 2% of students in our samples
met this criterion in elementary schools, approximately 5% in middle schools, and between
about 4% and 8% in high schools. The percentages did not change drastically over time in
either group for elementary schools. However, middle school students in the comparison
group saw a reduction over time while the treatment group increased slightly. The exception
was high school where we saw a marked increase in the percentage aftudents at major risk
identified among the comparison group over time, and only a minor increase among the
treatment group. Figure 17provides a graphical summary of these outcomes.
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Figurel7. Percentageof StudentsAt Major RiskBased on Total Absences as a Proportion of

Membership Days w2011 m2012
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Chi square analyses revealed that the difference among the number of high school
students identified as at major risk in the comparison and treatment groups in 2011 was
statistically significant. The odds ratio indicated that students in the treatment group were in
fact approximately 1.8 times more likely to be identified as at major risk in the year prior to
the pilot program. However, possibly owing to an increase in the percentage of students
meeting this criterion in the comparison group, the difference among groups was no longer
statistically significant at the conclusion of the 2011-2012 school year. The odds ratio
reduced to 1.14 indicating that at the conclusion of the pilot program, high school students
in the treatment group were no longer differentially likely to be identified as at major risk .
This is an important finding that lends some support to our conjecture that the pil ot
program could be associated with better attendance outcomes. However, additional
monitoring is required before making summative conclusions. Table A 43 (page 132
provides a full statistical summary.

Identification ofat risk students based upon unexcused absences

We next examined the distribution of students identified as significantly at risk
based only upon their unexcused absences as a proportion of total membership days. We
immediately noticed a large decrease in the percentage of students meeting thesignificantly -
at-risk criterion in both groups due to the exclusion of excused absences in this calculatiod
only between about 3% and 4% met the criterion in elementary schools, 7% to 8% in middle
schools, and 8% to 13% in high schools. The proportion in elementary and middle schools
changed only marginally over time for both groups while the comparison group experienced
an uncharacteristic increase in high schools alongside an almost static variation for the
treatment group. Figure 18 provides a graphical summary of the data.
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Figurel8. Percentage of StudentSignificantly At RislBased on Unexcused Absences as a Proporti
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Chi square analyses revealed only one statistically significant difference among the
treatment and comparison groups. As noted previously, we found that at the conclusion of
the 20107 2011school year, prior to the pilot program, high school students in the trea tment
group were more likely to be identified as significantly at risk than students in the
comparison group. This time, these students were approximately 1.5 times more likely to
meet this criterion than their counterparts in the comparison group. However , we again
found that this difference was gone when examining the 20112012 data. One potential
explanation for this finding lies in the changes within both groups over time. The treatment
group remained more or less static in the percentage of students meeting this criterion from
2011 to 2012 while the comparison group increased. As a result, the odds ratio reduced from
1.5 to approximately 1.2 at the conclusion of the 2012 year and was no longer statistically
significant. This finding provides partial evi dence that, despite the fact that there was not a
reduction in the number of significantly at risk students over time in the treatment group, it
appears as if the intervention may be associated with positive attendance outcomes. The
number of significantly -at-risk students has leveled off in the treatment group while the
matched comparison group increased. This is a positive finding, but it will certainly require
additional monitoring to determine if this trend continues over time. Table A 44 (page 132)
provides a full statistical summary.

Finally, we examined the percentage of students identified as beingat major risk
based only upon their unexcused absences as a proportion of total membership days. This
designation represents the most severe scenario in which, to meet the criterion, students had
to possess a number of unexcused absences in excess or equal to 20% of their total
membership days at the conclusion of the academic year. Notably, there were almost no
students who met this criterion in elementary schools for either year in either group.
Therefore, we do not report elementary school results below. Figure 19 illustrates that we
found very few students met this criterion in middle schools, only between 1% and 2% and a
similarly small percent in high schools, between 1% and 3%. Notably, both groups increased
slightly in the proportion of students identified as at major risk in middle schools over time.
However, while this percentage increased marginally among high school students in the
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comparison group, the treatment groupds proport.
in the direction we hypothesized. Figure 19 provides a graphical summary of the data.

Figurel9. Percentage of Student&t Major RiskBased on Unexcused Absences as a Proportbn

Membership Days
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Chi square analyses revealed no significant differences among middle school
students for either year. However, in 2011, high school students in the treatment group were
approximately 2.1 times more likely to be identified as at major risk than students in the
comparison group. This difference was statistically and practically significant, but again
vanished when we examined the postintervention data. At the conclusion of the 201£2012
school year, the odds ratio reduced to 1.2, and was o longer statistically significant. This is a
rather positive outcome given the severity of the at-major-risk designation. While these
results do not indicate that the treatment group significantly reduced the proportion of
students meeting this criterion over time, they are interesting in that we observed a slight
reduction in the treatment group alongside an increase in the comparison group. It is
possible that this outcome could signal the reversal of a particularly negative outcome, but
again, we must emphasize that continued monitoring is necessary to rule out the possibility
of a statistical aberration. Table A45 (page 133) contains the full statistical summary.

EQ4. Impacts on Student Disciplinary Behaviors

We studied the extent to which disciplinary behavior changed among students who
are enrolled in pilot schools by testing the following hypothesis:

H6. The rate and severity of behavioral disciplinary incidents will decrease significantly
over the course of the pilot.

