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Role of Extension in Improving the School Food Environment

Abstract

University of Minnesota (UMN) Extension has assisted schools in making policy, systems, and environmental (PSE)

changes to improve the school food environment. UMN Extension's involvement in the Project breakFAST program

demonstrates how Extension can provide training and technical assistance to support school staff in making PSE

changes that improve teens' access to school breakfast. Intervention schools increased participation in school

breakfast by 56%, whereas comparison schools increased participation by only 7%. Background on and details of

the project will be useful to others in Extension interested in assisting schools in implementing PSE changes.
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Introduction

Schools are making policy, systems, and environmental (PSE) changes to improve the food environment for

students (Story, Nanney, & Schwartz, 2009). Many schools, however, need training and technical assistance to

implement PSE changes (Larson et al., 2017). The involvement of University of Minnesota (UMN) Extension in the

Project breakFAST (Fueling Academics and Strengthening Teens) program demonstrated how Extension can

provide training and technical assistance to support high schools in making PSE changes that increase school

breakfast participation.

Project breakFAST was a 4-year, multiwave intervention study in 16 rural Minnesota schools led by the UMN

Department of Family Medicine and Community Health (FMCH), with UMN Extension as a partner. The primary

goal of Project breakFAST was to increase high school breakfast participation by (a) increasing availability of

school breakfast via a grab-and-go cart and breakfast offered later in the day (second chance breakfast), (b)

marketing breakfast, and (c) providing opportunities for positive interactions that encourage breakfast

participation (Nanney et al., 2016). Results of the intervention contribute to existing evidence suggesting that

Extension can assist schools in making PSE changes to improve school food environments (Bergman et al.,

2018).
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UMN Extension's Role in Project breakFAST

FMCH selected UMN Extension as a partner because of its strong history of working with local schools through

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Education and Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program

efforts. In addition, certain UMN Extension personnel are skilled in training school food service staff as

demonstrated by training programs and materials they developed for the nationally acclaimed Great Trays

program (Minnesota Department of Health, 2012).

UMN Extension's role in Project breakFAST was to provide training and technical assistance and assist in the

research process. Implementation and monitoring tasks associated with each aspect of UMN Extension's role are

listed in Table 1 and described in more detail in the paragraphs following the table.

Table 1.

Role of University of Minnesota Extension in Project breakFAST

Aspect of role Implementation Monitoring

Training Conduct an in-person training

of school staff

Provide ongoing training and

networking through spring and

fall webinars

Develop a Project breakFAST

resource manual for schools to

use when implementing the

expanded breakfast program

Monitor and document

best practices to address

in future trainings and

versions of the resource

manual

Assist in adapting the in-

person training as a hybrid

in-person/video-recorded

training

Technical

assistance
Connect school staff with

resources (training materials,

food service equipment, food

items, etc.)

Assist in ongoing marketing of

breakfast

Collect intervention

implementation data and

communication tracking data

Coordinate meetings of school

breakfast expansion team

Assist in updating policies to

Monitor program

implementation through

regular on-site visits and

phone calls

Troubleshoot

implementation by

providing feedback,

guidance, resources, and

ideas

Monitor and document

best practices identified

through intervention

implementation
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allow students to eat breakfast

in the halls and classrooms

Ensure that a communication

plan is developed

Research Act as liaison between schools

and university for scheduling,

student cohort recruitment,

and data collection

Collect intervention fidelity

data

Troubleshoot protocol for

data collection by bringing

school community

perspective to discussions

Participate in

dissemination through

papers and presentations

Training

UMN Extension staff provided an in-person training for school staff on how to implement a grab-and-go breakfast.

Topics included formation of a school breakfast expansion team (SBET), marketing, U.S. Department of

Agriculture school breakfast requirements, and use of the Project breakFAST resource manual developed by UMN

Extension. UMN Extension provided ongoing training through booster webinars where school staff had the

opportunity to share successes and work together to brainstorm solutions to challenges that arose when

implementing the grab-and-go breakfast.

Technical Assistance

Each school food service director was assigned a UMN Extension staff member who provided technical assistance.

A key role of this person was to assist the food service director in forming the SBET, which was made up of

various staff and students from the school. The UMN Extension staff member worked with the SBET to determine

the best location for the grab-and-go breakfast, select portable equipment, and develop a communication plan for

informing staff, students, and parents about the new breakfast program. Additionally, the UMN Extension staff

member worked with the SBET and school administrators to make policy changes to support the success of the

grab-and-go breakfast program, such as modifying policy to allow students to eat in halls and classrooms.

UMN Extension staff tailored the technical assistance to meet the needs of each school. For example, some

schools needed assistance with logistics such as where to locate the grab-and-go breakfast cart or how to obtain

enough bandwidth for the wireless point-of-sale system to work. Other schools needed assistance with marketing

school breakfast to students and communicating information about the grab-and-go breakfast to teachers and

custodians. UMN Extension staff participated in biweekly phone calls with our research team during which

successes and challenges were shared. UMN Extension used the knowledge gained during the calls to provide

ongoing technical assistance to each school food service director.

Research

Ideas at Work Role of Extension in Improving the School Food Environment JOE 56(7)

©2018 Extension Journal Inc 2



UMN Extension staff assisted in the research process by serving as a liaison between our campus-based

researchers and school staff and students. UMN Extension staff coordinated student and school data collection

and conducted fidelity checks to ensure that the PSE changes were being implemented according to the research

protocol.

Results and Discussion

UMN Extension's role in assisting school staff in making PSE changes to school breakfast programs was critical to

improving teens' access to school breakfast. Findings reported by FMCH (2017a) indicated that intervention

schools increased school breakfast participation by 56%, whereas participation at comparison schools increased

by only 7%. In addition, the Project breakFAST team followed a cohort of 904 students who did not eat breakfast

on a regular basis prior to the study. Cohort students who were at intervention schools increased school breakfast

participation by 105%, whereas students at the comparison schools increased participation by only 24% (FMCH,

2017a). Moreover, Project breakFAST had a positive impact on school food service budgets, with cost-benefit

analyses indicating daily profits in intervention schools ranging from $90 to $489 (Shanafelt, Magliocco, Milbrath,

Nanney, & Caspi, in press).

Qualitative interviews conducted by FMCH (2017b) indicated that school staff found the UMN Extension–

developed training manual useful and valued UMN Extension's technical assistance offerings, such as coordinating

meetings, sharing ideas on how to implement the grab-and-go breakfast, and keeping school staff on track.

School staff also appreciated UMN Extension's being a liaison between the school staff and the university-based

researchers (FMCH, 2017b).

Following the successful implementation of Project breakFAST, UMN Extension updated the training manual to

include additional best practices and adapted the in-person trainings as online video trainings. These materials,

and additional resources, are available in an online Project breakFAST tool kit at

https://extension.umn.edu/project-breakfast-toolkit/access-toolkit.

Conclusion

School staff continue to look for ways to improve the school food environment. Extension can play a vital role in

assisting schools with PSE changes by providing training and technical assistance. Additionally, the Project

breakFAST tool kit is an example of how Extension can disseminate products from research studies to support

PSE changes.
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