
EVALUATING SCHOOL NUTRITION PROGRAMS 
USING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT DATA: A CRITIQUE 

OF THE USE OF CORRELATIONAL DATA 

Sergio Alvarez Cassie Howard



DISCLAIMERS

À7ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÖÉÃÅÓȢ

ÀThis is  not a report of an 
official, comprehensive 
evaluation.

À7ÅȭÒÅ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄȢ



THE CHALLENGE

Evaluate whether improved meal quality via the 
National School Lunch Program has had a measurable 
impact on school achievement in Florida.
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Ȱ,ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÕÎÇÒÙ ÓÔÏÍÁÃÈÓ 
and languid bodies and thin blood are not able 
to feed the brain. The lack of learning among so 
many poor children is certainly due, to an 
ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÅØÔÅÎÔȟ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÕÓÅȢȱ

--Robert Hunter, Poverty, 1904



ñNot less than 2,000,000 
children of school age in the 
United States are the victims of 
poverty which denies them 
common necessities, particularly 
adequate nourishment.... Such 
children are in very many cases 
incapable of successful mental 
effort, and much of our 
national expenditure for 
education is in consequence 
an absolute waste .ò



Ȱ7Å ÃÁÎ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏ 
child has to battle past 
ÈÕÎÇÅÒ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎȢȱ

--Michelle Obama on the Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act



RESEARCH IS MIXED

À4ÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÒÅÁËÆÁÓÔ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÍÁÙ 
lead to increased achievement, but that may be 
due to decreasing absenteeism and tardiness. 

ÀHunger is only one part of the problem. Obesity is 
also associated with lower academic achievement 
and poverty. 



NOT EVERYONE LIKES THIS NEW 
APPROACH



WHAT GOT US STARTED?

ÅDeloitte Study on Alternative 
Breakfast Schools in Maryland

ÅAppears to show association 
between school breakfast 
participation and 
ÅAbsenteeism
ÅMath Proficiency

ÅCould we do something like this 
for Florida?



SCHOOL LUNCHES SERVED - 2013

220,442,516

54,193,308

Free/Reduced Paid



SCHOOL BREAKFASTS SERVED - 2013

105,907,864

18,743,433

Free/Reduced Paid
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SO WHAT DID WE DO? 

ÀPicked a diverse region

ÀObtained FCAT 2.0 
achievement data (2011-2014) 
and manipulated to get a single 
observation per cohort and 
subject

ÀAdded school-level data on 
school breakfast and lunch 
consumption

ÀObjective:Measure the impact 
of school meals (treatment) on 
achievement scores



FINDINGS

ÀEligibility for Free and 
Reduced Lunch has a 
negative impact on 
achievement scores

ÀBut eligibility is an 
indicator of poverty, not 
necessarily school meals! 



FINDINGS

ÀSo we looked for other 
indicators of the treatment

ÀParticipation in Lunch Program

ÀParticipation in Breakfast 
Program

ÀBut these potential indicators of 
the treatment are highly 
correlated with eligibility!

ÀProbably indicators of poverty 
as well



FINDINGS

ÀIn a last ditch effort, we ran a 
fixed effects regression that 
controls for unobserved 
differences among schools

�5�?�K�N�A�ÜL �B�:�'�H�E�C�E�>�E�H�E�P�U�Ü�á�2�=�N�P�E�?�E�L�=�P�E�K�J�Ü�á�&�A�I�K�C�N�=�L�D�E�?�O�Ü�á�5�Q�>�F�A�?�P�Ü�á�%�K�Q�J�P�U�Ü�á�;�A�=�N�Ü�á�5�?�D�K�K�H�Ü�;

i represents individual cohorts