In this case, we actually tested the null hypothesis that no difference in the rate and
severity of discipline referrals would be observed over the course of the pilot. As with the
previous two evaluation questions, the approach taken for the analysis of this question
followed a pretest/posttest, control group quasi -experimental design. The student samples
from both treatment and comparison group schools served as subjects for this analysis (see
Sampling procedures, page 10). With this approach it was possible to examine more
rigorously the issuesd including frequency of discipline referrals overall by school
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programmatic level, by types of behavior, and by level of severityd among the treatment
group of students and the comparison group. Analysis consisted of descriptive statistics,
cross-tabulation procedures, and corresponding inferential statistics testing for treatment
vs. comparison group differences.

Of the approximate 26,000 students enrolled in schools located in the seven
treatment counties, 6,402 and 6,298 were represented in the WVEIS discipline data for 2011
and 2012, respectively. Correspondingly, these students were associated with 22,108 and
23,482 discipline referrals over the 2 years. This translates to 3.4 and 3.7 discipline referrals
per student per year on a pilot-wide basis.

Programmatic level comparisons

The numbers reported above suggest an increase in discipline referrals over the 2
year period within the treatment schools; however, the increase depended on school
program level (Table 11). At the elementary school level, a decrease in discipline referrals
was observed in 2012 compared to the previous year, whereas at both the middle and high
school levels the number of referrals increased.

Tablell. Discipline Referrals by Programmatic Level Among Universal Free Meals Pilot Project Tree
Schools, 20142012

2011 2012
Program Level Number Percent Number Percent c? df p
Total 22,086 100.0 23,455 100.0
Elementaryschool 4,170 18.9 3,556 15.2 112.9 2 <.00001
Middle school 5,946 26.9 6,712 28.6
High school 11,970 54.2 13,187 56.2

To assess whether the changes in discipline referrals patterns observed abovevere
unique to treatment schools, students from both treatment and nontreatment schools were
used to examine the occurrence of discipline referrals by school programmatic level, as well
as the severity and types of behaviors reported.

Recalling from above the samples of students included 5,182 elementary, middle, and
high school students evenly distributed between comparison and treatment groups by
program level across 2 year® 2011 and 2012. Looking at all three program levels combined,
among treatment schools, 781 students (30.1%) were represented in the 2011 WVEIS
discipline data, accounting for 2,702 discipline referrals ( Table 12). This translated to a rate
for the full sample of about one referral per student that year. In 2012, more treatment
school students were represented (839, 32.4%) accounting for 3,298 referrals d a rate of 1.27
referrals per students. A similar trend was observed between 2011and 2012 among
comparison group student, however, in slightly larger numbers. In 2011, 830 (32%) were
represented in the discipline data for a referral rate of 1.80 per student. This increased to 916
(35.4%) students and 2.04 referrals per student in 2012.

Tablel2. Descriptive Statistics on the Distribution of Discipline Referrals by Program Levels Among Comg
and Treatment Group Students, 202012
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2011 2012
Number Percent Number Discipline Number Percent Number Discipline
Number of with with of referrals with with of referrals
Program students discipline discipline discipline per discipline discipline discipline per
level Group in sample referrals referrals referrals student referrals referrals referrals student
Total 5,182 1,611 311 7,355 1.42 1,755 33.9 8,588 1.66
All levels Comparison 2,591 830 32.0 4,653 1.80 916 35.4 5,291 2.04
Treatment 2,591 781 30.1 2,702 1.04 839 324 3,298 1.27
Elem Comparison 879 116 13.2 359 0.41 191 21.7 690 0.78
school  Treatment 879 151 17.2 370 0.42 226 25.7 794 0.90
Middle Comparison 837 324 38.7 1,791 2.14 338 40.4 2,099 251
school  Treatment 837 268 32.0 935 1.12 286 34.2 958 1.14
High Comparison 875 390 44.6 2,503 2.86 387 44.2 2,501 2.86
school  Treatment 875 362 41.4 1,397 1.60 327 37.4 1,546 1.77

Looking at program-level data, a much smaller percentage of elementary students
was represented, and a smaller number of referrals was reported compared to their more
senior counterpartsd less than one referral per student in both years (Table 12). Remarkably
however, a sharp increase was observed in 2012at this program level in the number of
students, and the number of discipline referrals in both comparison and treatment groups. It
is unclear what may account for this increase, but that it involved both groups similarly
suggests some systemic change imiscipline reporting between the 2 years. An increase of
similar magnitude was not observed at the middle and high school levelsbetween the 2
years, but proportionally more students were represented, accounting for increased numbers
and rates of referrals. Notable also is the difference among program levels with regard to
treatment and comparison group representation in the discipline data. At the elementary
level, treatment group students appear to be more frequently represented, whereas the
opposite is true among middle and high school students.

As indicated in the descriptive data above, a vast majority of students across all
program levels and in both groups had no discipline referrals whatsoever. A small number of
students, however, were represented numerous times for multiple inappropriate behaviors
whereas most students were not represented at all. The data suggest differences also
between treatment and comparison groups in the number of referrals per student.

