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 Main Messages  
 
 
What is the background to the research and this report? 
• An East Renfrewshire Innovation. East Renfrewshire Council – with the support of 

private sector and charitable partners – aimed to pilot no cost grab-n-go breakfast 
provision in three schools in the town of Barrhead (two primary and one secondary).  
Over the course of the pilot, pupils could help themselves to toast, cereal and fruit from 
a breakfast cart, prior to the start of the school day, or at the very start of it.   

• SPIRU evaluation. The Scottish Poverty and Inequality Research Unit of Glasgow 
Caledonian University was asked to evaluate the project, using resource from its 
innovative Work Placement module, whereby BA Social Sciences degree level students 
are trained as SPIRU Student Researchers, working throughout under the direct 
supervision of Professor John McKendrick. 

 
What did we do? 
• Rapid Review of Key Literature. We undertook a rapid review of key literature, critically 

appraising 32 academic articles to ensure that this research was informed by previous 
research on breakfast eating and grab-n-go breakfast provision. 

• Canvassed the opinions on teachers. We administered a pre-project survey with 
teachers at Barrhead High School – 39 teachers shared their thoughts and experiences of 
children and breakfast eating. 

• Canvassed the opinions on pupils. We administered a pre-project survey with pupils at 
St John’s Primary School (in-class survey) and Barrhead High School (online survey) – 197 
289 secondary school pupils shared their thoughts and experiences of children and 
breakfast eating. 

• Observed the breakfast cart in operation. We observed pupils in three schools using the 
breakfast cart over five full weeks.  In total, 827 presentations at the cart were observed 
during the 25 days of fieldwork observation that were undertaken across Barrhead High 
School (late November 2019 and early March 2020), St John’s Primary School (early 
December 2019 and mid-March 2020) and Carlibar Primary School (late March 2020). 

• Discussed the experiences of using the cart with pupils. We administered five group 
interviews in late November 2019, involving 22 pupils of Barrhead High School from S1, 
S2, S3, S5 and S6, to canvass early experiences in using the breakfast cart. 

• Appraised the demographic of breakfast cart users. With the support of East 
Renfrewshire Council, and following strict ethical protocols, we linked our data to school 
pupil profile data to determine whether breakfast cart users were more or less likely to 
belong to particular groups, e.g., to ascertain whether those who were entitled to free 
school meals were more or less likely to use the cart. 

 
Here, we present recommendations and summarise the key findings under six headings. 
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What did we know from previous research about children and breakfast 
eating at the outset? 
• Positive outcomes. Research suggests that regular (and nutritious) breakfast eating is 

associated with positive health and supports cognitive functioning. 

• Most children eat breakfast. Although a substantial minority of children skip breakfast 
regularly, and although a minority consume crisps and chocolate at breakfast, the 
majority of children are reported to consume a regular breakfast, typically comprising 
cereal and/or toast. 

• An extra-familial experience. Eating breakfast outside of the home on school days is 
commonplace, particularly among older children; this is facilitated by in-school provision 
of breakfast clubs. 

• Variation by age, gender and socio-economic status. Older children are more likely to 
skip breakfast, as are girls relative to boys, and those from what is considered to be ‘low’ 
socio-economic status backgrounds. 

 

What did we know about breakfast provision in schools at the outset? 
• Grab-N-Go. Grab-N-Go provision describes a situation when school children help 

themselves to food without incurring cost. It is not common in Scotland. Grab-n-go 
provision is more commonplace in North America. 

• Breakfast Clubs. Many schools in Scotland offer breakfast clubs, with universal provision 
being provided in some local authorities (e.g., North Lanarkshire). 

• Nutritional standards. Breakfast clubs in Scotland must provide food that meets the 
nutritional standards approved by Scottish Government. 

• Positive impact of school-based provision for those who present. Research evidence 
suggests that in-school provision increases uptake and nutritional standards, particularly 
in-class and universal provision, and particularly for children from low-income families. 

• Provision does not assure presentation. Uptake of free breakfasts is lower than uptake 
of free school lunches. 

• Presentation does not assure consumption. Some research evidence points to high 
levels of food wastage and an imbalance in the nutrients gained from food consumed at 
breakfasts in school. 

• Teacher concern. Some research evidence highlights teacher concerns at unintended 
consequences of providing breakfast food in classrooms (increased administration and 
additional cleaning). 
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What did teachers in Barrhead think? 
These data should be interpreted with caution, as they share the thoughts of (only) 39 
teachers, all of whom were working in secondary schools. 

• Teachers were supportive of schools providing a breakfast option. An overwhelming 
majority of teachers were in favour of schools offering breakfast food provision – all 
agreed, other than two who reported that they “didn’t know”.  Two fifths (41%) 
considered providing breakfast to be “extremely important”. 

• Teachers think that eating breakfast is important. All teachers agreed that eating 
breakfast was important (with 57% describing this as “extremely important”). 

• Teachers perceive many children are skipping breakfast. Almost three quarters of 
teachers perceived that, at least, “a lot” of children were skipping breakfast (63%, with a 
further 10% perceiving that “almost all” pupils skipped breakfast on a typical school day).  

• Teachers were able to recall specific examples of students engaging less in learning on 
account of not eating breakfast. 

• Teachers report that the adverse impact of skipping breakfast takes several forms. Two 
thirds perceived that pupils had less energy than normal (67%); three-fifths perceived 
they were less able to concentrate (62%), almost one-half perceived that they were less 
engaged with learning (46%) and almost one third perceived they behaved more poorly 
(31%). 

• Teachers (85%), primary school pupils and secondary school pupils all perceive that ‘not 
having enough time’ is the main reason for pupils skipping breakfast.  

• One half of teachers (51%) and secondary school pupils (47%) suggest that ‘not being 
hungry’ is the reason why pupils skip breakfast.  Other reasons acknowledged by 
teachers as contributing toward pupils skipping breakfast include: nothing being 
available that they want to eat or drink (51%), family not being able to afford breakfast 
(41%) and pupil concern over body size/shape (36%). 

 

What did we find out about breakfast eating habits among children in 
Barrhead? 
• Skipping breakfast is common among secondary school pupils, but uncommon among 

primary school pupils. Little more than one-third of secondary school pupils reported 
that they ate breakfast ‘every day’ (37%); in contrast, an overwhelming majority of 
primary school pupils reported that they ate breakfast on the morning of the pre-pilot 
survey (93%). 

• Girls in secondary school were more likely than boys to report that they skipped 
breakfast. One half of boys reported eating breakfast every day (50%), compared to one 
quarter of girls (24%). One third of girls reported that they never ate breakfast (34%). 

• Cereal and bread-based breakfasts are most common Almost one-half of pupils who 
reported eating breakfast had cereal (47%), while almost one-third has a bread-based 
breakfast (30%). One in seven pupils had multiple food forms for breakfast, e.g., cereal 
and toast (15%). 
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• Water (29%), fruit juice (24%) and milk (24%) are all common forms of breakfast drink. 
Some differences emerged with girls more likely than boys to drink fruit juice (27%, 
compared to 19%) and less likely to drink fizzy juice (13%, compared to 20%), and older 
pupils more likely than younger pupils to consume warm drinks (14% of secondary 
school pupils, compared to 5% of primary school pupils). 

• The vast majority of pupils eat breakfast at home, although a larger minority of 
secondary school pupils eat breakfast on the way to school, or at school.  On the whole, 
85% of pupils reported that they ate breakfast at home, ranging from 91% of pupils from 
St John’s Primary School to 80% of pupils at Barrhead High School. Boys were more likely 
than girls to eat breakfast at home (90%, compared to 80%); there was also some 
evidence to suggest that pupils who entitled to a free school meal were more likely than 
those who were not to eat breakfast on the way to school (21%, compared to 9%).  
Those entitled to a free school meal were no more likely than those who were not, to 
report eating breakfast at school (8% and 9%, respectively). 

• Teachers (85%), primary school pupils (64%) and secondary school pupils (51%) perceive 
that ‘not having enough time’ is the main reason for (pupils) them skipping breakfast.  

• One third of primary school pupils (32%), one half of secondary school pupils (47%) and 
one half of teachers (51%) suggest that ‘not being hungry’ is the reason why (pupils) 
they skip breakfast. Far few pupils acknowledged “nothing being available that they 
want to eat or drink” as a reason (13%). 

• The majority of secondary pupils do not acknowledge adverse impacts of skipping 
breakfast. One third of pupils perceive no impact (35%), with the same proportion 
noting that “they are hungrier at lunchtime” (30%), “they are hungrier at morning break” 
(37%), and one in five recognising that their “energy levels are lower than usual” (19%). 

 

How was the grab-n-go breakfast cart used? 
• Toast is King! Three quarters of pupils lifted toast (75%), one quarter lifted fruit (28%), 

with only a small minority taking cereal (4%).  Most users only took one food type. 
Almost two fifths of those lifting toast, took away more than one slice (39%). 

• Substantial consumption. Over the five weeks of observation, 827 presentations at the 
breakfast cart were observed across the three schools.  

• High proportion of users, using occasionally. Although these data do not allow estimates 
of overall participation rates, it appears that participation rates vary by school and that 
most users are occasional, rather than daily users of the breakfast cart service. 

• Proportionate use of service according to free school meal status of pupils. Pupils who 
were entitled to free school meals were as likely as those who were not to use the 
service.  For example, 32.5% of pupils in Carlibar PS were entitled to free school meals, as 
were 40% of that school’s cart users, the equivalent proportions for St John’s PS were 
20.9% and 24%, and 15.8% and 14% for Barrhead High School. 

• Proportionate use of service according to deprivation area status of pupils. Pupils who 
lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Area were as likely as those who did not to 
use the service.  For example, 54% of pupils in Carlibar PS lived in a deprived area, as did 
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57% of that school’s cart users, the equivalent proportions for St John’s PS were 29% and 
30%, and 28% and 22% for Barrhead High School. 

• Boys use more than girls. Although the differences are not substantial (57% of 
presentations are by boys, with boys comprising 53% of all pupils), this gender difference 
was consistent across the five weeks of observation.  

• Providing breakfast in secondary school pupils, supplementing breakfast for primary 
school pupils. In the 2019 observations, pupils were asked if they had consumed any 
other food that morning. The majority of secondary school pupils using the breakfast cart 
had not had any other breakfast that morning (85%), whereas slightly more than one-
half of primary school pupils who used the cart already had breakfast (55%). 

• Toast consumption increased (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but 
was consistently higher at Barrhead High School, compared to St John’s Primary School. 
The proportion of pupils lifting toast from the cart was higher in the second observation 
week for St John’s PS (55% of pupils in 2019 and 72% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (79% of 
pupils in 2019 and 84% in 2020). The majority at Carlibar PS lifted toast (88%). 

• Of note, was that girls’ consumption was comparable across the observation weeks 
(67% of girls lifted toast in 2019 and 70% in 2020), whereas boys’ consumption 
increased (70% of boys in 2019, to 84% of boys in 2020). 

• Fruit consumption dropped (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but 
was consistently higher at St John’s PS, compared to Barrhead High School. The 
proportion of pupils lifting fruit from the cart was lower in the second observation week 
for St John’s PS (45% of pupils in 2019 and 29% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (28% of pupils 
in 2019 and 18% in 2020). Only 14% of pupils at Carlibar Primary School lifted fruit. 

• Similarly, although consumption of fruit dropped, girls were more likely to lift fruit 
than boys (44%, compared to 30% in 2019; and 29%, compared to 16% in 2020).  

• Usage was uneven across year groups.  

• In St John’s primary school, P5 and P6 pupils were much more likely to use the cart 
(103 and 84 observations, respectively, of cart usage), with fewer observations for 
other year groups (for example, 18 observations for P1 pupils, 31 observations for P4 
pupils and 26 observations for P7 pupils).  

• In contrast, in Carlibar Primary School, P1 and P7 pupils were much more likely to use 
the cart (24 observations and 21 observations, respectively, compared to 45 
observations across the other five-year groups).  

• In the secondary school, usage patterns were highly variable and irregular across year 
groups, with notably higher use rates among S4 (who had their prelims in the first 
observation week), low use rates among S1 pupils and almost no use by S6 pupils. 

• Presentation is equally likely from individuals as groups. Almost one half of those 
presenting at the breakfast cart, did so alone (47%). 

• Presenting as individuals was much more commonplace in 2020 (32% of presentation 
were by individuals in 2019, compared to 57% in 2020).  

• Girls were consistently more likely to present in groups (63% of girls, compared to 
48% of boys).  
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What difference did grab-n-go breakfast provision in schools make? 
• Uptake. 827 presentations at the breakfast cart for just three schools (with one or two 

weeks of observation per school) suggests that there is a demand for breakfast food in 
schools. 

• Perceived impact. Barrhead High School pupils were of the opinion that provision was 
meeting an unmet demand for breakfast food.  The evidence of positive impact was 
presented either hypothetically, or with reference to personal or indirect experience. 

• Environment. Despite the high level of consumption, it did not appear that the 
introduction of the breakfast cart led to excess waste and the creation of a cleaning 
burden. 

• Food Waste. Despite the popularity of toast, on each of the observation days, it was 
noted that there was much leftover food, including unclaimed toast. 

• Impact on attainment and ‘narrowing the attainment’ gap. It is beyond the scope of 
this evaluation to comment on the impact of the breakfast cart on educational 
engagement or attainment. Any future evaluation of this issue should focus on whether 
the breakfast cart improves the conditions which are conducive to engagement and 
attainment; too many confounding factors impact on both to assert a direct causal link. 

 

What needs to happen now? 
• Cart Design. The cart was functional, rather than appealing.  Although the cart design 

was not a major talking point among pupils in discussion, there is scope to enhance the 
design to make it more functional (improve the ease with which cereal is dispensed) and 
appealing.  

• Promotion. The spike in uptake amongst P4 and P5 in St John’s Primary School – the 
school in which pupils were released from class to use the cart – tends to suggest that 
class teachers can have a key role in promoting breakfast cart use.  More generally, there 
did not appear to be a coherent strategy to promote breakfast cart use in the case study 
schools.  More thought should be given to promoting the cart and positioning it as part 
of a school’s approach to promote health and wellbeing. 

• Drinks. Barrhead High School pupils were of the opinion that it would be beneficial to 
extend the provision to include drinks, in addition to food. Indeed, a typical breakfast 
provides both drinks and food; the prospects for extending provision to include drinks 
should be considered. 

• Modes of Presentation - timing. Each school adopted a different approach to provision, 
i.e., available for an extended period before school; available for a short period before 
school; and available at the very start of the school day for a short period.  If the service 
is to be continued, extended or mainstreamed, then it would be prudent to consider the 
advantages and disadvantages of these modes (and alternative modes of provision). 

• Modes of Presentation - positioning. Each school adopted a different approach to 
provision, i.e., available in an area typically associated with a particular group of pupils; 
positioned at a point that the pupils must pass at the start of the school day; and 
positioned at a point that pupils must be directed to, if they are to be.  If the service is to 
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be continued, extended or mainstreamed, then it would be prudent to consider the 
advantages and disadvantages of these modes (and alternatives to positioning). 

• Financial analysis. It is clear that the breakfast cart provided a service that was used and 
welcomed by staff and pupils alike.  However, it is acknowledged that project partners 
(charitable and private sector) met food and equipment costs associated for this pilot. It 
will be necessary to consider financial implications if this service is to be mainstreamed.  

• Breakfast clubs and breakfast carts. The focus of this evaluation was exclusively on 
breakfast carts. If the service is to be extended, or mainstreamed, then it will be 
necessary to consider the implications on existing provision of breakfast clubs. 