To test this more rigorously, a dataset was constructed in which each student was
represented by the number of discipline referrals accumulated each year. The data were
heavily skewed, however, because of the small number of students with multiple referrals,
and on further inspection it was clear no transformation would produce data by which the
analysis could be done under an assumption of normally distributed datad i.e., comparing
means for statistically significant differences. As such, nonparametric (i.e., distribution free)
procedures were needed and in this case we were looking at comparing two independent
conditions 8 students in the Universal Free Meals Pilot project schools vs. nonparticipating
studentso over 2 years. We used the ManaWhitney test, a nonparametric procedure that
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ranks students® from lowest to highest based on the number of discipline referrals
accumulated without regard to group membership (treatment or comparison); we then

tested differences between groups on the rank scores. In this waythe group with the lowest
mean rank is the one that has the greatest number of students with lower rank scores (Field
2009).

The Mann-Whitney test bears out what was suggested by the descriptive data above,
yet there is conflicting evidence in the findings. First, at all three program levels, sufficient
statistical evidence was found to confirm that treatment and comparison group students
differ ( Table 13). Treatment group students at the middle and high school levels consistently
had lower mean rank scores than comparison group students, yet this was true in both 2011
and 2012. As a result it is not possible to discern any effect of participation in th e pilot
among students at these program levels, at least in terms of number of students represented
in the discipline data and number of referrals per student.

At the elementary level, treatment group students differed from comparison student s
in the opposite direction d they had higher mean rank scores in both 2011 and 2012. One
might be tempted to point out that in 2011, the difference was statistically significant but in
2012 it was not; nonetheless the small mean rank variations between the 2 years (abou 863
to 896 in each year) rule out any practical dissimilarity between the groups.

Tablel3. Mann-Whitney U Results Distribution of Discipline Referrals Among Comparison and Treat!
Group Students, 2012012

Programével Year Treatment goup N  Mean mank Mann-Whitney U z p
Elementary 2011 Comparison 879 862.93 371,756.5 -2.193 .028
school Treatment 879 896.07
2012 Comparison 879 863.01 371,826.0 -1.828 .068
Treatment 879 895.99
Middle shool 2011 Comparison 837 874.55 319274.0 -3.675 <.001
Treatment 837 800.45
2012 Comparison 837 875.68 318326.5 -3.731 <001
Treatment 837 799.32
High ghool 2011 Comparison 875 899.90 361,464.5 -2.243 .025
Treatment 875 851.10
2012 Comparison 875 912.86 350126.0 -3.480 .001
Treatment 875 838.14

In the results described above, the unit of analysis was the student where questions
related to student representation in the discipline data were addressed. The focus now turns
to the discipline referral as the unit of analysis, where questions about the seriousness and
types of behaviors engaged in can be examinedin th e stakeholder surveys described for EQ1
earlier, treatment school staff were asked about certain problem behaviors they may have
observed at their respective schools.These behaviors included disruptive student behavior,
physical fighting between students, harassment or bullying among students, and cutting

9 Note that ranking was performed within school program levels.
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classes or skipping schoot®. Discipline referral data related to these behaviors were
examined for differences betweentreatment and comparison group students.

Types of behaviocomparisons

In the WVEIS discipline dataset, disruptive student behavior is captured under a category of
behaviors labeled asdisruptive/disrespectful conduct . Between 2011 and 2012 there was an
increased number of referrals reported for both treatment and comparison group students at
the elementary school program level (Table 14). The increase among treatment group
students was much smaller such that they accounted for 44% of dsruptive/ disrespectful
conduct referrals in 2012, compared to 53% in 201D a statistically significant shift . At the
middle school level the opposite occurred; there was a statistically significant increase in the
proportions of di sruptive/ disrespectful conduct referrals in 2012 that were attributable to
treatment students. A similar trend was observed at the high school level but there was
insufficient evidence to conclude the change was significant. Interestingly, 31% to 46% of
staff at all three program levels in treatment schools reported in the end-of-year survey that
disruptive student behaviors have gotten better in 2012 compared to the previous yeard a
finding that was contradictory to what was actually reported in the discipline data.

With regard to discipline referrals for fighting , no statistically significant differences
were found between treatment and comparison students from 2011 to 2012. One notable
observation does however deserve mention. At the high school level both treatmentand
comparison students were reported fewer times for this behavior, and the decrease among
treatment students, while not statistically different from the comparison group, was greater.
That nearly 60% of treatment high school staff reported in the survey that fighting behaviors
had improved (i.e., fewer incidents of fighting among students during the pilot year) may
stem from this decrease.

It is not often that elementary school students skip school or cut classes, and that was
born out in the WVEIS disci pline referral data. In 2011 no referrals for either treatment or
comparison students were reported for related behaviors so no comparison could be made
other than to say that discipline referrals for related behaviors increased in 2012 for both
groups. At the middle school level, a statistically significant difference was seen between
treatment and comparison students with regard to leaving school without permission ,
however, the cell sizes were so small (no more than 12 discipline referrals for either grap)
that this finding is considered unreliable. At the high school level there was an increase in
both groups in referrals for skipping class® however the relative increase was greater among
treatment school students and may account for the fact that 20% of high school staff
reported in the survey that cutting classes or skipping school had gotten worse since 2011.

10|n the WVEIS discipline dataset referrals for behaviors that correspon d to cutting classes or
skipping school were captured in three separate reportable codes that include Skipping Class,
Tardiness, and Leaving School without Permission . These are treated separately.
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Table1l4. Discipline Referralby Typeof Behaviorand Program LeveP0112012
. Treatment 2011 2012 Total c>df p
Level Behavior categor =
group Numbel Percen Numbel Percen* Numbel Percen
Elem Disruptive/Disre Comparison 98 46.¢% 22C  56.C 318 53.04.5z 1 0.0
School spectful Conduct Treatment 111 537 173 44C 284 470
PhysicaFight Comparison 17 32.7 33 37.¢ 50 3600.3¢ 1 0.5t
Treatment 35 67.2 54  62.1 838 640
Harassmeti Comparison 5 20.C 13  33.: 18 28.01.34 1 0.2t
Bullying Treatmert 20 80.C 26  66.7 46 720
Skipping Class Comparison 0 0.0 10 420 10 420 - -
Treatmen 0 0.0 14 58.0 14 58.0
Tardiness Comparison 0 0.C 21 45 21 45 - -
Treatmen 0 0.C 26  55.C 26  55.C
Leaving &hool  Comparison 0 0.C 3  75.C 3  75.C - -
w/o Permission  Treatment 0 0.C 1 25( 1 25(
Middle Disruptive/Disre Comparison 66¢ 76.€2 448 65.7° 1117 71.€23.4 1 0.0C
School spectful Conduct 2
Treatment 202 23.22 234 34.2 43€ 28.1
PhysicaFight Comparison 47 43.5 72 50.7 118 47.€1.27 1 0.2¢€
Treatmen 61 56.5 70  49.: 131 524
Harassmeti Comparison 39 58.2 38 60.3 77 59.20.0e 1 0.81
Bullying Treatmert 28 41¢ 25  39.7 53  40.¢
Skipping Class Comparison 17 68.C 63 64.¢ 80 65.€0.0¢ 1 0.77
Treatmen 8 32.C 34 35.1 42 344
Tardiness Comparison 26 35.€ 64 47.€ 90 43.£2.84 1 0.0¢
Treatmen 47 64.4 70 52.2 117 56.F
Leaving &hool Comparison 2 22.2° 12 857 14  60.€9.27 1 0.0C
w/o Permission  Treatment 7 778 2 142 9 391
High  Disruptive/Disre Comparison 69t 64.1 658 60.€ 1358 62.42.4: 1 0.1z
School spectful Conduct Treatment 39C 35¢ 424 39z 814 376
PhysicaFight Comparison 68 48.¢ 53 52.C 121 50.20.2z 1 0.64
Treatmen 71 51.1 49 48.C 12C 49.€
Harassmeti Comparison 11 37.¢ 13 44.¢ 24 41.40.2¢ 1 0.5¢
Bullying Treatmert 18 621 16 552 34 58
Skipping Class Comparison 114 64.C° 135 544 24¢  58.£3.94 1 0.0t
Treatmen 64 36.C° 113 45.8° 177  41.E
Tardiness Comparison 244 62.¢ 277 61.€ 521 62.20.1€ 1 0.6¢
Treatmen 144 37.1 173 384 317 37.¢
Leaving &hool Comparison 18 90.C 35 74Ft 53 79.12.0t 1 0.1t
w/o Permission  Treatment 2 10C 12 25F 14 20¢

*Each sperscript letter denotes a subset of Year categories whose column proportions do not differ significal
from each other at the .05 level.
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No other differences were observed among treatment and comparison group
students with regard to discipline referrals for behaviors related to skipping school or cutting
classes.Nor were differences observed amongtreatment and comparison group students
with regard to discipline referrals for harassment/bullying related behaviors.

Level of severity comparisons

In the results described above, the unit of analysis was thestudent, where questions
related to student representation in the discipline data were addressed. These guestions
provide little information with regard to the nature of behaviors of students. The focus now
turns to the discipline referral as the unit of analysis where questions as to the seriousness
and types of behaviors engaged in can be exaimned. In accordance with Expected Behaviors
in Safe and Supportive Schools (WVBE Policy 4373), behaviors are classified in four
progressively severe levels as follows:

1. Minimally disruptive behaviors & Disruptive to the educational process and the
orderly operations of the school but do not pose direct danger to self or others.
Examples include but are not limited to tardiness, inappropriate appearance, or
vehicle parking violation.

2. Disruptive and potentially harmful behaviors & Disruptive to the educational process
and/or pose potential harm or danger to self and/or others. The behavior is
committed willfully but not in a manner that is intended maliciously to cause harm or
danger to self and/or others. Examples include but are not limited to
insubordination, technology misuse, or profane language/obscene gesture/indecent
act.

3. Imminently dangerous, illegal and/or aggressive behaviors & Willfully committed
behaviors known to be illegal and/or harmful to people and/or property. Examples
include but are not limited to harassment/bullying/intimidation, defacing school
property/vandalism, or improper or negligent operation of a motor vehicle.

4. Safe Schools Act violation behaviorsd Violent and/or criminal behaviors consistent

with those addressed in West Virginia Code §BA-5-1a(a) and (b). Examples include

but are not limited to weapons possession, use, sale, or possession of illegal drugs, or

bomb threat.

As would be expected, safe school violation§ the most serious and dangerous
behaviorsd are rare events and, as a resul comparatively few discipline referrals for these
behaviors were reported. To ensure adequate cell sizes, any discipline referrals for these
behaviors were aggregated with the next less severe behaviosimminently dangerous,
illegal and/or aggressive beh aviors d in the results reported below.