• Teachers with Free School Meals Experience as Pupils. Teachers who presented for 
FSMs as school pupils had a stronger view of the positive impact of eating breakfast and 
schools providing free breakfast food to pupils. East Renfrewshire Council might wish to 
reflect on whether this group of teachers might be a resource on which to draw when 
promoting free breakfast food in schools. 

• Canvass opinions of primary school teachers. The opportunity did not present to 
canvass primary school teachers. It would be useful to canvass opinion and reflect on 
experience, prior to the service being extended or mainstreamed. 

• Canvass opinions of pupils on experience of using the breakfast cart. Due to the onset 
of Covid-19, this evaluation was undertaken with much more limited engagement of 
pupil experience than was originally intended.  It would be useful to reflect on the 
opinions and experiences of pupils, prior to the service being extended, or 
mainstreamed. 
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1. Introduction: breakfast and school pupils in Scotland  
 
 
 

 “ I think some kids just don't want to eat in the morning, no matter what - but maybe by 
the time they get to school there should be something available for them to have? “ 

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

“ I've always eaten breakfast before school, but on the rare occasion I have forgotten, 
I've really struggled to focus in the morning because I'm so hungry. “ 

(S5 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
 
1.1 – The Importance of Breakfast 
 
It is commonly held that breakfast – as the first of the ‘three square meals’ that should be 
taken daily – is the ‘right way’ to start the day. While research evidence supports this claim1, 
other evidence suggests that not everyone is starting the day the ‘right way’2, including 
children and young people attending schools3. On the understanding that functioning is 
compromised by a lack of sustenance,4 it is important for school education to understand 
the reasons for children not consuming breakfast and to take steps to ensure that those who 
want breakfast are able to have it. 
 
 
1.2 – Food Provision in Scottish Schools – Does Scotland Deliver?  
 
The primary purpose of schools is to educate children, although the aims of school education 
extend beyond this; as articulated in Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence, for many years 
Scotland wants children to realise their potential as confident individuals, effective 
contributors and responsible citizens, as well as successful learners.5  Health and wellbeing is 
one of the eight curricular areas for learning, with specific expectations for learning 
articulated for five age stages6, while health and wellbeing is presented as the responsibility 

 
1  Refer to section 3.3 in this report. 
2  Goff, L., Silva, M.J., Bordoli, C., Enayat, Z.E., Cassidy, A., Maynard, M. and Harding, S., 2017. Longitudinal 

associations of skipping breakfast with ethnicity and cardiometabolic risk: the Determinants of 
Adolescence, now young Adults, Social well-being and Health Study (DASH). Proceedings of the Nutrition 
Society, 76(OCE4). 

3  Refer to section 3.4 in this report. 
4  Refer to section 3.3 in this report. 
5  SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE, 2006. A Curriculum for Excellence. Building the Curriculum 1. Edinburgh: Scottish 

Executive. [Viewed 4 August 2020]. Available from: https://education.gov.scot/Documents/btc1.pdf. 
6  SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, n.d. Curriculum for Excellence: Health and Wellbeing. Experiences and Outcomes. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Government. [Viewed 4 August 2020]. Available from: 
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/health-and-wellbeing-eo.pdf. 
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for all involved in the education of children and young people7. Food and health is one of the 
six areas identified as being important to address to ensure that children live healthy and 
happy lives.8 To this end, those responsible for school education in Scotland are concerned 
that Scotland’s children are properly fed during the school day.9 
 
Indeed, the importance of providing food and drink in schools in Scotland (and the UK more 
generally) has been a concern of government and campaigners for over one hundred 
years.10 In response to a concern that underfed school children were not able to benefit 
from compulsory education, the Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 permitted local 
authorities the discretion to introduce local taxpayer funded feeding programmes, free of 
charge to disadvantaged children. The Education Act of 1944 placed a statutory 
responsibility on local education authorities to provide school meals and milk, and allowed 
discretion for the charge not to be levied in cases of hardship. A separate School Milk Act 
1946 provided one third of a pint of milk for free to all children aged under 18. Between 
1968 and 1977, free milk was gradually withdrawn from schools (withdrawn from secondary 
schools in 1968; those aged over seven in 1971; and for all remaining recipients in 1977).  
 
Contemporary concerns over food in schools in Scotland focus largely on the nutritional 
quality11 and provision of free school meals12 at lunchtime.  However, there is also interest in 
food consumption at other points in the school day, including mid-morning breaks13 and 

 
7  EDUCATION SCOTLAND, 2013, Health and WellBeing: The Responsibility of All 3-18. Edinburgh: Education 

Scotland. [viewed on 05 August 2020]. Available from: 
https://education.gov.scot/parentzone/Documents/HealthandWellbeing3-18ImpactReport.pdf. 

8  SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, n.d., Health and Wellbeing in Schools {online] [viewed 05 August 2020]. Available 
at: https://www.gov.scot/policies/schools/wellbeing-in-schools/. 

9  SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, 2006. Hungry for Success [online]. Edinburgh: Scottish Government. [viewed on 
04 February 2019]. Available from: https://www2.gov.scot/Publications/2003/02/16273/17574. 

 SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, 2008. Healthy Eating in Schools: A Guide to Implementing the Nutritional 
Requirements for Food and Drinks in Schools (Scotland) Regulations 2008 [online]. Scottish Government. 
[viewed 05 February 2019]. Available from: 
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/guidance/2008/09/healthy-
eating-schools-guide-implementing-nutritional-requirements-food-drink-schools/documents/0065394-
pdf/0065394-pdf/govscot%3Adocument. 

 TECHNICAL WORKING GROUP, 2018, Review of Nutrition Requirements for Food and Drink in Schools 
(Scotland) Regulations 2008. [viewed 04 August 2020]. Available from: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/food-drink-schools-nutrition-requirements-review/. 

10  STEWART, J., 2001. The campaign for school meals in Edwardian Scotland. In Lawrence, J. and 
Starkey, P., eds. Child Welfare and Social Action in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: 
International Perspectives. Liverpool University Press. 174-191. 

11  Refer to note 8. 
12  For a timeline and review of recent developments in relation to school meals provision, refer to: 

McKENDRICK, J.H. et al. (2019) Are Pupils Being Served. A Secondary Review of the Sector’s Evidence Base on 
School Meal Provision at Lunchtime in Scotland. Report for Assist FM. Glasgow: SPIRU. 

13  HIGHLAND COUNCIL AND NHigh School HIGHLAND, n.d. Guidance for School Snacks. Highland Health 
Promoting Schools. Inverness. [viewed 05 August 2020]. Available from: 
https://www.highland.gov.uk/downloads/file/178/guidance_for_school_snacks. 
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immediately prior to the start of the school day14. Breakfast clubs have been the provision 
that is most closely associated with pre-school food consumption outside the domestic 
realm.15 This report examines an alternative approach to breakfast provision – the 
introduction of a grab-n-go breakfast cart. 
 
 
1.3 – Project Steering Group and SPIRU Research Team 
 
Having completed school meals research for Assist FM in 2019,16 Professor McKendrick of 
the Scottish Poverty and Inequality Research Unit (SPIRU) was invited to provide research 
support for this project. 
 
The project steering group comprises representatives from E & R Moffat, Brake Bros., Greggs 
Foundation, the Poverty and Inequality Commission, East Renfrewshire Council and SPIRU.  
The Steering Group first convened early in 2019, meeting several times during the research 
to steer and review progress.  E & R Moffat hosted the Steering Group meetings and 
provided participating schools with breakfast carts; Greggs Foundation funded fieldwork 
costs; Greggs Foundation and Brake Bros. provided food for the breakfast cart; Lindsay 
Graham provided expert advice on breakfast cart provision, and East Renfrewshire Council 
permitted three of their schools to take part in the pilot project. 
 
A team of sixteen SPIRU Student Researchers worked on this project under the guidance of 
Professor McKendrick from October 2019 – January 2020, with a further six SPIRU Student 
Researchers involved from February 2020 – April 2020. 
 
 
1.4 – Introduction to Case Study Community 
 
East Renfrewshire is, in relative terms, an affluent area that is a short commute from 
Glasgow city centre. Beyond universal entitlement in P1-P3, one in fourteen pupils are 
registered for free school meals in East Renfrewshire (7% of P4-P7 pupils; and 6.9% of 
secondary school pupils in 2019), the second lowest of all Scottish local authorities, and well 
below the Scottish average for local authorities (19.3% for P4-P7 pupils; and 15% for 

 
14  HOYLAND, A., MCWILLIAMS, K.A., DUFF, R.J., & WALTON, J.L., 2012, Breakfast consumption in UK 

schoolchildren and provision of school breakfast clubs. Nutrition Bulletin, 37(3), 232-240. 
15  SCOTTISH CONSUMER COUNCIL, 2004, Breakfast Clubs … More of a Head Start. [viewed 05 August 2020]. 

Available at: https://www.communityfoodandhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2006/10/breakfastclub-
0632.pdf 

16  McKENDRICK, J.H. et al., 2019, Are Pupils Being Served. A Secondary Review of the Sector’s Evidence Base on 
School Meal Provision at Lunchtime in Scotland. Report for Assist FM. Glasgow: SPIRU. 
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secondary school pupils in 2019).17  Three of its five secondary schools are ranked within the 
top five in Scotland in terms of the proportion of pupils achieving five or more Highers.18 
 
East Renfrewshire Council initially selected two case study schools for the breakfast cart 
pilot, both of which were located in the town of Barrhead, with a third being added in an 
extension to the pilot project. The town is diverse in terms of its socio-geographical profile, 
with datazones ranked in each decile of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation. Within its 
boundaries it has both some of the Most Deprived (e.g., Dunterlie, East Arthurlie, 
Auchenback) and Least Deprived (e.g., Boylestone, Cross Stobbs, Springhill) parts of 
Scotland.19 Although diverse in a Scottish context, Barrhead is among the least affluent parts 
of East Renfrewshire and the case study schools have among the highest rates of pupils from 
deprived backgrounds in East Renfrewshire.20 
 
 
1.5 – Introduction to This Grab-N-Go Pilot 
 
The breakfast cart was introduced in Barrhead High School in the Autumn of 2019. Pupils 
were made aware of the introduction of the breakfast cart at morning assemblies week 
starting October 19th 2019. Catering and education staff were briefed on the introduction of 
the cart.  The cart is open from 0800 to 0840 on school days and is located adjacent to the 
serving hatch in the senior pupil dining area. Pupils can help themselves to food from the 
cart, with toast (buttered), cereal, and a range of fruit being offered every day. 
 
The breakfast cart was introduced in St John’s Primary School on Monday 25th November 
2019. Pupils, education and catering staff were made aware of the introduction of the 
breakfast cart in advance. The cart is open from 0850 to 0905 on school days and is located 
adjacent to the main school offices. As with Barrhead High School, pupils can help 
themselves to food from the cart, with toast (buttered), cereal and a range of fruit being 
offered every day. 
 
The breakfast cart was introduced in Carlibar Primary School at the start of 2020. Pupils, 
catering staff and education staff were made aware of the introduction of the breakfast cart 
in advance.    The cart is open at the start of the school day and is located in the dining hall, 
through which all pupils pass on the way to the inner playground from the main entrance to 
the school. Pupils can help themselves to food from the cart, with toast (buttered), cereal 
and a range of fruit being offered every day. 

 
17  SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, 2019, School Healthy Living Survey 2019. Supplementary Tables, Table 8 and 

Table 14. Viewed 05 August 2020]. Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/school-healthy-living-
survey-statistics-2019/ 

18  DENHOLM, A., 2019, How Every Secondary School in Scotland Ranks in Exam League Table, The Herald 
[online] [viewed 05 August 2020]. Available at: https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/17514133.revealed-
how-every-secondary-school-in-scotland-ranks/ 

19  For a graphic representation, visit: https://simd.scot/#/simd2020/BTTTFTT/14/-4.3843/55.8050/.  As the 
key explains, the darker the red, the more deprived the area, and the deeper the blue the least deprived 
the area. 

20  Refer to section 2.5 of this report. 
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With the onset of Covid-19, pupil attendance in schools tailed off toward the end of the 
week starting Monday March 16th 2020, before all schools in Scotland were closed on Friday 
March 20th 2020. The pilot project was curtailed at this point. 
 
 
1.6 - The Aim of This Report  
 
The aims of this interim report are fivefold:  
• To provide a rapid review of key insights from research on breakfast provision in schools, that 

is most pertinent to this particular breakfast cart pilot (Section 3) 
• To describe the breakfast eating habits of children in the case study schools, prior to the 

implementation of the pilot (Section 4) 
• To describe perceptions of breakfast eating among pupils and teaching staff in the case 

study schools (Section 4) 
• To describe how the breakfast cart has been used in the case study schools (Section 5) 
• To draw some preliminary conclusions on the operation of the breakfast cart, with a view 

to adapting design and delivery for future use (Section 6 and 7) 
 
 
1.7 - The Structure of This Report  
 
After this introduction, this report is organised into six further sections: 
• This Evaluation Journey (Section 2) 
• What Do We Know About School and Breakfast? A rapid review of the key literature 

(Section 3) 
• Breakfast Eating Among Schoolchildren in Barrhead (Section 4) 
• Utilisation of the Breakfast Cart (Section 5) 
• Impact of the Breakfast Cart (Section 6) 
• What Next: Some Concluding Thoughts (Section 7) 
 
Furthermore, there are seven Annexes at the end of the report: 
• Survey Schedule: Barrhead High School Pupils (Annex 1) 
• Survey Schedule and Record Sheet: St John’s PS Pupils (Annex 2) 
• Survey Schedule: Teachers (Annex 3) 
• Field Observation Schedule (Annex 4) 
• Group Interview Questions: Barrhead High School Pupils (Annex 5) 
• Group Interviews: St John’s PS Pupils (Annex 6)  
• Papers Reviewed in the Rapid Literature Review (Annex 7) 
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2. This Evaluation Journey  
 
 
 

“ I have answered "don't know" to many of the above questions as I do not interview 
each pupil in my classes about their eating habits - I feel that is not my place. Therefore, 
I could not definitively say whether their behaviours or energy levels are the result of 
eating, not eating or having an inappropriate breakfast (e.g., coke, sweets). I do 
however think it's very important for school to model the importance of breakfast and 
what a good breakfast looks like. I think having the breakfast cart visible in the school 
will do these things. “ 

 (Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

 
 
2.1 – Introduction  
 
In this section, we describe our approach to the evaluation, describing the background to the 
evaluation (2.2), research team (2.3) ethical considerations (2.4), case study schools (2.5), 
research strategy (2.6) and each of its three constituent parts (2.7 through 2.9) and 
limitations of our work (2.10), before concluding on the utility of this evaluation (2.11).  
 
 
2.2 – Research Design: An Evolving Process  
 
SPIRU was afforded an unrestricted brief for the evaluation of the breakfast pilot.  Ideally, 
SPIRU would have collected data pre- and post- pilot (to canvass the opinions and 
experiences of pupils and staff), and had access to data collected during the pilot (to monitor 
uptake). However, this was not possible for three reasons. 
 
First, at the outset the pilot was to be administered in two schools and was due to conclude 
at the end of 2019, which was beyond the point at which the SPIRU Student Research team 
were available to collect, process and analyse data.  Specifically, the researchers were not 
available to undertake fieldwork at the end of the proposed implementation period (mid-
December 2019). To ensure that the researchers would have the capacity to conduct 
fieldwork and then process, analyse and write up findings, it was necessary to undertake 
fieldwork in late November/early December, i.e., before the pilot had been completed.  
Therefore, SPIRU’s initial proposal to the Steering group proposed data collection with pupils 
and staff pre-pilot and again with pupils in the middle of the pilot.  This was a compromise 
that made best use of the availability of the SPIRU Student Research team, in relation to the 
period of breakfast cart implementation.  
 