While there were some fluctuations in the distribution of discipline referrals by
severity at the elementary school level, none was sufficiently large to indicate statistically
significant differences between treatment and comparison students from 2011 and 2012
(Table 15. At the middle and high school levels, however, we found a few notable
exceptions:

1 Among middle school students, we observed what could be interpreted as a positive
finding for treatment students. A significant increase in referrals for minimally
disruptive behaviors occurred in 2012 compared to the previous year, yet this was
offset by a corresponding decrease in nore severedisruptive and potentially harmful
behaviors. The opposite was true among comparison students.
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1 At the high school level, we observed a more contradictory result. In 2012 the
proportion of discipline referrals for minimally disruptive behaviors i ncreased
substantially among treatment group students; however, this was not offset by a
corresponding decrease in referrals for more severe behaviors Table 15. For
comparison group students, both minimally disruptive and disruptive and potentially
dangerous behaviors decreased, while the incidents of more serious behaviors
increased.

Tablel5. Discipline Referrals by Severity Level, 2q2012

Program 4373 Behavioseverity ~ Treatment 2011 2012
level levelrecode group Number Percen* Number Percen* c® df p
Elem Minimally Disruptive Comparisol 105 475 273 542 2727 1 .099
school Treatment 116 52.5 231 458
Disruptive and PotentiallComparisol 116 44.8 215 400 1623 1 0.20
Harmful Behaviors Treatment 143 55.2 322 60.0
Imminently Dangerous, Comparisol 53 434 71 413 0137 1 711
llegal and/or AggressiveTreatment 69  56.6 101 587

Behaviors, or Safe Scho
Act Behaviors

Middle Minimally Disruptive Comparisol 791 728 677 62.9° 24347 1 .000
school Treatment 296 27.2° 400 37.1°
Disruptive and PotentiallComparisol 443  48.3 719  64.0° 50.855 1 .000
Harmful Behaviors Treatment 474  51.7° 404  36.0°
ImminentlyDangerous, Comparisol 141  53.8 132 543 0.012 1 .910
llegal and/or AggressiveTreatment 121 46.2 111 457

Behaviors, or Safe Scho
Act Behaviors

High Minimally Disruptive Comparisol 1205 62.6° 1218 50.1° 4938 1 .026

school Treatment 721 374 842  40.9°
Disruptive and PotentiallComparisol 482  46.5 400 43.7 15 1 .221
Harmful Behaviors Treatment 555 53.5 515 56.3
Imminently Dangerous, Comparisol 76  43.7 84 469 037€ 1 .540
llegal and/or AggressiveTreatment 98  56.3 95 531

Behaviors, or Saféchools

Act Behaviors
*Each superscript letter denotes a subset of Year categories whose column proportions do not differ
significantly from each other at the .0&vel.
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As reported earlier, feedback from stakeholders regarding the intent and impact of
the pilot project was overwhelmingly positive. They indicated the importance of every
student having the opportunity to eat adequate and nutritious meals daily , and they reported
that all students were provided that opportunity . As a result, schools witnessed large
increases in student participation in school meals. Generally, school mealswere reported to
be healthier, offering more variety than in previous years.

Stakeholders noted clear school climate benefits derived from their participation.
Many stakeholder comments indicated that the pilot was having substantial impacts on the
conditions for learning within their respective schools. For example, the breakfastin-the-
classroom strategy offered teachers and students greater opportunity to build relationships,
according to elementary schoolteachers. Additionally, access to free meals improved student

engagement by reducing distractions caused by hunger, headaches, and stomachaches,

according to teachers and other school staff.

These findings add to a substantial and growing evidence base suggesting thah safe
and supportive learning environment & in other words a positive school climated improves
outcomes for students both academically and in their social and emotional development
(Cohen & Geier, 201Q Sparks, 2013. According to a model put forth by the U. S. Department
of Education, school climate consists of three primary domains including engagement
(relationships, respect for diversity, and school participation), s afety (emotional/physical
safety and substance use), andenvironment (physical/academic/dis ciplinary environment
and student/staff wellbeing). In West Virginia, a recent study involving 42 high schools
provided additional evidence that relationships among students and staff, school
engagement, emotional safety, and the overall school environmental contributed
substantially to higher academic outcomes (Whisman, 2012). Although there was little
evidence in the present study that participation in the pilot positively affected student
performance among intervention schools, we believe we are at too arly a stage to draw
conclusions from WESTEST 2 scores or data from attendance and disciplinary behavior
records. The pilot project lasted only one academic year, during which schools were
mobilizing to provide both breakfast and lunch meals to all students and making
adjustments along the way.

There could well be long-term academic benefits for students in this study as a result
of relationship building during the pilot and from knowledge and skills gained as a result of
being less distracted by hunger and more fully engaged in the learning process. There also
coudbelongt erm benefits for students6é soci al
breakfast-in-the-classroom strategies Teachers in schools using thismeal strategy had the
opportunity to act as role models and to teach table manners and eating etiquette to younger
students. Younger students also learned responsibility by participating in food distribution
and clean up activities.
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Even though the pilot project ended in May 2012, we may well have the opportunity
to track the progress of students in participating schools. In August 2012, the WVDE Office
of Child Nutrition announced that 35 counties initiated the U. S. Depart ment
Community Eligibility Option (CEO) for their school nutrition programs, in some or all of
their schools during the 2012-2013 school yea® only a few months after the pilot ended.
CEO is a federal universal free meal service option allowing schoolsto qualify as free feeding
sites. All students at those schools receive both breakfast and lunch at no charge. While
ensuring that all children receive nutritious meals during the school day, this option also
eliminates the need for districts and schools to collect, approve and verify household
applications for free and reduced-price eligible students in high poverty areas of West
Virginia. With all students categorized as eligible for free meals, the county is relieved of the
burden of billing and collecting money from parents. Additi onally, several county boards
extended the universal free meal program by grouping schools within the county so that all
elementary students receive free meals.As a result, in the 2012-13 school year, 283 West
Virginia schools are offering free meals to approximately 90,000 students across the state.11
As noted the pilot project was of short duration, yet if student enrolled in the pilot schools
continue to attend schools with universal free meals, say as part of the CEO expansion, time
will tell if they ma y realize long term academic and developmental benefits.

Our study revealed information about implementation of the program that could be
useful to schools and districts newer to universal free meal programs. For one thing, it was
critical to the acceptance and success of the pilot project that most participating schools had
the discretion to decide on an approach suitable for their student populations and their
particular local context. Characteristics of individual schools within each county influenced
the selection of breakfast strategies best suited for each school. Many schools used a
combination of strategies based on multiple factors, such as grade level, student population
size, building structure, and bus schedules. The selection of breakfast stratgies, in turn,
affected food options that could be offered to students, as well as the risk that instructional
time might be lost as a result. Teachers in some schools expressed great concern about the
impact on instructional time of the school breakfast strategy adopted at their school.
Although this concern abated for most teachers over the course of the year some believed it
continued to be an issue thathad yet to be acequately addressed.

Food waste was a big concern for many stakeholders. Whileschools have taken some
steps to reduce the amount of food wasted, districts and schools must continue to identify
contributing factors and find solutions to minimize food waste. Soliciting student feedback
about school-made meals, allowing students to choose what they want to eat, andexplicitly
communicating to all stakeholders that participation is voluntary may enable schools to
reduce food waste to some extent. For additional ideas about how to reduce food waste, the

For more information about inGECs dee thei WWDE Qfiicad s
Child Nutrition website: https://wvde.state.wv.us/nutrition/news.html?news_id=51
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Discussion

Northeast Recycling Council (a nonprofit consortium of 10 states in northeastern United
States) has many helpful recommendations and resourcest?

Participant feedback strongly suggests that the initiative is more likely to be
embraced and successful not only when county and school administrators are strong
advocates of the initiative and set expectations prior to the school year, but also when they
seek input from other stakeholders regarding decisions on breakfast strategies, scheduling,
and type and quality of meals. It is imperative, therefore, that as additional counties and
schools planto implement this or a similar initiative by the WVDE, they be notified enough
in advance to allow adequate time for making necessary preparations and for involving
relevant stakeholders in some of the decision making.

2See for exampl e, FoodnService/CefefialWagicaRedction Suggestions &
Guidance, 0 avail abl e at et /evwwinerd.drgadecunmegts/sdbd®ls/EoodService
WasteReductionIinSchools.pdf.
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Recommendtions

Recommendations for the West Virginia Department of Education

T

Expand the program. Encourage counties to find ways for their schools to participate
in universal free meals programs, either through the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Community Eligibility Option (CEO) or more traditional USDA mechanisms
and supplemental funding.

Help districts and schools identify potential funding sources for renovating kitchens,
buying equipment, and procuring other resources to improve both efficiency and
guality in their food production.

Facilitate the exchange of information among schools and counties about successful
strategiesto explore, as they implement their programs.

Continue to allow districts to adapt universal free meals initiatives to their local
circumstances.

Continue to monitor impacts on student performance, att endance, and disciplinary
behavior. Conclusive summative data will take 3 to 5 years of implementation to
obtain.

Recommendations for counties

T

T

Be sure administrators are strong advocates of the initiative, set expectations prior to
the school year, and inwlve all relevant stakeholders in planning.

Do not restrict school so di scr et i oodor
combination of strategiesd that will maximize student participation and the variety
in food choices available to them, while minimizing the loss of instructional time.

Revisit the meal-to-cook ratio. This formula needs updating to account for the
increased time and labor required to cook menu items made from scratch.

Provide ongoing training for food service personnel to improve their capa city to plan
for and prepare nutritious school -made meals.

Allow adequate time for schools to plan an implementation strategy that includes
staffing, equipment, and funding prior to the beginning of the school year.

Strongly consider exercising the U.S. Dgartment of Agriculture (USDA) Community
Eligibility Option (CEQ), which will eliminate the need to collect financial forms from
families for individual students.

Investigate local codes regulating the disposal of unopened food packages and
uneaten fruit that has been discarded by students, but remains wholesome for
consumption at local food banks or other facilities that provide food for those in
need.

For counties that choose to offer universal free meals through traditional USDA
funding mechanismsd as did the schools in the pilot project, which predated CEOd
employ multiple strategies for raising return rates on parental financial forms.