Mid-pilot, East Renfrewshire Council, with the support of the Steering Group, agreed to 
extend the pilot into 2020, and to involve an additional primary school. This afforded SPIRU 
the opportunity to revise the research design midway through the evaluation, as a second 
team of SPIRU Student Researchers were scheduled to start work in February 2020.  At this 
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point, the only drawback was that SPIRU was not in a position to undertake pre-pilot data 
collection in the additional primary school. 
 
Third, Covid-19 led to the closure of schools in Scotland.  This meant that SPIRU was unable 
to canvass the opinions and experiences of pupils and staff post-pilot in all three schools.  It 
also compromised the collection of mid-pilot observations in one of the case-study schools, 
as this was undertaken week starting March 16th 2020 when parents were beginning to 
withdraw their children from schools with the onset of the virus. 
 
East Renfrewshire Council facilitated the fieldwork and the Steering Group were advised of 
the strategy and research tools that were to be deployed in advance. 
 
 
2.3 – SPIRU Research Team and Quality Assurance 
 
Professor McKendrick, an experienced social researcher and Director of SPIRU, led this 
evaluation.  This research is part of Glasgow Caledonian University’s commitment to the 
‘common good’21 in that it provides a local ‘good cause’ with expert research support at no-
cost, in return affording opportunities for GCU social science students to acquire practical 
experience as social researchers. 
 
Degree levels students on the BA Social Sciences degree programme have the option of 
presenting for Work Placement: Scottish Poverty and Inequality Research Unit, in their third 
year of study.22  As student researchers, they work together as a research team, but directly 
under the guidance of Professor McKendrick, to execute a social research project.  The 
students attend a weekly Team Briefing at which they are trained, briefed and debriefed by 
Professor McKendrick to enable them to make an effective contribution to each stage of the 
research.  Professor McKendrick provides quality assurance, supported as necessary by the 
wider research community at GCU. 
 
 
2.4 – Ethics  
 
The research has adhered to the well-established Ethical Protocols that govern social 
research.23  
 
Each Student Researcher completed the SPIRU Researcher (Ethics) Approval process in their 
first week, which was in concluded in advance of each being presented for clearance to 

 
21  GLASGOW CALEDONIAN UNIVERSITY, n.d. Common Good [online]. [viewed 05 August 2020]. Available at: 

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/theuniversity/commongood/ 
22  For more information, visit: https://www.gcu.ac.uk/study/modules/info/?Module=M3L325159 
23  ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RESEARCH COUNCIL, n.d. Research Ethics, [online] [viewed 05 August 2020]. 

Available at: https://esrc.ukri.org/funding/guidance-for-applicants/research-ethics/ 
 SOCIAL RESEARCH ASSOCIATION, 2003, Ethical Guidelines, (viewed 05 August 2020]. Available at: 

https://the-sra.org.uk/SRA/Ethics/Research-ethics-guidance/SRA/Ethics/Research-Ethics-
Guidance.aspx?hkey=5e809828-fb49-42be-a17e-c95d6cc72da1 
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undertake fieldwork from Disclosure Scotland. The Department of Social Sciences Ethics 
Committee approved the research, in advance of fieldwork, in early November 2019.   
 
At each stage of the research, Student Researchers were briefed in advance of all pertinent 
matters pertaining to research ethics and research quality, and debriefed thereafter.  
Personal reflective diaries were used as a means to engage individual researchers on matters 
that were deemed inappropriate to address at the whole Team Briefings. More generally, an 
open and collegiate environment was engendered in which all members of the research 
team were freely able to raise matters of interest and concern.   
 
Participation was with informed consent of the pupils, and fieldwork was conducted in a 
manner that aimed to minimise intrusion and avoid discomfort. Student Researchers were 
mindful of their status in relation to school pupils, and were aware of their responsibilities. 
 
All research data have been stored securely, in accordance with established protocols. To 
facilitate data linking, in order to maximise the analytical potential of the observational data 
(refer to section 2.8), it was been necessary to record pupil names.  These data were stored 
securely.  Data are not attributed to individual pupils, or staff in this report.    
 
 
2.5 – Case Study Schools  
 
Initially, East Renfrewshire Council selected two case study schools for the breakfast cart 
pilot, both of which were located in the town of Barrhead. St John’s Primary School24 is one 
of two denominational schools serving the Roman Catholic population. It is located in 
Dunterlie, in the north of the town.  Barrhead High School25 is a non-denominational 
comprehensive school, providing six years of secondary school education. With each of its 
three feeder primary schools located within, the High School largely serves the town of 
Barrhead. It is located on the south east of town, within two miles walking distance of the 
outermost residential areas to the far north and west of Barrhead.  The pilot was extended 
to include Carlibar Primary School26, a non-denominational school, also located in the 
Dunterlie neighbourhood. 
 
Almost thrice as many pupils in St John’s Primary School are registered for free school meals, 
relative to the East Renfrewshire average (20.6%, compared to 7% in 2019), while 
registrations in Carlibar Primary School are more than four times the district average (31% in 
2019). Similarly, twice as many pupils in Barrhead High School are registered for free school 
meals (15%, compared to 6.9% for East Renfrewshire as a whole in 2019).27  
 
Although having among the highest rates of free school entitlement for schools in East 
Renfrewshire, two of the three schools have levels of entitlement that are close to the 

 
24  For more information, visit: https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/StJohns/. 
25  For more information, visit: https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/Barrhead/. 
26  For more information, visit: https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/er/Carlibar/. 
27  SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT, 2020, School Meals Dataset 2019 [online] [viewed 05 August 2020]. Available at: 

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/SchoolMealsDatasets/schmeals2019. 
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Scottish average (20.6% for P4-P7 in St John’s compared to 19.3% for Scotland; Barrhead 
High School shares the Scottish average of 15% registration among secondary pupils). 
 
 
2.6 – Research Strategy  
 
The evaluation comprised three parts. 
• Pre-pilot surveys with pupils and staff (section 2.7); 
• Systematic field observations of breakfast cart usage (section 2.8); 
• Group interviews with secondary school pupils  (section 2.9). 
 
 
2.7 – Part One: Pre-Pilot Surveys  
 
2.7.1 – Purpose  
 
The aims of the pre-pilot surveys were fourfold, i.e., to 
• describe breakfast eating habits among school pupils, and staff perception of the same;  
• understand pupils’ decision-making in relation to eating breakfast, and staff perception 

of the same;  
• understand the impact of school pupils not eating breakfast, and staff perception of the 

same;  
• describe staff outlook on anti-poverty activity in schools.  
The original objective was to administer the surveys with pupils and staff at all case study 
schools. 
 
2.7.2 – Design   
 
Professor McKendrick drafted three short surveys, i.e., one for secondary school pupils 
(Annex 1), one for primary school pupils (Annex 2) and one for teachers (Annex 3).  These 
surveys were shared in advance with the Project Steering Group and contact persons within 
each school. The draft surveys were also critiqued by the SPIRU Student Research Team who 
had recently completed two rounds of literature review on breakfast provision in schools.  
Each of the surveys was modified extensively on account of this feedback. 
 
Each survey comprised (i) substantive questions with a closed set of response options, (ii) 
substantive questions with an open response option, and (iii) profile questions with a closed 
set of response options. Each survey was focused and short, comprising ten questions. 
Graphics were used to represent response options for the survey of primary school pupils.  
 
2.7.3 – Training 
 
SPIRU Student Researchers were trained to administer surveys to whole class groups, in 
advance of fieldwork.  It was expected that secondary school pupils and pupils in the latter 
stages of primary school would be able to complete their survey independently.  However, it 
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was envisaged that pupils in the early stages of primary school would need support to 
complete their survey. SPIRU Student Researchers were briefed and trained accordingly. 
 
2.7.4 - Administration  
 
At the outset, it was decided to adopt different approaches to administering the survey in 
primary schools and secondary schools. 
 
The intention was to administer surveys to whole class groups in both primary and 
secondary schools, with SPIRU Student researchers working in teams to administer the 
survey to each class, and to ask teachers to self-complete the survey in their own time.   
 
In St John’s Primary School, three-four SPIRU Student Researchers administered surveys in 
the ‘junior’ end of primary school, and two-three SPIRU Student Researchers administered 
surveys in the ‘senior’ end of primary school.  One researcher read out the question, while 
the other researchers were available to assist pupils to complete the survey and to observe 
administration; more researchers were available to assist classes of younger pupils.  It was 
stressed to pupils that there were no right/wrong answers, and that it did not matter if their 
answers were different to those of other pupils. Surveys were administered to pupils in St 
John’s Primary School on Thursday 14th November 2019.   
 
Surveys were not administered to staff in St John’s Primary School, nor to pupils or staff in 
Carlibar Primary School. 
 
In Barrhead High School, the intention was that the surveys would be administered as self-
completion questionnaires to staff and to pupils in whole class groups. The school was 
provided with a draft version of the survey for approval.  However, due to a 
misunderstanding, the School administered this draft survey, utilising its own online 
platform to administer the appropriate survey to pupils and staff. SPIRU Student Researchers 
were not present to introduce this survey to pupils or staff. Surveys were administered in 
Barrhead High School in advance of the introduction of the breakfast cart.   
 
Each SPIRU Student Researcher was also asked to record additional observations in relation 
to the survey administration. These unstructured and open-ended observations were 
submitted to Professor McKendrick within one week of fieldwork. Observations focused on 
the administration of the whole class survey.  
 
2.7.5 – Data Processing  
 
Barrhead High School provided Professor McKendrick with results collated in two Excel 
spreadsheets, one for pupils and one for staff.  In each, data for each respondent was 
presented as a separate row thereby facilitating exploratory data analysis. 
 
SPIRU Student Researchers transferred the pupil surveys from St John’s Primary School into 
an Excel spreadsheet, each forwarding their data to Professor McKendrick. Professor 
McKendrick collated these spreadsheets into a single master spreadsheet to facilitate data 
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analysis. Surveys were submitted to Professor McKendrick for secure storage, prior to being 
destroyed. 
 
SPIRU Student Researchers also submitted their open-ended fieldwork observations to 
Professor McKendrick, who collated these, prior to data analysis. 
 
2.7.6 – Data Analysis  
 
Professor McKendrick transferred the survey data from Excel to SPSS for analysis. Following 
a data quality check and data cleaning, descriptive and exploratory data analysis was 
undertaken.  Standard tests of distribution and statistical association were used to inform 
the conclusions that were drawn from these data.   
 
 
2.8 – Part Two: Field Observations  
 
2.8.1 – Purpose  
 
The aims of the field observation were twofold, i.e., to 
• describe patterns of breakfast cart usage;  
• ascertain whether pupils from more deprived backgrounds were more or less likely to 

use the breakfast cart.  
 
2.8.2 – Design   
 
Professor McKendrick developed a system for small groups of SPIRU Student Researchers to 
undertake systematic fieldwork observation of breakfast cart usage.  This system involved 
groups of between two and four students observing and recording details of breakfast cart 
usage for a full school week, with different groups of students undertaking the observations 
on different days. Within each group, one student was instructed to approach students who 
took food from the cart, asking them to go to one or more other students to have details 
recorded. Details were taken of the pupil’s name, year group, food taken, and whether they 
approached the cart alone or in a group. These details were recorded on a standard 
proforma (Annex 4).  The same approach was used in all schools. The plans for systematic 
field observation were shared in advance with the Project Steering Group.  
 
2.8.3 – Training 
 
SPIRU Student Researchers were trained in fieldwork observation, in advance of fieldwork.  
Professor McKendrick visited each school in advance of the visits by SPIRU Student 
Researchers to observe the breakfast cart in operation.  The experience of these preliminary 
visits was used to advise the researchers on the best approach for observation in each 
school. 
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2.8.4 - Administration  
 
Five full weeks of fieldwork observation were undertaken across the three case study 
schools (25 days of fieldwork observation). For each, SPIRU Student Researchers arrived at 
least fifteen minutes in advance of the breakfast cart opening to familiarise themselves with 
the setting and to organise themselves for fieldwork observation. Fieldwork observation was 
undertaken on the following weeks: 
• November 25th – 29th 2019 in Barrhead High School;  
• December 2nd – 6th 2019 in St John’s Primary School; 
• March 2nd – 6th 2020 in Barrhead High School; 
• March 9th – 13th 2020 in St John’s Primary School; 
• March 16th – 20th 2020 in Carlibar Primary School. 
 
In addition to the systematic recording of breakfast cart usage, each SPIRU Student 
Researcher was asked to record additional observations. These unstructured and open-
ended observations were submitted to Professor McKendrick within one week of fieldwork 
observation. Observations were made in relation to fieldwork method and the operation of 
the breakfast cart.  
 
2.8.5 – Data Processing  
 
Each team of SPIRU Student Researchers transferred the breakfast cart usage data recorded 
in the field into an Excel spreadsheet, forwarding this to Professor McKendrick. Professor 
McKendrick collated these spreadsheets, to facilitate data analysis. Proformas were 
submitted to Professor McKendrick for secure storage, prior to being destroyed. 
 
SPIRU Student Researchers also submitted their open-ended fieldwork observations to 
Professor McKendrick, who collated these, prior to data analysis. 
 
2.8.6 – Data Analysis  
 
Analysis of breakfast cart usage data proceeded through two stages.  In the preliminary 
stages, data were described in their raw form, which provided a description of breakfast cart 
usage, i.e. 
• Number of pupils using cart;  
• Volume of food taken from the cart; 
• Whether pupils were presenting as individuals, or in groups; 
• Variations of above, by gender; 
• Variations of above, by school; 
• Variations of above, by year group. 
 
The second stage of data analysis, East Renfrewshire Council added the following data: 
• Free school meal registration status;  
• Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation status for pupil’s home address 
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East Renfrewshire were provided with a datasheet comprising pupils names, to which these 
data were added, then returned to SPIRU with the names removed. A thematic analysis of 
the open-ended fieldwork observations was undertaken by Professor McKendrick.  
 
 
2.9 – Part Three: Group Interviews  
 
2.9.1 – Purpose  
 
The aims of the group interviews were twofold, i.e., to 
• complement the pupil survey, by exploring breakfast eating habits among school pupils;  
• canvass pupil opinion on the breakfast cart.  
The original objective was to administer group interviews with pupils at both primary and 
secondary schools. 
 
2.9.2 – Design   
 
Professor McKendrick drafted two interview schedules, i.e., one for secondary school pupils 
(Annex 5), and one for primary school pupils.  These interviews comprised open-ended 
questions and a checklist of themes that should be discussed in relation to that question. 
These schedules were shared in advance with the Project Steering Group. The SPIRU Student 
Research Team also critiqued the draft schedules.  Both interview schedules were modified 
on account of this feedback. 
 
2.9.3 – Training 
 
The first cohort of SPIRU Student Researchers was trained in conducting group interviews, in 
advance of fieldwork; this cohort undertook two rounds of training.  In these training 
sessions, student researchers were afforded the opportunity of experiencing group 
interviews as (i) lead interviewer, (ii) scribe/support interviewer, (iii) observer and (iv) 
interview participant (role play).  Professor McKendrick observed these training exercises 
and provided advice to SPIRU Student Researchers to improve their interviewing practice in 
advance of fieldwork.   
 
2.9.4 - Administration  
 
Group interviews were administered with pupils in Barrhead High School, week starting 
Monday 25th November.  SPIRU Student Researchers administered these interviews, 
following fieldwork observation, prior to the start of the school day.  
 
Barrhead High School organised the groups for interviews with seven pupils selected from 
interview for S1, S2, S3, S5 and S6 (S4 were presenting for prelims and it was judged 
inappropriate to arrange interviews for them in the same week).  Without prompting, 
Barrhead High School ensured that each group comprised a mix of pupils by gender, 
deprivation area background and free school meal entitlement.  For example, one of the 
groups (anonymised to assure confidentiality) comprised four girls and three boys, four not 
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entitled to a free school meal and three who were entitled, and pupils residing in Scottish 
Index of Multiple Deprivation area deciles 2 (x4), 6, 7 and 9. 
 
After registration, pupils were asked to go to a room in which the SPIRU Student Researchers 
had set up for the interview. No teachers were present in the interview rooms. Pupils were 
asked for their permission to record the interview and advised that they were free not to 
answer any question, or to leave the interview at a time of their choosing. No pupils 
objected to the interview being recorded, and all were present for the duration of the 
interview. 
 
Not all students who were asked to attend the interview were present.  The profile of 
interviews and interviewees was as follows: 
• 22 pupils participated across the five interviews, i.e., S1 (4 pupils), S2 (3 pupils), S3 (6 

pupils), S5 (5 pupils) and S6 (4 pupils);  
• 15 of these pupils were girls (7 were boys); 
• 13 of these pupils were not entitled to a free school meal (7 were entitled to a FSM, and 

these details were not provided for a further 2 pupils);  
• The distribution of pupils across SIMD areas by decile was as follows: SIMD 1 (4 pupils), 2 

(7 pupils), 4 (3 pupils), 6 (1 pupil), 7 (1 pupil), 9 (2 pupils) and 10 (2 pupils). Details were 
not provided for a further 2 pupils. Thus, at least half of the pupils who were interviewed 
lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas. 

 
2.9.5 – Data Processing  
 
Having been trained to transcribe to professional standards beforehand, each SPIRU Student 
Researcher transcribed an equal share of the interview that they had administered. These 
transcripts were submitted to Professor McKendrick, who collated them prior to data 
analysis.   
 
2.9.6 – Data Analysis  
 
Professor McKendrick identified key themes of interest in advance, based on the SPIRU 
Student Researchers analysis of key literature.  Professor McKendrick analysed each 
transcript, coding these according to where in this report these findings would be discussed. 
For example, relevant parts of each transcript were highlighted with the code ‘4.2.2’ added if 
the extract referred to the importance of the school providing breakfast. 
 
Small teams of three-four SPIRU Student Researchers were then tasked to review the 
interview transcripts and write up the results in the relevant section of this report. The 
Student Researchers were also encouraged to supplement the preliminary analysis and 
coding of Professor McKendrick for each of the interview transcripts. In turn, Professor 
McKendrick quality assured these contributions, prior to inclusion in this report. 
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2.10 – Limitations  
 
This section of the report has demonstrated that a careful and robust approach to research 
design and administration was applied to each element. Nevertheless, there are limitations 
that should be acknowledged, and which are taken into account when conclusions are 
drawn in this report. 
• Post-pilot experiences.  The most significant weakness of the research was that it was not 

possible to canvass experiences of pupils and staff at the end of the pilot (due to the 
closure of schools in response to the Covid-19 pandemic).  

• Pre-pilot survey for Carlibar. It was not possible to collect pre-pilot data from pupils in 
Carlibar Primary School. 

• Staff surveys. Staff surveys were only administered in the secondary school. 
• Content of secondary school surveys. Although collecting useful data, the version of the 

survey that was administered in Barrhead High School was one that did not reflect the 
revisions suggested by the Project Steering Group and wider team of SPIRU Student 
Researchers. 

• Presentation of surveys in schools. Inadvertently, the way in which the survey was 
introduced to pupils in one class within St John’s Primary School had the potential to 
skew the results.  On the other hand, results from this particular class do not present as 
an outlier.  SPIRU had no role in presenting to survey to pupils and staff in Barrhead High 
School.  

• Missing Data. Due to researcher error, some data from one of the fieldwork observation 
days were not made available for data processing and analysis. 

• Limitations in matching data. Two thirds of the field observations were amenable to data 
matching to school records.  Thus, commentary on these issues is presented as 
indicative, rather than definitive. 

• Extent to which observation weeks were representative. The first week of fieldwork 
observation in Barrhead High School coincided with prelims for senior pupils. It is unclear 
how this may have impacted on uptake, e.g. (i) over-estimating use for pupils in the 
senior stages who may have attended school earlier than usual in advance of morning 
examinations; (ii) under-estimating use for pupils who use the cart, but who may be less 
inclined to eat prior to an examination; and (iii) under-estimating use for pupils who 
normally use the cart, but who are absent from school on days when they do not have 
examinations. Similarly, the observation week in Carlibar coincided with the onset of 
Covid-19, with increasingly more parents withdrawing their pupils from the school as the 
week progressed. 

• Perspectives of catering staff and parents/guardians. It was beyond the scope of the 
research to canvass the opinion and experiences of catering staff and parents/guardians. 

• Finance. As services were provided free of charge by the Project Partners, it was beyond 
the scope of the research to appraise the costs involved in breakfast cart provision. 

 
 
2.11 – Conclusion: Clarify the Utility of the Evaluation  
 
Notwithstanding the limitations of the research (2.10), if used with due care and attention, 
the data collected by SPIRU is sufficient to draw useful conclusions on the utility of the carts. 
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3. What Do We Know About Schools and Breakfast? A 
rapid review of the key literature  

 
 

“ … I feel like in the mornings…if you don’t have a good breakfast, like a proper 
breakfast, you’re sitting starving all day. ” 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
 
3.1 - Introduction 
 
In this section, we summarise the key findings from previously published research. What is 
presented is not a fully-fledged literature review; rather, it is a collation of evidence and 
expert opinion on six key issues – the value of breakfast (3.3), breakfast eating among 
schoolchildren (3.4), school breakfast provision (3.5), why breakfast provision in school 
matters (3.6), grab-n-go breakfast provision in schools (3.7), and the evidence base (3.8).  
 
The primary goal of this rapid review was to draw lessons from research in Scotland; 
however, this literature is limited and it is necessary to refer to learning beyond Scotland, 
where it is considered relevant.   Similarly, where appropriate, lessons for breakfast 
provision in schools are also drawn from studies that have a focus that extends beyond 
breakfast, but which contain insights that are pertinent to it.  
 
 
3.2 – Selection of Literature for Rapid Review  
 
Two academic search engines were used to identify literature – google scholar and GCU’s 
Discover platform, both of which have an extensive reach. Keywords were used to identify 
academic literature that appeared to be pertinent to this project. Professor McKendrick 
reviewed the abstracts of these papers, preparing a rank order list of priority reading to 
inform this report.  
 
SPIRU Student Researchers were trained to undertake a critical appraisal of literature and 
then allocated two papers over a two-week period to review, recording their appraisal using 
a standard template.  These reviews were collated and made available to all SPIRU Student 
Researchers.  Annex 7 lists the papers that were reviewed. 
 
The first cohort of SPIRU Student Researchers were grouped into five teams, each of which 
was tasked to draw on the collective set of reviews, drafting key findings in bullet point form 
for one of five themes (identified by Professor McKendrick). Professor McKendrick quality 
assured these contributions, prior to inclusion in this report.  
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3.3 – Why Breakfast Matters  
 
Sustaining health: the need for healthy breakfasts 

• Hoyland, Dye & Lawton (2009, p.220) argue that, compared to breakfast skippers, 
breakfast consumers tend to have a higher overall micronutrient intake, better 
macronutrient profile, and that children who eat breakfast have lower BMIs and are 
less at risk of being overweight. 

• O’Dea & Mugridge (2012, p.978) found a positive association between nutritional 
quality of breakfast and literacy levels.  

• Conklin et al. (2014) assert that breakfast is the most important meal of the day and 
that it prepares children for learning, “Researchers have determined that students 
who consume food and beverages in the morning, regardless of setting, have a 
significantly better overall diet.”  

Providing necessary energy to function 
• Adolphus et al. (2016, p.608 and 611) found that breakfast consumption in children 

and adolescents has a short-term and positive effect on their cognitive function 
(specifically improved performance for tasks that require attention, cognitive process 
and memory). 

• Littlecott et al. (2016, p.1580) argue that foods with a low glycaemic index (which 
release energy steadily) can positively affect children’s cognitive functioning, health, 
and academic outcomes.  

• O’Dea & Mugridge (2012, p.976) argue that breakfast skipping has adverse effects on 
academic achievement, stating that nutritional status is associated with cognitive 
function. They argue that a nutritious breakfast can positively affect brain function 
and academic outcomes for children.  

• Conklin et al. (2004) assert that, “there is evidence that skipping breakfast has a 
detrimental impact on alertness, attention, memory, problem solving, mathematics, 
and other aspects of cognitive performance.” 

Family functioning  
• Hoyland, Dye & Lawton (2009, p.239) argue that the repeated process of breakfast 

consumption can encourage healthy routines to form due to the child’s learned 
association of breakfast with wellbeing.  

• O’Dea & Mugridge (2012, p.982) argue that, although ‘low’ socioeconomic status can 
put a child at a predisposed disadvantage in life, this can be tackled by promoting 
healthy eating habits.  

 
 
3.4 –Breakfast Eating Habits Among Schoolchildren  
 
What children eat 

• Ruxton et al. (1996, p.423) - in a small-scale study conducted in Edinburgh with 136 
primary school children - found that the majority of children who eat breakfast eat 
cereal or toast. 

• Anderson et al. (1993, p.111) note that the eating habits of less than one third of the 
young people they surveyed are shaped by health education campaigns. 
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• Anderson et al. (1993, pp.116-118) warn that fifteen-year-olds over-consume crisps, 
sweets, soft drinks and other food products. They highlight high consumption of 
‘manufactured’ food products that are marketed specifically at children. They argue 
that this accessible and highly advertised food may both have a great impact on 
contemporary daily nutritional intakes of young people, and shape their future food 
choices. 

• Hoyland et al. (2012, p.233) – in a study of 3311 children aged 5-15 years old - report 
that 10% of children eat crisps or chocolate as a breakfast. 

How much children eat 
• Lazerri et al. (2016, pp.1-2) - analysing data obtained from the Health Behaviours in 

School-aged Children comprising surveys in 31 countries – found that many children 
and adolescents do not regularly eat breakfast in England, Scotland and Wales. 

• On the other hand, Lazzeri et al. (2016, Table 1.5) also found that, between 2002 and 
2010, there has was an increase in the number of children who ate breakfast in 
England, Scotland and Wales. 

• Ruxton et al. (1996, p.422) found most children had breakfast almost every day of 
the week (94%).  

• In contrast, Hoyland et al. (2013) found that 14% of the participants reported 
skipping breakfast regularly. 

Where children eat 
• Hoyland (2012, p.233) found that between the ages of 13-16, children tended not eat 

breakfast at home. Three-quarters of young people (77%) reported that they ate 
nothing prior to entering school.  

• Levin et al. (2012, p.2) found that 58% of secondary schools in Scotland provided a 
breakfast club, while Hoyland et al. (2013, p.237) found that there are more 
breakfast clubs in primary schools (63%) than in secondary schools (49%).  

• Although provision is widespread, Hoyland et al. (2013, p.238) report that only 4% of 
children used breakfast clubs.  

• Lazzeri et al. (2016, p.9) contend that the availability of food outside the house - 
especially snack foods - could contribute to lower levels of daily breakfast 
consumption in the home, particularly in western countries.  

Variations by age 
• Hoyland et al. (2012, pp.235-236) report that skipping breakfast is more 

commonplace among adolescents than young children; 7% of primary and 27% of 
secondary school kids reported not eating breakfast in the morning.  

• Lazzeri et al. (2016, p.2) – drawing on the 1999–2006 National Health and Nutrition 
Examination Survey (NHANES) in the USA - report that 20% of 9-13-year-olds and 
32% of 14-18-year-olds did not eat breakfast. 

Variations by gender 
• Hoyland et al (2012, p.236) found that among older children (11–15-year-olds), more 

girls than boys report skipping breakfast. 
• Ruxton et al. (1996, p.430) found that certain groups, such as teenage girls, had a 

relatively lower intake of key nutrients through breakfast eating. 
• Lazzeri et al. (2016, p.6) report that boys were more likely than girls to consume 

breakfast every day; In England, Scotland and Wales, on average, between 10-14% 
more boys than girls reported having breakfast regularly.  



 

28 Pass go for grab-n-go? 

 

• Several commentators have suggested that gendered differences in breakfast 
consumption may reflect greater concerns over weight among adolescent girls. 
(Lazzeri et al., 2016, pp.2,9,10; Hoyland 2012, p.238).  

• On the other hand, Anderson (1994: pp.114-115) notes that body image problems 
can influence food choices for both boys and girls. Anderson also notes that boys 
were less healthy eaters.  

Variations by socio-economic status 
• Several studies have found lower levels of daily breakfast consumption for children in 

lone parent families (compared to children living within two parent families) (Lazzeri 
et al., 2016, p.1; Levin et al., 2012, p.1). 

• Lazzeri et al. (2016, pp.1-4) found that children living in families with a higher income 
were  more likely to consume breakfast daily. 

• Pearson et al. (2008, p.5) also found that socio-economic status is positively 
associated with breakfast consumption (but only in eight of the fifteen samples 
studied). They also found that adolescents from low socio-economic status 
backgrounds had a poorer diet than adolescents from families with higher socio-
economic status. 

• Hoyland et al. (2012, pp.233-236 & Figure 2) highlight that, for both primary and 
secondary schoolchildren, those from areas of higher deprivation are more likely not 
to eat breakfast. 

• Ruxton et al. (1996, p.423) found that children who come from more affluent families 
tend to have a breakfast with a larger amount of nutrients and energy, in comparison 
to children who come from less affluent families.  

• Anderson (1994: 116) - in a study of eating habits among 15-year-olds - found that 
those who came from families of ‘manual’ workers were less healthy eaters than 
children who came from families of non ‘non-manual’ workers.  

 
 
3.5 – School Breakfast Provision  
 
Statutory obligations 

• The Scottish Government requires that all breakfast clubs run on school premises 
offering food and drinks, including those provided by private operators, must meet 
nutritional regulations. These nutritional regulations were originally set out in The 
Nutritional Requirements for food and drink in schools (Scotland) Regulations 2008 
which was created using powers given to the Minister by The Schools (Health 
Promotion and Nutrition) (Scotland) Act 2007.  

Positive impact of provision 
• Spruance et al. (2019) suggests that the two greatest benefits of school breakfast 

provision are improved academic performance and reduction of hunger. They found 
that students who used breakfast provision in schools improved diet quality, lowered 
BMI, decreased hunger and improved academic performance. 

• Spruance et al. (2019, p.7) argue that ‘alternative’ models to school breakfast 
provision, such as grab and go, would improve school attendance, breakfast 
participation and academic performance. 
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• Spruance et al. (2019, p.1) found that food insecurity amongst children from low-
income families improved (i.e., was reduced) when a free breakfast was available at 
school. 

• Farris et al. (2019) argue that the introduction of the Breakfast in the Classroom 
scheme, (which followed breakfast provision in school canteens), increased the 
number of elementary stage pupils who ate breakfast at school. Food waste 
remained high (almost 40%), but was lower than canteen-based provision. 