Successful counties in the pilot project worked with parent groups to telephone
parents individually, and posted online applications to make the process more
convenient for parents and provide additional confidentiality.
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Recommendations

Recommendations for schools

T
1

Be strong advocates of the initiative and set expectations prior to the school year.

Involve all relevant stakeholders in planning, especially regarding breakfast
strategies, scheduling, and the type and quality of meals.

Pay particular attention to the tradeoffs involved with each breakfast strategy. The
choice of a particular breakfast strategy in combination with other variabl es at each
school can affect the amount of instructional time lost and the extent to which
schools can offer food choices to their students.

Obtain feedback from students about menusd especially when introducing new food
items. Doing so will go a long way in helping cooks to provide nutritious school -made
meals that students will eat, and reducing both student hunger and food waste.

Communicate more effectively to students and staff that students may have as nany
fruits and vegetables asthey choose Doing so may assuage some of the complaints
about students not getting enough to eatat school meals

Pay careful attention to the scheduling of meals, and make sure there is sufficient
time between breakfast and lunch for students to work up an appetite. Appropr iate
scheduling could increase their participation in the free meals program and avoid
students getting hungry at various points during the school day.

Optimize the flow of students through lines to receive their meals. Standing too long
in line limits the time students have to eat their meals, which can affect the
nourishment they receive and lead to food waste.

When employing the breakfast-in-the-classroom strategy, equip classrooms with
necessary cleaning supplies.

Communicate explicitly to all stakeholders that participation in school meals is
voluntary.
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AppendixA. Background Information

Table Al. Districts and Schools Participating in théniversal Free Meals PildrojectStudy

County School Programlevel  Grades Enrollmen Low SES ('
Clay Clay Elementary Elementary PKthrough05 558 76.S
Clay Lizemore Elementary Elementary PKthrough05 12t 62.4
Clay H E White Elementary Elementary PKthrough05 89 61.¢
Clay Big Otter Elementary Elementary PKthrough05 22€ 67.7
Clay Clay Middle Middle 06through08 447 72.7
Clay Clay County High High 09through12 602 62.1
Fayette Ansted Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 25C 70
Fayette Danese Elementary Elementary PKthrough05 114 70.2
Fayette Divide Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 20t 62.4
Fayette Fayetteville Elementary Elementary PKthrough 06 427 54.¢€
Fayette  Gatewood Elementary Elementary Kthrough04 112 49.1
Fayette Gauley Bridge Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 17t 66.3
Fayette Meadow Bridge Elementary Elementary Kthrough06 191 63.4
Fayette Mount Hope Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 301 79.7
Fayette Rosedale Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 28¢ 62.2
Fayette Valley Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 387 68
Fayette New River Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 78C 65.€
Fayette  Ansted Middle Middle 05through08 184 73.€
Fayette  Collins Middle Middle 05through08 81¢ 62.5
Fayette Nuttall Middle Middle 05through08 16t 65.5
Fayette Fayetteville High High 07through12 50€ 45.¢
Fayette Meadow Bridge High High 07throughl12 221 57
Fayette Midland Trail High High 09through12 328 62.5
Fayette Oak Hill High High 09through12 87t 51.7
Fayette Valley High High 06through12 54€ 58.1
Gilmer Glenville Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 181 60.2
Gilmer Normantown Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 10¢€ 73.1
Gilmer Sand Fork Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 12€ 65.¢
Gilmer Troy Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 89 70.&
Gilmer Gilmer County High High 07through12 42¢ 49.4
Lincoln Duval K-8 Middle PKthrough08 58¢ 68.1
Lincoln Hamlin K-8 Middle PKthrough08 537 69.2
Lincoln Midway Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 28¢ 63.7
Lincoln Ranger Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 12¢ 77.€
Lincoln West Hamlin Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 522 72
Lincoln Harts Primary Elementary PKthrough04 278 69.1
Lincoln Guyan Valley Middle Middle 06through08 278 73
Lincoln Harts Intermediate Middle 05through08 178 77
Lincoln Lincoln County High High 09through12 892 57.¢
Mason Beale Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 308 69.5
Mason Leon Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 138 64.5
Mason New Haven Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 468 59.¢
Mason RoosevelElementary Elementary KTtrough06 30€ 52.€
Mason Ashton Elementary Elementary PKthrough06 412 62.4
Mason Point Pleasant Primary Elementary PKthrough02 454 63.7
Mason Point Pleasant Intermediate Elementary 03through06 35¢ 52.4
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County School Programlevel  Grades Enrollmen Low SES ('
Mason Hannan High High 07through12 26¢€ 58.2
Mason Point Pleasant Junior/Senior High High 07through12 119¢ 48.2
Mason Wahama High High 07through12 402 51.5
Mingo Lenore K8 Middle PKthrough08 58¢ 67.4
Mingo Burch -6 Elementary PKthrough04 378 75.7
Mingo Dingess Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 181 84.t
Mingo Gilbert Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 347 69.2
Mingo Riverside Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 33t 77.2
Mingo Matewan Elementary Elementary PKthrough04 27€ 84.4
Mingo Kermit Areg(K-8) Middle PKthrough08 327 70.€
Mingo Williamson Middle Middle 05through08 183 75.4
Mingo Matewan Middle Middle 05through08 224 80.¢
Mingo Burch Middle Middle 05through08 264 64.¢
Mingo Gilbert Middle Middle 05through09 22€ 65.5
Mingo TugValley High High 09through12 41C 61.2
Mingo Mingo Central Comprehensive HigiHigh 09through12 77C 60.4
McDowell Anawalt Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 11E 80.¢
McDowell Bradshaw Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 226 82.1
McDowell Fall RiveElementary Elementary PKthrough 05 15C 82
McDowell laeger Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 343 80.2
McDowell Kimball Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 264 92
McDowell Welch Elementary Elementary PKthrough 05 334 87.4
McDowell Southside K8 Middle PKthrough08 49E 73.7
McDowell Sandy River Middle Middle 06through08 257 77
McDowell River View High High 09through12 54¢ 77
McDowell Mount View High High 06through12 79¢ 78.7
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AppendixB. Research Questiort Implementation

Initial Survey Inviation Message to School Princgis

Universal Free Meal Pilot Project Particip ants,

On behalf of Superintendent Jore a Marple the Office of Reseaarch is conducting a short
survey of the princip als, teachers, and other staff to obtain inform ation about the Universal Free
Meal Pilot Project. Attached you will find a letter from Superintendent M arple inviting you and
your staff to particip ate. The data you provide will allow us to learn about activities being
implemented to increase breakfast and lunch particip ation, and offers the Office of Child
Nutrition the opportunity to use the inform ation to tailor the types of technical assistance
provided to your school and county.

The survey isaccessibleat https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Univers al_Me als. We ask
that you complete the survey, and also to distribute the survey link to te achers and other staff in
your school so they may particip ate as well. The survey will be open through January 23, 2012.

Thank you,

Endof-Year Survey Inviation Message to School Princigds

Universal Free Meal Pilot Project Particip ants,

Toward the beginning of this year, princip als, teachers, and other staff at schools
particip ating in the Universal Free Meal Pilot Project were asked to complete a short survey
about the Project. As the school year draws to a close weare requesting your particip ation once
again. The data you provide will allow us to learn about activities your school has implemented
to increase breakfast and lunch particip ation, the outcomes of the pilot project in terms of
school functioning andad dr es si ng st and alows god and yoer aétsff, to contribute
to an understanding of best practice as it relates to providing exp anded nutrition opportunities
for students.

We ask that you complete the survey, and also to distribute the survey link to te achers
and other staff in your school so they may particip ate as well. The survey will be open through
May 18, 2012

The survey isaccessibleat https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Univers al Meals_R2.

Thank you,
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Jovvar M. Maxple, 1A 0,
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January 12, 2012

Dear Principals and Teachers,

| am very pleased that so many of you and your county leaders have decided to participate in
the Universal Free Meals Pilot. | ask that you continue to work hard to ensure each and every child
has access to nutritious meals every school day.

At my request the Office of Research has created a brief survey to obtain your opinions about
the pilot, The survey should take no more than 10 minutes to complete. Information from the survey
will allow me and others to learn about the activities being implemented in your school to increase
breakfast and lunch participation. In addition, data collected offers the Office of Child Nutrition the
opportunity to tailor the types of technical assistance provided to your school and county. | want to
assure you that information obtained from the surveys will be anonymous. Please visit the following
link to access and complete the online survey: https://www.surveymonkey. com/s/Universal Meals

As | travel across the state and country | constantly brag about what a great job we are doing
here in West Virginia to meet the needs and support the success of every child. Sharing your
achievements is one of my favorite activities as state superintendent of schools, We know that good
nutrition can foster better learning and a lifetime of good health. So in closing, | again want to
commend you for your efforts to ensure that every child in your schools has the opportunity to benefit
from nutritious meals. | ask that you please complete the survey by Jan, 23,

Sincerely,
ueafinkpl
Jorea M. Marple, Ed. D.

State Superintendent of Schools

JMM:KK/AW:cm
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Survey Round One Questioaine

Universal Free Meal Pilot Program Survey WVDE-CIS-52

Universal Free Meal Pilot Program School Staff Survey

Welcome to the West Virginia Universal Free Meal Pilot Program survey for school staff. The
results of this survey will be used as part of a larger evaluation to assess the impact of the
program.

Thank you for agreeing to participate. We value your feedback. Your participation is
voluntary. You may choose not to participate; not to answer any questions you do not want
to answer; and you may stop participating at any time during the survey without penalty.
Your responses will be anonymous and confidential.

To continue, please click the "NEXT" button.

Universal Free Meal Pilot Survey

* 1. In which county is your school located?

* 2. Which program level listed below best describes your school?
O Elementary School

() Middle or Jr High School

() High School

3. What is your role at this school?

() Administrator (Principal or Assistant Principal)

O Teacher
() cook

() Custodian
() mide

O Other senvice or support personne]

4. How many vears have you weorked, in any position, at this school?

OLESSH"I&HDFE}'EEF Oﬁtomyeam
O1t02;-.-'ears OOverm'_fears
() 3to5years
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5. During the current school yvear, how much of a problem would you 3ay each of the
fellowing are at your scheel, and hew this year compares to last year?

Extent of the problem  Compared to last year

Disruptive student behavior -l -
Physical fighting between students | =l =
Lack of respect of staff by students -l -l
Harassment or bullying among students |7.;| ﬁ
Students having headaches or stomachaches | = I =
Cutting ciasses or skipping school [ =l =
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