• Stokes et al. (2019, p.937) found that providing in-class breakfast increased the 
number of children who ate breakfast. 

• Leoa-Urbel et al. (2013, pp.91-93) found that nutritional intake improved 
dramatically with school-based provision. Typically, this included foods from almost 
all of the food groups and at least one of their ‘five a day’ portions. 

• Conklin et al (2004) found that pre-schoolers who participated in the School 
Breakfast Program, " … consumed less refined sugars and more complex 
carbohydrates than when they ate at home."  

• Conklin et al. (2014) argue that the provision of meals in school can play a part in 
improving a child’s nutritional intake, particularly for children who do not have 
enough time to eat at home. 

• Kreuger et al. (2018) argue that “[t]he results (of their study) demonstrated that 
increasing access to the School Breakfast Program and social support for eating 
breakfast are effective strategies for promoting student participation that offer great 
potential reach without high expense” (Kreuger et al, 2018) 

Positive impact of universal provision 
• Soldavini and Ammerman (2019, p.1143) argue that offering breakfast free to all 

pupils would help reduce the stigma associated with receiving a free breakfast. They 
argue that the benefits would extend to families whose children do not qualify for 
free school meals, but who still face challenges paying for breakfast or finding the 
time to prepare or provide it. 

• Leos-Urbel et al. (2013, p.91) found that the universal provision of free breakfasts 
significantly improved attendance within schools and children’s academic 
achievements. 

• Leos-Urbel et al. (2013, p.91) found that stigma was reduced amongst students when 
the universal free breakfast scheme was introduced, and participation increased. 

Challenges with provision 
• Stokes et al. (2019, p.938) found that teachers perceive that the breakfasts provided 

by schools are unhealthy and are of poor quality.  
• Stokes et al. (2019) also found that teachers perceive that a lot of valuable time is 

lost to breakfast provision, especially when provided in-class breakfast (due to time 
required for cleaning and filling out paperwork). 

• Farris et al. (2019, p.3) found that children were not consuming nutrients from all 
food groups even though these were provided through the Breakfast in the 
Classroom programme. Food wastage of 38.5% implies that some children were not 
consuming food that contained these key nutrients (specifically fruit). 

• Farris et al. (2019, p.5) found that Breakfast in the Classroom led to an increase in 
pupil uptake (861 pupils to 952 pupils taking part). However, the increase still was 
insufficient to reach everyone. 
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• Leos-Urbel et al. (2013, p.89) found that the uptake of free breakfasts is lower in 
comparison to uptake of free school meals. This reflected both the lack of appeal of 
the food provided and the stigma attached to receiving the free breakfast. 
Participation was insufficient to impact on overall educational outcomes. 

• Spruance et al. (2019, p.2) also found that school breakfast provision participation is 
lower than school lunch programmes. Only 56.7% of people who presented for a free 
lunch also presented for a breakfast meal. 

• Krueger et al. (2018) – based on a study in Utah - found that teachers expressed a 
preference for the traditional breakfast, and that Breakfast in the Classroom was 
their least preferred option. 

• Krueger et al. (2018) report that they key problem with providing breakfast in the 
classroom (and other areas of the school that are not the cafeteria) is the work 
associated with cleaning up. 

• Krueger et al. (2018) found that 45.8% of teachers foresaw a challenge with food 
waste, 33.9% thought that students would not have enough time to eat, and 31.2% 
believed it would need an increase in teacher/staff supervision.  

• Conklin et al. (2004) report that 49% of teachers and administrators are opposed 
classroom breakfasts.  

 
 
3.6 – Grab-N-Go Breakfast Provision in Schools  
 
Emergence and form of grab-n-go provision 

• Conklin and Bordi (2003) report that the American School Foodservice Association 
introduced Grab-n-go as a means of increasing uptake of breakfast eating in schools.   

• Conklin and Bordi (2003) explain that a grab-n-go service attracts students to carts 
located around the school away from the cafeteria, that offer breakfast foods 
between morning classes. Once they have obtained the breakfast food items the 
pupils can eat these on their way to class or during their class. 

Advantages of grab-n-go provision  
• Conklin and Bordi (2003) observed that grab-n-go provision provides easier access for 

pupils who feel that they do not have enough time for breakfast before school starts. 
• Conklin and Bordi (2003) also found that grab-n-go provided breakfast food that 

could be eaten between classes (again for those who do not have time to eat before 
school). 

 
 
3.7 – Why Breakfast Provision in Schools Matters   
 
Tackling poverty   

• Acham et al (2012, p.2) suggest that in order to tackle poverty all children must start 
their day with a decent breakfast.   

• Anzam-Fransca (2015, p.71) found that breakfast participation improved attendance 
across the school and ultimately helped those in poverty by encouraging school 
attendance.   
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• Hearst et al. (2018, p.6) suggest that by consuming a good breakfast does not only 
stop hunger, but also improves concentration and leads to better academic 
outcomes (which, in turn, contributes tackling poverty in the longer term). 

Providing nourishment to those who need it   
• Anzam- Fransca (2015, p.73) found that children who were previously malnourished 

gained weight due to the provision of school breakfasts.  
• Hearst (2019, p.716) contend that providing children with breakfasts contributes to 

improvements in their overall dietary quality and daily nutrient intake.  
Widening food horizons   

• Anzam-Fransca et al. (2015, p.72) argue that the introduction of a free/reduced price 
breakfast can be used introduce children to different food groups, ultimately 
increasing their awareness and expanding the range of food they eat. 

• Heasly (2015, p.2) found that increased breakfast consumption in school improved 
pupils’ weight, especially those who were overweight or obese (i.e., it contributed to 
weight reduction). This reflected the quality of the food being offered. 

Relieving time pressure on parents   
• Hearst et al (2019, p.716) found that the introduction of breakfast within schools 

relieved stress from those parents who were struggling with time management in the 
mornings.   

 
 
3.8 – Conclusions 
 
Although there is a dearth of literature that is focused specifically on Scotland, there is a 
wider evidence base that reflects on providing school breakfasts. On the whole, the evidence 
is positive, although specific problems can be identified, and the wider impact of breakfasts 
on the lives of children are sometimes asserted, rather than evidenced.  There is a lack of 
evidence focused specifically on grab-n-go provision.  
 
 
  



 

32 Pass go for grab-n-go? 

 

4. Breakfast Eating Among Schoolchildren in Barrhead  
 
 

“ I frequently have pupils who complain of being hungry during periods 1/2. I usually ask 
them if they have had breakfast and they frequently say "No". I explain how important 
it is and usually offer them a banana as I keep some in the base. “ 

 (Male Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

“ I don’t think eating breakfast is necessary. I feel fine and I never eat breakfast and I still 
complete the same tasks as people who have at the same level. “  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 

“ If you don’t have breakfast then you will get hungry in class so you’ll be getting 
distracted. ” 

(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 

  

4.1 – Introduction 
 
In this section, we summarise the key findings in relation to breakfast eating among children 
in Barrhead, drawing on the experiences of pupils from all three schools. We draw on 
fieldwork observations in all three schools, survey evidence from staff and pupils in Barrhead 
High School and St John’s Primary School, and from group interviews with Barrhead High 
School pupils. Findings are presented for three themes – the perceived importance of 
breakfast (4.2), patterns of breakfast eating (4.3) and experience of skipping breakfast (4.4).  
 
 
4.2 – Perceived importance of breakfast 
 
4.2.1 – Importance of breakfast  
 
Teachers at Barrhead High School were asked to rate the importance of pupils eating 
breakfast on school days using a four-point scale (from not at all important through quite 
important and very important to extremely important).  They were also afforded the option 
of stating that they would rather not say or didn’t know.  Furthermore, the open-ended 
question at the end of the pupil surveys and several questions in the group interviews with 
Barrhead High School Pupils afforded them the opportunity to make comment on the 
importance of breakfast. 
 
All Barrhead High School teachers thought that it was important for pupils to eat breakfast 
on school days, although the strength of opinion varied among teachers; the majority 
considered this extremely important (57%), almost one in three thought this very important 
(30%), although just over one in tend thought that this was only quite important (14%).  
Interestingly, although the small sub-sample size necessitates caution, teachers who had 
received free school dinners when they were pupils seemed to be more likely than those 
who did not to consider that eating breakfast was extremely important (six out of seven (or 
86%), compared to fourteen out of twenty-nine (or 48%), respectively). 
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Pupils also acknowledged the importance of breakfast.  The importance was evident through 
their unprompted responses to the open-ended survey question, with the positive value of 
breakfast being expressed in terms of energy (24% of responses), hunger-alleviation (15%), 
concentration (5%) and general health (6%), in addition to the 17% who made reference to 
the general importance of breakfast.  The following were typical responses: 
 

“ It is the most important meal of the day … it is unhealthy for you to not eat in the 
morning because that is where you get your energy to start the day. “ 

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ I think it is the most important meal of the day, because it keeps you going through the 

day. ”  
(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 

“ it wakes up your brain so you can start your day and you will be able to work hard with 
some energy and is the most important meal of the day. “ 

(S3 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 
However, it should be acknowledged that not all teachers and pupils thought that breakfast 
was particularly important.  For example, 
 

“ I think the number of hours sleep a pupil gets is as important as having breakfast, and 
has a detrimental effect on learning and behaviour. ”  

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 
“  I don't think it is important because some people don't like to eat in the morning  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
“  I do not believe breakfast has any impact on my day nor do I believe that eating it, or 

not, affects me in any way academically. “  
(S5 boy, Barrhead High School) 

“  I just don’t eat in the morning and don’t see a problem about it. ”  
(S3 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ … you don’t need breakfast ... It makes you full and lethargic for the rest of the 
morning. ”  

(S2 pupil, Barrhead High School) 
 
4.2.2 – Importance of school providing breakfast  
 
Teachers at Barrhead High School were asked to rate the importance of schools offering 
breakfast provision on school days using the same four-point scale as before (from not at all 
important through quite important and very important to extremely important).  They were 
also afforded the option of stating that they would rather not say or didn’t know.  Primary 
school pupils were asked whether they would like to eat breakfast at school (responding 
either yes or no). Once again, the open-ended questions in the surveys also afforded the 
opportunity for pupils and staff to express their opinion on school provision. 
 
All Barrhead High School teachers who were able to express an opinion (95% of those 
surveyed) thought that it was important for schools to offer breakfast on school days, 
although once more, the strength of opinion varied among teachers; two-fifths of teachers 
considered this extremely important (41%), with the remainder almost evenly split between 
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thinking that this is very important (28%), and only quite important (26%).  These survey 
results were re-affirmed as teachers recalled their experience in their own words: 
 

“ I think some kids just don't want to eat in the morning, no matter what - but maybe by 
the time they get to school there should be something available for them to have? ”  

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

 “ I think sometimes it's important for the young people to feel nourished and start their 
day knowing someone cares about them and how they are starting their day. A lot of 
our pupils already experience this but increasing that number can only be a positive 
thing. ”  

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

 “ I think it is difficult to find time for most pupils but options at school may benefit some 
pupils (and teachers!) who have forgotten to eat before coming in. ” 

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

 “ I frequently have pupils who complain of being hungry during periods 1/2. I usually ask 
them if they have had breakfast and they frequently say "No". I explain how important 
it is and usually offer them a banana as I keep some in the base.” 

(Male Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

 “ I myself do not eat breakfast in the morning due to own preference, but recognise that 
for some pupils, they would really benefit from access to breakfast for numerous 
reasons.” 

(Male Teacher, Barrhead High School, who was entitled to free school meal as a pupil,) 

 
There was some acknowledgement that cost might be an issue, with one teacher suggesting 
that the breakfast food “might need to be free”. The sense that schools had a role to play in 
providing breakfast was stronger among those teachers who had experience of presenting 
for free school meals when they were pupils; although – once more - caution is necessary, 
given the small numbers responding, it is interesting to note that teachers who had received 
free school dinners as pupils were more likely to consider schools providing breakfast to be 
extremely important than those who did not receive free school dinners as children (five out 
of seven (or 71%), compared to ten out of twenty-nine (or 35%), respectively). 
 
 
4.3 – Patterns of breakfast eating 
 
4.3.1 – Frequency of eating breakfast 
 
Different approaches were taken in each of the three surveys to better understand the 
frequency of eating breakfast. Teachers at Barrhead High School were asked to estimate the 
proportion of pupils who did not eat breakfast on school days using a four-point scale (from 
none of them through minority of them and most of them to all of them). Secondary school 
pupils at Barrhead High School were asked how often they ate breakfast on school days 
using a four-point scale (from never through, sometimes and most days to every day). Both 
staff and pupils at Barrhead High School were also afforded the option of stating that they 
didn’t know. Primary school pupils were asked if they had breakfast that morning 
(responding either yes or no).  Primary school pupils were also asked if they had ever missed 
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breakfast on a school day (once more responding either yes or no).  In the group interviews, 
pupils were also asked how often they ate breakfast on school days. 
 
It was found that primary school children skip breakfast less than secondary school pupils. In 
the primary school survey, 93% of all children reported that they had eaten breakfast that 
day. In comparison, only 36% of secondary school pupils reported that they ate breakfast 
every day; of the remainder (the other 64% of secondary pupils), 15% reported eating 
breakfast most days, 22% eating it sometimes and 25% never eating breakfast.  
 
Girls in secondary school were also more likely to skip breakfast than boys. Twice as many 
girls reported that they never had breakfast (34% of girls, and 17% of boys). Similarly, twice 
as many boys as girls ate breakfast every day (50% of boys, compared to 24% of girls. Even 
so, a large proportion of boys were also found to skip breakfast. Within secondary schools, 
older pupils were more likely to skip breakfast. The most common reason given across all 
year groups for skipping breakfast was a lack of time: 
 

“ I usually wouldn’t have enough time during … school days. ”  
(S3 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ Never, I don’t have time, I wake up late all the time. ”  
(S5 girl, Barrhead High School) 

“ I will if I have time, but if I don’t have time then I won’t. ”  
(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 
Interestingly, in the interview with S2 pupils, pupils reported that they always ate breakfast 
at the weekend or during holidays. Once more, this suggests that lack of time – rather than 
avoidance of breakfast – may be accounting for skipping breakfast on school days. 
 
4.3.2 – What children eat  
 
In both the primary and secondary school surveys, those pupils who indicated that they had 
ate breakfast (that morning for primary schools and ‘typically’ for secondary schools) were 
asked to indicate what they ate and drank for breakfast.  Responses were given in open-
ended format, with these data being coded at a later stage for aggregate/comparative 
analysis.  In a similar manner, primary school pupils were also asked what was their favourite 
thing for breakfast (food and drink). Secondary school pupils were asked, if they had one 
option, what would they choose for breakfast. Four option choices were presented (toast, 
cereal, fresh fruit and porridge), as well as a ‘none of the above’ option. In the group 
interviews, pupils were asked to describe both (i) what they tended to have for breakfast on 
a typical school day and (ii) what would be their best breakfast ever, with interviewers 
primed to probe on what and how much would be consumed in this breakfast. 
 
The Ideal breakfast: When asked what their ideal breakfast would be, children tended to 
suggest pancakes with toppings such as Nutella or syrup, pastries and waffles. They tended 
to opt for ‘unhealthy’ sugary foods. Furthermore, although not statistically significant (and 
therefore can only be considered a promising finding, rather than a definitive finding), girls 
were more likely than boys to desire pastries (23%, compared to 12%), but less likely to 
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desire traditional hot breakfast food (3%, compared to 8%).  Otherwise, there was little 
gender difference in ideal breakfast preferences. 
 
The typical breakfast: Compared to the ‘ideal’ breakfast, typical breakfast options were 
healthier. Children tended to have cereal or a bread-based breakfast, such as toast. This 
could be due to how easily and quickly these can be prepared, particularly with time 
constraints prior to school. They also tended to drink water or fruit juice. Notably, pastries 
were also a favourite, as were cereal bars, both of which require no preparation, and are 
quick and easy to consume. 
 
Food. There was no consistent age-stage variation, with children tending to have similar 
eating habits regardless of their age. There were also no significant gender differences, or 
differences according to whether or not pupils were entitled to a free school meal.  
 
Drink. There was some variation between the primary and secondary school pupils.  
Barrhead HS pupils were more likely than St John’s PS pupils to drink hot drinks (14%, 
compared to 5%) and water (34%, compared to 24%), but less likely to drink fizzy drinks (3%, 
compared to 10%) and milk (19%, compared to 29%).  
 
There was also some variation between different age-stages within schools. In the primary 
school, younger pupils were more likely to drink milk and fizzy juice, but less likely to have 
hot drinks (i.e., 3% of P3s had a hot drink, compared to 27% of P7s; 28% of P3s had a fizzy 
juice, compared to 8% of P7s, and 28% of P3s had milk, compared to 4% of P7s). 
Interestingly, similar patterns for milk and hot drinks were reported for secondary schools 
(i.e., 6% of S1s had a hot drink, compared to 20% of S4s; and 32% of S1s had milk, compared 
to 14% of S4s).  
 
Gender and entitlement to free school meals did not have a significant impact on choice of 
drink, although it may be relevant to note that a higher percentage of girls than boys picked 
water (37% compared to 25%). Some pupils reported only drinking in the morning, 
suggesting a lack of opportunity to hydrate during the rest of the day. 
 
4.3.3 – Where children eat  
 
In both primary and secondary schools, those pupils who indicated that they had eaten 
breakfast (that morning for primary schools and ‘typically’ for secondary schools) were asked 
where they ate their breakfast.  Three options were provided, i.e., at home, one the way to 
school, or at school). In the group interviews, pupils were asked to describe both (i) what 
they tended to have for breakfast on a typical school day and (ii) what would be their best 
breakfast ever, with interviewers primed to probe on where this breakfast would be 
consumed. 
 
Most of the children (85%) consumed their breakfast at home with the minority (15%), 
consuming breakfast on the way to school or at school. Some of the pupils indicated that 
breakfast was consumed outside of the home, due to time pressure.  One pupil explaining 
that, 
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 “ … it depends what time I wake up for school. Like if it’s a school day and I wake up, 
like… I   need to leave my house at a quarter past eight, and sometimes I’ll like, sleep in, 
so sometimes I may not have time. ”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
Others did not refer to time pressure: 
 

“ … mum may give me money and I can jump in the shops and get something in the 
morning. ” 

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ … usually, I would eat it walking to school. ”  

(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 
It is not clear whether the nutritional quality of shop bought food is equivalent to breakfasts 
that are consumed in other settings.  The breakfast cart makes it easier for children to 
consume a healthy breakfast option if they do not have time in the morning to prepare a 
balanced breakfast. 
 
4.3.4 – Social context of consumption 
 
In the group interviews, pupils were asked to describe both (i) what they tended to have for 
breakfast on a typical school day and (ii) what would be their best breakfast ever, with 
interviewers primed to probe on with whom they would eat this breakfast. 
 
Many of the children interviewed reported that they ate breakfast with their immediate 
family, some of whom would prepare it for themselves: 
 

“ I prepare it myself. ” 
(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ … my mum makes mine, I’m too lazy … 
[Does she?]  
… (laughing) It’s 'cause I have a younger sister though; we get it at the same time. ”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
There were also pupils who would multi-task in the morning at breakfast in order to fit 
everything in with the limited time that is available to them. They would often watch TV 
and/or communicate with friends using their phone, whilst preparing or eating their meal:  
 

“ It takes me like = 20 minutes [20 minutes?] – just depends how fast I’m eating – and it 
depends if I’m watching something or not. ”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ {I have breakfast among] Myself and my phone – I’m up too early for the rest of my 

family. It’s really sad. ” 
(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
A minority of pupils consume their breakfast on the way to or at school with their friends.    
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4.4 –Skipping breakfast 
 
4.4.1 – Reasons for skipping breakfast  
 
Two approaches were taken to canvassing reasons for not eating breakfast. Teachers at 
Barrhead High School were asked to identify the main reasons for pupils skipping breakfast 
on school days.  They were provided with five options (not hungry, nothing that they want to 
eat/drink, not having time, family not being able to afford and pupils’ concern over body 
size/shape) and invited to select all that apply.  They were also provided with an ‘Other’ 
option and invited to identify other significant reasons for pupils skipping breakfast.  
Although a similar approach was taken in both primary and secondary schools, pupils were 
presented with only three of the five options that were offered to staff, i.e., not hungry, 
nothing that they want to eat/drink, not having time) and invited to select all that apply. As 
with staff, pupils were also provided with an ‘Other’ option and invited to identify other 
significant reasons for skipping breakfast. In the group interviews the reasons for skipping 
breakfast were also explored (among those who reported skipping breakfast). 
 
Time Pressure. Time pressure was the main reason that pupils cited for skipping breakfast. 
Two thirds of primary school pupils (64%) and one-half of high school pupils (51%) indicated 
that this was as a reason for skipping breakfast.  
 

“ If (.) if it’s before school then I’m not that hungry so I’d probably only have like a few. 
But if it’s like o holiday or something I’d have more. 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ You don’t have it, no got time. But on the weekend, you have it in your bed” 

(S3 pupil, Barrhead High School) 
 
This clearly shows that time pressure is a factor that causes individuals to skip breakfast. 
Time pressure could be present in a variety of different forms, from having to take public 
transport such as a bus or train, or even travelling to a friend or relatives due to parents 
work schedules. Pupils would rather have breakfast on their timescale rather than one 
dictated by the school day. Time pressure also shapes what is consumed: 
 

“ I would usually have like fruit and yoghurt, if I had time, but I don’t ever have time.”  
(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
The vast majority of teachers also recognised that time pressure might be a reason for 
skipping breakfast (85%).  
 
Tiredness. Although opinions were not canvassed in the survey as to whether tiredness was 
a factor, this did emerge as a reason in the group interviews. Tiredness was another 
prominent reason that pupils cited for skipping breakfast. This factor could also be linked to 
time pressure, as the pupils may have wanted to sleep in slightly longer.  

 
“ Em, it’s because when I wake up in the morning for school. I’m just too tired and not 

hungry enough to eat ... but then at the weekends I tend to wake up later and I’m 
hungrier and I can eat more things.”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
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For some, it is the timing of the school day that leads to feelings of tiredness, which in turn, 
means that they are more likely to skip breakfast. At the weekend, some pupils reported 
that they can wake up later and relax, meaning they are more likely to eat breakfast. If 
tiredness - rather than not feeling hungry – is the reason for skipping breakfast, then the 
breakfast cart may be particularly useful for these pupils, enabling them not to choose 
between eating breakfast or being late for school.  
 
 
Sickness. Sickness is another factor that pupils cited to account for skipping breakfast, 
although not to the same extent as time pressure or tiredness: 
 

“ Or I feel sick > that I felt some sick one morning then so I came in and got toast from 
the breakfast cart when I felt better <.”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
For some, it is not that sickness prevents breakfast consumption, but that eating breakfast 
makes them feel sick: 
 

“ … it makes me feel a bit sick coming to school.”  
(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
Once more, this suggests that a breakfast cart could be a solution to skipping breakfast, 
offering an option at a time better suited to some pupils. Indeed, if sickness is induced by 
eating breakfast early in the morning (in the home), then a breakfast cart – or some other 
form of school-based provision – will enable some pupils to avoid a problem of sickness 
(caused by having breakfast) or hunger (caused by skipping breakfast). 
 
Not being Hungry. Many pupils identified not feeling hungry as a reason for skipping 
breakfast, i.e., one third of primary school pupils (32%) and almost one-half of secondary 
school pupils (48%).  This patterning confirms the conclusions drawn in previous studies 
(e.g., Hoyland et al., 2009, who found that 77% of 13–16-year-olds consumed nothing before 
arriving at school).28 
 

“  I’m never that hungry in in the mornings”  
(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
One half of teachers (51%) also thought that students not being hungry would be an 
important factor in explaining why some pupils skipped breakfast. There were some gender 
differences; women (58%) were more likely than men (39%) to consider this a reason.  
 
Other Reasons. One third (36%) of teachers also thought that pupils might skip breakfast 
because of concern over their body shape or size. This explanation was not asked of pupils in 
high school or primary school for ethical reasons. Anderson, in a study of the ‘Dietary 

 
28  Hoyland, A., Dye, L., & Lawton, C. L. (2009). A systematic review of the effect of breakfast on the 

cognitive performance of children and adolescents. Nutrition research reviews, 22(2), 220-243. 
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patterns among adolescents in the west of Scotland’ found that when 15-year-olds were 
asked about their bodies, 16% of boys thought that they were too heavy, compared to 49% 
of girls.29 Perceptions of body shape may also be an important factor when considering why 
young people may skip breakfast.  
 
Two fifths of teachers (41%) also considered that the cost of breakfast may be a problem for 
some families. Interestingly, teachers who had received free school meals when they were 
pupils were more likely to acknowledge this as a possibility (57%, compared to 39% of those 
who had not). 
 

“ When a pupil is yawning a lot, I often ask them if they have had breakfast and quite 
often, they haven't. Thankfully not in this school, but once a pupil did tell me they 
hadn't had breakfast because their mum hadn't been paid yet.”  

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  
 
4.4.2 – Perceived impact of skipping breakfast  
 
Two approaches were taken in Barrhead High School to canvass perceptions on the impact 
of not eating breakfast. Teachers were asked to identify whether they observed four 
behaviours in the classroom among those pupils who skipped breakfast (energy levels lower 
than usual, less engaged with learning than normal, less able to concentrate on learning than 
normal and more poorly behaved than normal). They were also afforded the option of 
stating that they didn’t know. Pupils were offered three options (energy levels lower than 
usual, hungrier than usual at morning break and hungrier than usual at lunchtime), in 
addition to an ‘Other’ option. In the group interviews the impact of skipping breakfast was 
also explored (among those who reported skipping breakfast). 
 
Barrhead High School teachers were asked to indicate what they believed to be implications 
of students skipping breakfast. Teachers most commonly noticed lower energy levels (67%) 
in students who had missed breakfast, closely followed by lower concentration levels (60%). 
Nearly half of those surveyed also mentioned lower engagement in learning (46%), and over 
one quarter of teachers reported poorer behaviour from students (27%). Although not 
statistically significant (due to the small sub-sample size), and therefore only able to be 
considered as a promising rather than a definitive finding, teachers who had received free 
school dinners as pupils were more likely to perceive that children would be less able to 
concentrate on learning without breakfast (six out of seven (or 87%), compared to 
seventeen out of twenty-nine (or 55% of those who did not received free school meals as 
pupils. 
 
Many teachers indicated that breakfast plays an important role in learning and pupil 
performance:  
                                                                                                                                                             

“ Pupils having a breakfast gives pupils the energy to concentrate and work in class 
which, from experience, correlates to an increase in attainment and achievement.”  

 
29  Anderson, A. S., Macintyre, S., & West, P. (1994). Dietary patterns among adolescents in the West 

of Scotland. British journal of nutrition, 71(1), 111-122. 
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(Male Teacher, Barrhead High School)  
 “ I would imagine that said pupils could get impatient waiting for interval and therefore 

result in concentration/behaviour/attainment standards dropping.”  
(Male Teacher, Barrhead High School)  

 “ They need fuel to learn.”  
(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  

 “ Boosts their learning power”  
(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  

 “ They will be able to focus more”  
(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  

 “ It helps them learn”                                                                                                                                                          
(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  

 
One teacher also highlighted the importance of eating a healthy and nutritional breakfast: 
       

“ I think it helps them to concentrate better during the morning. However, if they have a 
high sugar breakfast it can lead to a quick high then a slump. It needs to be a balanced 
breakfast, which is easier when kids are younger.” 

(Female Teacher, Barrhead High School)  
 
Barrhead High School pupils were also asked what they believed to be the implications of 
skipping breakfast. Over one third indicated that they would be hungrier by morning break 
(37%) and just under one third suggested that they would be hungrier by lunchtime (29%). 
Less than one fifth indicated that they would have lower energy levels (19%), a significant 
difference from teacher perception. 
 
Most pupils acknowledged that breakfast plays an important role in how they feel as well as 
how well they perform in school:   
  

“ I think it is important to eat breakfast on a school day because it helps you focus and 
helps you stay energized”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
“ Helps me concentrate as I’m thinking less about food”  

(S5 boy, Barrhead High School) 
“  I think it’s important because when you eat your breakfast in the morning you are 

more focused and alert for the day ahead”  
(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 

“  … if you don’t have breakfast then you will get hungry in class so you’ll be getting 
distracted”  

(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 
“  It helps you focus on school rather than your hunger”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ … you can work better because you are not hungry so you’re not always look at the 

clock”     
(S1 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ … you can feel dizzy if you go into two periods with no food”  
(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 

” I've always eaten breakfast before school, but on the rare occasion I have forgotten, 
I've really struggled to focus in the morning because I'm so hungry”  

(S5 girl, Barrhead High School) 
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4.5 – Conclusion 
 
It was important to understand prior experiences of breakfast eating in Barrhead, in order to 
better appreciate the impact of the breakfast cart.  Although breakfast eating is 
commonplace, the preliminary research has identified that the breakfast cart may provide a 
solution for the minority of pupils who are not consuming breakfast, or the minority who 
find themselves skipping breakfast on occasion.  Significantly, teachers identify the problems 
associated with not eating breakfast, suggesting that the potential benefit extends beyond 
welfare to cover learning potential. 
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5. Breakfast Cart: Utilisation, Evaluation and Impact  
 
 

“ I think it is difficult to find time for most pupils but options [for eating breakfast] at 
school may benefit some pupils (and teachers!) who have forgotten to eat before 
coming in. “ 

 (Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 
 
 
5.1 – Introduction 
 
In this section, we review experiences of using the breakfast carts, drawing on the 
experiences of pupils from St John’s Primary School, Carlibar Primary School, and Barrhead 
High School. We draw on survey evidence from staff and pupils, from group interviews with 
pupils, and from observational data. Findings are presented for seven themes – 
management and availability (5.2), user profile (5.3) food consumed (5.4), social context of 
consumption (5.5), where and when food is consumed (5.6), breakfast cart design (5.7) and 
the wider impact of the breakfast cart (5.8).  
 
 
5.2 – Management and Availability 
 
5.2.1 – Promotion and Awareness Raising 
 
The group interviews explored pupils’ recollections of their introduction to the breakfast cart 
in Barrhead High School. Many of the pupils’ heard about the cart at a school assembly. 
However, not all pupils attended the assembly when the breakfast cart was introduced. This 
was either due to illness or being out of school attending college. Those students first heard 
about the cart from other family members or their peers.  Some pupils mentioned that they 
had completed a questionnaire beforehand (the survey for this evaluation). A few of the 
pupils indicated that they had no prior knowledge of the breakfast cart until after it had 
arrived: 
 

“ Just like came in and it was there” 
(S6 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
Pupils could not recall viewing any posters that promoted/introduced the cart and did not 
recall any class teachers introducing the cart. Some pupils in the interviews reported that 
had no knowledge of what the cart was, while others were not aware that they could use it. 
Some pupils considered that posters would have been a good way of letting pupils know that 
it is there 
 

“  I think, like, not a lot of my friends know about it because they’re even later [arriving at 
school] than I am in the morning, not a lot of people know about it, like posters or 
talking about it at assembly’s would be better … ” 
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(S5 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
One pupil demonstrated knowledge of the reasons behind the introduction of the breakfast 
cart: 
 

“ … it’s to see how, like, students improve, if they eat breakfast, to see if there’s any 
difference. ” 

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
The pupils agreed that they did not know if the breakfast cart provided anything to drink and 
many said they did not know that the breakfast cart had cereal as an option.  
 
5.2.2 – Expectations 
 
The group interviews explored Barrhead High School pupils’ recollections of their 
expectations of what the breakfast cart would offer. Expectations and initial appraisals of the 
concept of the breakfast cart were positive: 
 

“ Well, I was quite excited, ‘cause I get in to school quite early sometimes. ” 
(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 

“ At first, when I thought about it, I thought it was a pretty good idea. ” 
(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 

“  I thought it was a good idea yeah. ” 
(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 
Pupils also expressed, regardless of whether they used the cart themselves, that the cart 
would be useful for those who get to school early or who run late on school days:  
 

“ I thought it was, like, gonna be quite good, because some days, like, I don’t really skip 
breakfast that much, but see, like, if I’m running late, then I know I’ll have something in 
school. ” 

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ It’s a good idea for those who run late and don’t have time in school. ” 

(S5 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ Its good just being able to grab a bit of toast and bring it into class, cos you don’t 

actually need to make it yourself or anything. ” 
(S5 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ Quite a lot of people don’t actually have breakfast in the morning so it is good. ” 
(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 “ Cause like if you don’t have time but if you come in and it’s like it’s there and you’ve got 
time in school it’s like aw that’s handier. ” 

(S6 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
 
5.3 – Users  
 
5.3.1 – Overall Numbers 
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The systematic field observation in all three schools provided an estimate of the number of 
pupils using the breakfast cart on a typical week. In the group interviews, pupils were asked 
about their use of the breakfast cart, which also provided some insight in overall patterns of 
use among pupils. 
 
Overall, 827 presentations at the breakfast cart were observed in the three schools, in 25 
observations days spread across five weeks. The number of pupils who used the cart 
remained consistent throughout the week. This shows that there is continuous demand for 
the breakfast cart within Barrhead High School. 
 
The group interviews comprised a mix of users and non-users, as this extract from the S3 
interview demonstrates: 
 

Interviewer – “So who’s used the cart?” 
Colin – “Me”. 
Kevin – “No”. 
Raul - “I think once”. 
Ralph – “I haven’t”. 

 
Number of actual users may under-estimate the number of potential users: 
 

“ I usually get breakfast before I come to school. I am always in close to the bell, so I have 
never quite got time to go and check it out. ”  

(S2 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 
Thus, the pupils who arrive late to school do not have time to use the cart. In contrast, the 
breakfast cart serves the needs of pupils who arrive earlier at school, who might not have as 
much time at home in the morning to eat. The cart was also considered to be useful at 
particular points in the school year; one S3 pupil thought that S4 pupils would benefit from 
the breakfast cart during the week of their prelim examinations, as the breakfast cart would 
allow them “more time to study in the morning”, making it much easier for them to “grab a 
bite to eat”. For other pupils, the cart was used incidentally, on occasion, as opposed to 
being a regular or a point-in-time specific service. For example, some of the S5/6s 
highlighted that if on some occasions they are running late and do not have time for 
breakfast before school, they will use the cart, or they will use the cart if they arrive at 
school hungry.  
 
Overall, circumstances of use differ among pupils. Nevertheless, although some pupils do 
not use or rarely use the cart, there is a clear agreement that the cart is beneficial and that it 
is a facility that the majority of pupils would use at some point in the future. 
 
5.3.2 – Age Profile 
 
As part of the systematic field observation, pupils in both schools were asked to identify 
their school year group. Usage was uneven across year groups and varied across schools. 
There are no substantive reasons for why particular age groups would be more or less likely 
to eat breakfast (and hence use the breakfast cart). In St John’s primary school, P5 and P6 
pupils were much more likely to use the cart (103 and 84 observations, respectively, of cart 
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usage), with fewer observations for other year groups (for example, 18 observations for P1 
pupils, 31 observations for P4 pupils and 26 observations for P7 pupils).  In contrast, in 
Carlibar Primary School, P1 and P7 pupils were much more likely to use the cart (24 
observations and 21 observations, respectively, compared to 45 observations across the 
other five-year groups).  
 
In Barrhead High School, usage patterns were highly variable and irregular across year 
groups, with notably higher use rates among S4 (who had their prelims in the first 
observation week), low use rates among S1 pupils and almost no use by S6 pupils. However, 
there is some evidence that younger pupils within Barrhead High School do not use the cart 
because of its location. The cart is located within the senior canteen and pupils have to make 
a detour to access it. One S1 pupil described the seniors as “scary and bothered” and 
explained that this is why they do not use the cart. 
 
5.3.3 – Gender Profile 
 
As part of the systematic field observation, pupils in both schools were asked to state their 
name.  Gender was assigned on the basis of names provided (e.g., John as boy, Greta as girl). 
Where the name could be used by either gender (e.g., Jamie), the gender was recorded as 
unknown. Although the differences are not substantial (57% of presentations are by boys), 
this gender difference was consistent across the five weeks of observation. 
 
5.3.3 – Socio-economic Profile 
 
Data matching to school records permitted an estimation of the socio-economic profile of 
breakfast cart users.  These data are indicative, rather than definitive, although it is clear 
that pupils from more disadvantaged backgrounds are as likely as their peers to utilise the 
service. Specifically: 
• 57% of cart users from Carlibar Primary School lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 

Areas, which compares to the 54% for the school’s population as a whole. 
• 40% of cart users from Carlibar Primary School were registered for a free school meal which 

compares to the 32.1% for the school’s population as a whole. 
• 30% of cart users from St John’s Primary School lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 

Areas, which compares to the 29% for the school’s population as a whole. 
• 24% of cart users from St John’s Primary School were registered for a free school meal which 

compares to the 20.9% for the school’s population as a whole. 
• 22% of cart users from Barrhead High School lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, 

which compares to the 28% for the school’s population as a whole. 
• 14% of cart users from Carlibar Primary School were registered for a free school meal which 

compares to the 15.8% for the school’s population as a whole. 
 
5.4 – Food consumed  
 
In the systematic field observation in both St John’s PS and Barrhead High School, pupils 
were asked to state what food they took and how much food they took (e.g., 2 bananas).  In 
the group interviews, pupils were about their use of the breakfast cart, with interviewers 
primed to probe on what was consumed and how much was consumed.  Furthermore, 
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pupils were asked directly about what they liked and what they would change about the 
breakfast cart, with interviewers primed to canvass opinion on food and drink. 
 
5.4.1 - Food type Consumed 
 
The systematic fieldwork observations found that few pupils were taking cereal, few were 
taking more than one food type, and few taking very large portions of a given food type. The 
most consumed food type was toast (75%), one quarter lifted fruit (28%), with only a small 
minority taking cereal (4%).  Most users only took one food type. Almost two fifths of those 
lifting toast, took away more than one slice (39%). 

 
 
Toast consumption increased (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but was 
consistently higher at Barrhead High School, compared to St John’s Primary School. The 
proportion of pupils lifting toast from the cart was higher in the second observation week for 
St John’s PS (55% of pupils in 2019 and 72% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (79% of pupils in 2019 
and 84% in 2020). The vast majority of pupils at Carlibar Primary School lifted toast (88%). Of 
note, was that girls’ consumption was comparable across the observation weeks (67% of 
girls lifted toast in 2019 and 70% in 2020), whereas boys’ consumption increased (70% of 
boys in 2019, to 84% of boys in 2020. 

 

Fruit consumption dropped (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but was 
consistently higher at St John’s PS, compared to Barrhead High School. The proportion of 
pupils lifting fruit from the cart was lower in the second observation week for St John’s PS 
(45% of pupils in 2019 and 29% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (28% of pupils in 2019 and 18% in 
2020). Only 14% of pupils at Carlibar Primary School lifted fruit. Similarly, although 
consumption of fruit dropped, girls were more likely to lift fruit than boys (44%, compared to 
30% in 2019; and 29%, compared to 16% in 2020).  

 
Although toast was the most commonly consumed food, one pupil commented on the 
quality of the toast stating that they do not like that toast comes pre-buttered and that this 
puts them off eating the toast made available.  
 
Some pupils noted that cereal was often not an option for them if they were going to be late 
to class, as it is difficult to eat on the go and is more time consuming to eat than toast. Pupils 
tended to find toast more practical, although as previously suggested, some would prefer to 
add their own toppings to the toast rather than have it buttered in advance. The lack of 
variety in food options was also noted, with pupils expressing a desire for more cereal 
options. Some pupils suggested that pre-packaged portions of cereal would be better, ones 
that come in a small box:  
 

“ Isn’t there little tubs you can get, that are actual dry cereal, you could get a dry cereal 
box thing instead of bowls because the people would take them and there's lots of 
variety as well”.  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
“  I eat quite a lot, I use it, sometimes I have cereal as well. “ 
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(S5 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 “ Yeah, because if you’re late for class and then you like can’t just grab cereal. ” 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
The impracticality of cereal and the lack of choice may explain the low uptake of cereal 
among pupils. The pupils also stated that they would like “more variety of fruit” on offer, 
proposing ideas such as pre-made boxes of grapes. Arguably, greater variety of fruit has the 
potential to increase pupils’ overall fruit consumption, as well as increase breakfast cart 
usage.  
 
Some believed that every pupil should receive free food at school in the morning, while 
other pupils considered that the breakfast the school offers is “mundane and flavourless”. 
Some pupils suggested that the cart could be improved by providing drinks such as water 
and diluted juice. One pupil observed that other pupils might prefer to buy the cookies that 
were available for sale in the school canteen in the morning, as opposed to taking free food 
from the cart:  
 

“ It depends what people want - for free, or a sugar rush. ” 
(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
Some pupils believed that it would also be useful and beneficial for the cart to serve drinks 
along with the food, as some may also not have access to money to buy juice:  
 

“ I like how you can just take what you want but I don’t like how there’s not any drinks 
because some people don’t like get money in their card. ”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
5.4.2 - Amount of food consumed 
 
More than two thirds of those taking food from the breakfast cart reported that they had 
not had breakfast at home, or on the way to school that morning (70%). However, there 
were significant differences across schools, with the majority of pupils at St John’s (54.9%) 
having food in addition to that consumed before arriving at school, in comparison to 
Barrhead High School pupils (14.5%). Not all of the pupils were hungry at the point at which 
the food was available in the morning, leading some to question whether they should take 
food to be consumed later in the school day: 
  

“ Because they offer so much food and it’s like I’ve just had my breakfast, do I take 
something, like I’m going to have break soon do I take something? ” 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
 
5.5 – Social context of consumption: role and presence of peers  
 
As part of the systematic field observation, a record was made of whether pupils using the 
cart visited alone or in groups. In the group interviews, pupils were about their use of the 
breakfast cart, with interviewers primed to probe on the ‘social context’ of consumption 
(with whom they consumed/collected their food). 
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Presentation is equally likely as individuals and groups. Almost one half of those presenting 
at the breakfast cart, did so alone (47%). Presenting as individuals was much more 
commonplace in 2020 (32% of presentation were by individuals in 2019, compared to 57% in 
2020). Girls were consistently more likely to present in groups (63% of girls, compared to 
48% of boys).  

 
 
5.6 - Where and when food is consumed  
 
5.6.1 – Where 
 
In the group interviews, pupils were asked discuss their use of the breakfast cart, with 
interviewers primed to probe on where they ate this food. 
 
The positioning of the breakfast cart was deemed unsuitable by some of the junior pupils who 
were interviewed. Despite all year groups being able to access the canteen in the morning, 
first year pupils, in particular, raised concern over the fact that the cart was placed in the 
‘senior canteen’.  This location led to some pupils from junior years (specifically first year) 
avoiding the breakfast cart due to a feeling of being intimidated when entering the canteen: 
 

“ ... don’t usually take it because … have to walk past all the seniors – (who are) all scary 
and bothered. ”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
Interestingly, third year pupils voiced their concern over the inaccessibility of the breakfast 
cart for first- and second-year groups – highlighting the ‘significant distance’ between the cart 
and the space where younger pupils socialised in the morning. One pupil suggested to: 
 

“ … move the cart around a bit…so they (second year pupils) have a chance to get 
something to eat. ”  

(S3 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 

During the course of the interviews, pupils emphasised the importance of convenience with 
regards to the breakfast cart’s location within the school. Some interviewees suggested 
alternative sites for positioning the breakfast cart: 
 

“ … at the front door (be)cause then people could be more bothered, to approach the 
cart. “ 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
On the other hand, most of the senior pupils were satisfied with the positioning of the cart 
and raised no concern or saw no reason to change the location.  
 
A general consensus emerged amongst the majority of pupils across all year groups with 
regards to where people consume their food (obtained from the breakfast cart). Pupils eat 
their chosen food(s) either immediately, either on their way to class or whilst sitting at a 
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canteen table with friends. Pupils noted that eating food in a classroom or during a lesson was 
prohibited. As noted in the rapid review, in general, teachers are less favourably inclined 
toward eating breakfast in the classroom.30  
 
It would appear that the positioning of the breakfast cart is of critical importance, either 
encouraging or preventing pupils (largely depending on year group) from accessing the 
service.  
 
5.6.2 – When 
 
In the group interviews, pupils were asked discuss their use of the breakfast cart, with 
interviewers primed to probe on when they ate this food.  Here, insights are drawn only 
from junior pupils – specifically first- and second-year students - due to the senior interviews 
lacking discussion on ‘when’ the cart was accessible and ‘when’ food was consumed.  
 
One pupil highlighted that their use of the breakfast cart was in some instances, situational. 
The pupil voiced their appreciation of having the option to eat breakfast at school during 
mornings when they are running late for school and don’t have the time to eat breakfast at 
home. Furthermore, the same pupil spoke about a time when they were feeling unwell, prior 
to arriving at school one morning, and therefore, chose not to eat anything at home. However, 
on arrival to school and knowing they had the security of the breakfast cart, the pupil started 
to feel better after eating some toast from the cart.  
 
Several pupils agreed that the breakfast cart was a positive and useful food outlet option, 
particularly during rushed mornings: 
 

“ I think it’s like good to have it there so then you know that if you’re running late, I can 
always get it in school … ” 

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
Evidence presented in an American study reinforces the importance teachers place on the 
idea of eating breakfast for enhanced academic performance (Krueger et al, 2018).  
 
Discussion of the practicality of eating certain foods which are available at the breakfast cart, 
arose during the group interviews. For example, it was noted that cereal is not an easy, nor 
quick option for breakfast, as it generally requires to be consumed whilst sitting down and 
therefore is not a favourable choice for pupils who are running late in the morning, or (as 
mentioned in the previous section) who feel intimated spending any lengthy period of time in 
the senior canteen.  
 
Comments from the pupils also implied that in some cases, food taken from the breakfast cart 
(particularly, a piece of fruit) in the morning is consumed later on during the school day – 
namely, during morning break. Not eating before the beginning of class may be explained by 

 
30  Krueger, E. B., Eggett, D. L., & Stokes, N. (2018). Teacher perceptions and preferences for 5 School 

Breakfast Program models. Journal of nutrition education and behavior, 50(8), 788-794. 
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a simple lack of appetite in the morning or pupils feeling rushed to finish eating their food 
before class.31  
 
Overall, the ‘where’ and the ‘when’ with regards to the use of the breakfast cart, appeared 
to vary only slightly, across different year groups, although there was clear difference 
between junior and senior pupils on their opinions of the location of the cart within 
Barrhead High School.   
 
 
5.7 – Breakfast Cart Design  
 
In the group interviews, pupils were asked directly about what they liked and what they 
would change about the breakfast cart, with interviewers primed to discuss its design and 
position within the school. 
 
In Barrhead High School, when asked about the appearance and display of the cart, and if 
there were any changes that they would make, one pupil believed that the appearance of it 
did not matter as the cart was there to serve a function:  
 

“ I don’t think it really matters. ”  
(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
On the other hand, several pupils commented on the design, arguing that a more appealing 
design would attract attention and make the purpose of it clear. Others referred to other 
breakfast carts, noting that their cart was much less appealing. One even seemed to suggest 
that a more appealing design would distract pupils from the limited fayre that was on offer:  
 

 “ … more noticeable rather than just apples and bananas and stuff. ”  
(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 

 
 “… maybe if it said grab n go breakfast so you knew what it was. ”  

(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 “ It had so much more on it - like the colours.”  

(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
However, usage is shaped by other factors. Some pupils expressed the opinion that the cart 
should be made available for a longer period of time, although other disagreed.  More 
agreement was expressed that that the cart is attractive as it makes food available at no 
cost:  
 

 
31 Larson, N., Wang, Q., Grannon, K., Wei, S., Nanney, M. S., & Caspi, C. (2018). A low-cost, grab-and-

go breakfast intervention for rural high school students: Changes in school breakfast program 
participation among at-risk students in Minnesota. Journal of nutrition education and 
behavior, 50(2), 125-132. 

 



 

52 Pass go for grab-n-go? 

 

“ … it’s only there for like a short period of time so like people that don’t come in like 
early in the morning aren’t gonna like get anything … ”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
“  Yeah, I’d say that, see throughout breaktime as well. ”  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ … I’d say its only for a breakfast thing. ”  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ ‘Cause you get it for free.”  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
Pupils who have used the breakfast cart in Barrhead High School believe that it is quick and 
convenient, with the grab-n-go format allowing them to eat on the way to class. On the 
other hand, others noted that the format worked less well with cereal:  
 

“ Yeah, it’s like if you get in at like 20 to (9 o’clock) but you’re like hungry but you didn’t 
have time you can just go and grab a bit on the way to class. It’s efficient. ”  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ The grab and go was good. The little bowls of cereal I don’t think was good because 

you can’t grab and go. ”  
(S1 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 
 
5.8 – Wider Impact  
 
5.8.1 – Learning opportunity 
 
In the group interviews, pupils made reference to the wider impact of the cart on the school 
environment. The last question in the survey given to teachers was to write down any other 
important information that could relate to the importance of eating breakfast on school 
days. In the group interviews in Barrhead High School, the pupils were also asked about the 
impact of the breakfast cart on the school environment.  
  
Some teachers explained how food presents an opportunity to engage pupils in learning 
about health and wellbeing (in ways that are consistent with Curriculum for Excellence 
objectives). Opportunities to think critically about breakfast eating were taken in food 
classes:  
 

“ When I teach food classes Period 1 or 2, we quite often survey pupils and ask if/why 
they haven't had breakfast! We often explain the importance of how BREAKING a FAST 
kickstarts your metabolism after 9 -12 hours of rest/sleep. A short PowerPoint 
delivered to pupils at PSHE may help them understand the importance of this meal to 
'Build their Learning Power’. ”  

(Female teacher, Barrhead High School) 
 
5.8.2 – Academic performance 
 
Although pupils did not present any hard or direct evidence of the cart improving academic 
performance or readiness, their responses to the cart suggested that the conditions for 
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learning were enhanced through cart provision. At the very least, it was not reported to have 
an adverse impact. When asked if the breakfast cart had ever made the pupils late for class 
one pupil, emphatically responded “Nah”. Indeed, pupils suggested that the cart might have 
improved punctuality in the school. Some pupils thought that other pupils might come into 
school earlier if they planned to get something to eat from the breakfast cart:  
 

“ I think actually sometimes it might encourage people to come in on time because 
they’re like “if I go in, for 38/39, you’re in on time and you can go and have a bit of 
toast, and it just means you’re eating before class, but you don’t need to sit about the 
house. ”  

(S5 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 
 
5.8.3 – Environment and cleanliness 
 
Barrhead High School pupils were also of the opinion that the introduction of the breakfast 
cart had not adversely impacted upon the cleanliness of the school, as pupils were disposing 
of their waste in the ‘right way’:  
 

“ I took tissues, but I threw them in the bin after, but like I didn’t see any tissues lying 
about that someone had thrown away. ”  

(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 “ If you do {see rubbish related to food] it’s not usually from toast, it’s usually from them 

[other pupils] throwing away their cookies. ”  
(S3 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 “ We bin it.”  
(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 

 “ Yeah, we bin it so like we have bins next to our tables so [Uhuh] so we do that but like 
Miss Bradley did say to us in our (last assembly) that like people had been like the 
napkin that they got [Aye] with toast like left it on the floor and stuff and she had to 
come and pick it up before break. ”  

(S2 girl, Barrhead High School) 
 
5.8.4 – Morning break-time eating 
 
The responses group interviews at Barrhead High School also suggested that pupils were 
buying less food during their morning break since the introduction of the breakfast cart. 
When asked if pupils were buying less from the school canteen, the pupils mentioned that 
some people no longer felt the need to buy food as they had already had something to eat 
from the breakfast cart:  

 
“ Yeah, cause like at break as well they put on like rolls and stuff, I know my all my 

friends would normally go down and buy rolls but now it’s like less and less now as 
they have eaten in the morning. ”  

(S6 boy, Barrhead High School) 
 
5.9 – Conclusion 
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Notwithstanding the impact of Covid-19 had on curtailing the opportunities for end of pilot 
assessment, it is clear that the breakfast cart was well used, by in highly variable ways across 
the school population. 
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6. What Next? Some Concluding Thoughts  
 
 

“ I think sometimes it's important for the young people to feel nourished and start their 
day knowing someone cares about them and how they are starting their day. A lot of 
our pupils already experience this but increasing that number can only be a positive 
thing. “ 

 (Female Teacher, Barrhead High School) 

“ They should give everyone free food in the morning” 
(S3 Pupil, Barrhead High School) 

 
 
6.1 – Overview 
 
In conclusion, we summarise the key findings in terms of what we knew (6.2) and what we 
now know better (6.3): we conclude with some recommendations for action (6.4). 
 
 
6.2 - What did we know at the outset? 
 
Although both applied and academic research-based knowledge on breakfast provision in 
Scottish schools is under-developed, the knowledge base has accumulated through time. 
 
6.2.1 - What did we know about children and breakfast eating at the outset? 
• Positive outcomes. Research suggests that regular (and nutritious) breakfast eating is 

associated with positive health and supports cognitive functioning. 

• Most children eat breakfast. Although a substantial minority of children skip breakfast 
regularly, and although a minority consume crisps and chocolate at breakfast, the 
majority of children are reported to consume a regular breakfast, typically comprising 
cereal and/or toast. 

• An extra-familial experience. Eating breakfast outside of the home on school days is 
commonplace, particularly among older children; this is facilitated by in-school provision 
of breakfast clubs. 

• Variation by age, gender and socio-economic status. Older children are more likely to 
skip breakfast, as are girls relative to boys, and those from what is considered to be ‘low’ 
socio-economic status backgrounds. 
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6.2.2 - What did we know about grab-no-go breakfast provision at the outset? 
• Grab-N-Go. Grab-N-Go provision describes a situation when school children help 

themselves to food without incurring cost. It is not common in Scotland. Grab-n-go 
provision is more commonplace in North America. 

• Breakfast Clubs. Many schools in Scotland offer breakfast clubs, with universal provision 
being provided in some local authorities (e.g., North Lanarkshire). 

• Nutritional standards. Breakfast clubs in Scotland must provide food that meets the 
nutritional standards approved by Scottish Government. 

• Positive impact of school-based provision for those who present. Research evidence 
suggests that in-school provision increases uptake and nutritional standards, particularly 
in-class and universal provision, and particularly for children from low-income families. 

• Provision does not assure presentation. Uptake of free breakfasts is lower than uptake 
of free school lunches. 

• Presentation does not assure consumption. Some research evidence points to high 
levels of food wastage and an imbalance in the nutrients gained from food consumed at 
breakfasts in school. 

• Teacher concern. Some research evidence highlights teacher concerns at unintended 
consequences of providing breakfast food in classrooms (increased administration and 
additional cleaning). 

 
 
6.3 - What do we now know better? 
 
6.3.1 - What did we find out about breakfast eating habits among children in Barrhead? 
• Skipping breakfast is common among secondary school pupils, but uncommon among 

primary school pupils. Little more than one-third of secondary school pupils reported 
that they ate breakfast ‘every day’ (37%); in contrast, an overwhelming majority of 
primary school pupils reported that they ate breakfast on the morning of the pre-pilot 
survey (93%). 

• Girls in secondary school were more likely than boys to report that they skipped 
breakfast. One half of boys reported eating breakfast every day (50%), compared to one 
quarter of girls (24%). One third of girls reported that they never ate breakfast (34%). 

• Cereal and bread-based breakfasts are most common Almost one-half of pupils who 
reported eating breakfast had cereal (47%), while almost one-third has a bread-based 
breakfast (30%). One in seven pupils had multiple food forms for breakfast, e.g., cereal 
and toast (15%). 

• Water (29%), fruit juice (24%) and milk (24%) are all common forms of breakfast drink. 
Some differences emerged with girls more likely than boys to drink fruit juice (27%, 
compared to 19%) and less likely to drink fizzy juice (13%, compared to 20%), and older 
pupils more likely than younger pupils to consume warm drinks (14% of secondary 
school pupils, compared to 5% of primary school pupils). 

• The vast majority of pupils eat breakfast at home, although a larger minority of 
secondary school pupils eat breakfast on the way to school, or at school.  On the whole, 
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85% of pupils reported that they ate breakfast at home, ranging from 91% of pupils from 
St John’s Primary School to 80% of pupils at Barrhead High School. Boys were more likely 
than girls to eat breakfast at home (90%, compared to 80%); there was also some 
evidence to suggest that pupils who entitled to a free school meal were more likely than 
those who were not to eat breakfast on the way to school (21%, compared to 9%).  
Those entitled to a free school meal were no more likely than those who were not, to 
report eating breakfast at school (8% and 9%, respectively). 

• Teachers (85%), primary school pupils (64%) and secondary school pupils (51%) perceive 
that ‘not having enough time’ is the main reason for (pupils) them skipping breakfast.  

• One third of primary school pupils (32%), one half of secondary school pupils (47%) and 
one half of teachers (51%) suggest that ‘not being hungry’ is the reason why (pupils) 
they skip breakfast. Far few pupils acknowledged “nothing being available that they 
want to eat or drink” as a reason (13%). 

• The majority of secondary pupils do not acknowledge adverse impacts of skipping 
breakfast. One third of pupils perceive no impact (35%), with the same proportion 
noting that “they are hungrier at lunchtime” (30%), “they are hungrier at morning break” 
(37%), and one in five recognising that their “energy levels are lower than usual” (19%). 

 

6.3.2 – What do teachers think about children’s breakfast eating in Barrhead? 
These data should be interpreted with caution, as they share the thoughts of (only) 39 
teachers, all of whom were working in secondary schools. 

• Teachers were supportive of schools providing a breakfast option. An overwhelming 
majority of teachers were in favour of schools offering breakfast food provision – all 
agreed, other than two who reported that they “didn’t know”.  Two fifths (41%) 
considered providing breakfast to be “extremely important”. 

• Teachers think that eating breakfast is important. All teachers agreed that eating 
breakfast was important (with 57% describing this as “extremely important”). 

• Teachers perceive many children are skipping breakfast. Almost three quarters of 
teachers perceived that, at least, “a lot” of children were skipping breakfast (63%, with a 
further 10% perceiving that “almost all” pupils skipped breakfast on a typical school day).  

• Teachers were able to recall specific examples of students engaging less in learning on 
account of not eating breakfast. 

• Teachers report that the adverse impact of skipping breakfast takes several forms. Two 
thirds perceived that pupils had less energy than normal (67%); three-fifths perceived 
they were less able to concentrate (62%), almost one-half perceived that they were less 
engaged with learning (46%) and almost one third perceived they behaved more poorly 
(31%). 

• Teachers (85%), primary school pupils and secondary school pupils all perceive that ‘not 
having enough time’ is the main reason for pupils skipping breakfast.  

• One half of teachers (51%) and secondary school pupils (47%) suggest that ‘not being 
hungry’ is the reason why pupils skip breakfast.  Other reasons acknowledged by 
teachers as contributing toward pupils skipping breakfast include: nothing being 
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available that they want to eat or drink (51%), family not being able to afford breakfast 
(41%) and pupil concern over body size/shape (36%). 

 
How was the breakfast cart used? 
• Toast is King! Three quarters of pupils lifted toast (75%), one quarter lifted fruit (28%), 

with only a small minority taking cereal (4%).  Most users only took one food type. 
Almost two fifths of those lifting toast, took away more than one slice (39%). 

• Substantial consumption. Over the five weeks of observation, 827 presentations at the 
breakfast cart were observed across the three schools.  

• High proportion of users, using occasionally. Although these data do not allow estimates 
of overall participation rates, it appears that participation rates vary by school and that 
most users are occasional, rather than daily users of the breakfast cart service. 

• Proportionate use of service according to free school meal status of pupils. Pupils who 
were entitled to free school meals were as likely as those who were not to use the 
service.  For example, 32.5% of pupils in Carlibar PS were entitled to free school meals, as 
were 40% of that school’s cart users, the equivalent proportions for St John’s PS were 
20.9% and 24%, and 15.8% and 14% for Barrhead High School. 

• Proportionate use of service according to deprivation area status of pupils. Pupils who 
lived in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Area were as likely as those who did not to 
use the service.  For example, 54% of pupils in Carlibar PS lived in a deprived area, as did 
57% of that school’s cart users, the equivalent proportions for St John’s PS were 29% and 
30%, and 28% and 22% for Barrhead High School. 

• Boys use more than girls. Although the differences are not substantial (57% of 
presentations are by boys, with boys comprising 53% of all pupils), this gender difference 
was consistent across the five weeks of observation.  

• Providing breakfast in secondary school pupils, supplementing breakfast for primary 
school pupils. In the 2019 observations, pupils were asked if they had consumed any 
other food that morning. The majority of secondary school pupils using the breakfast cart 
had not had any other breakfast that morning (85%), whereas slightly more than one-
half of primary school pupils who used the cart already had breakfast (55%). 

• Toast consumption increased (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but 
was consistently higher at Barrhead High School, compared to St John’s Primary School. 
The proportion of pupils lifting toast from the cart was higher in the second observation 
week for St John’s PS (55% of pupils in 2019 and 72% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (79% of 
pupils in 2019 and 84% in 2020). The majority at Carlibar PS lifted toast (88%). 

• Of note, was that girls’ consumption was comparable across the observation weeks 
(67% of girls lifted toast in 2019 and 70% in 2020), whereas boys’ consumption 
increased (70% of boys in 2019, to 84% of boys in 2020). 

• Fruit consumption dropped (for the observation weeks) between 2019 and 2020, but 
was consistently higher at St John’s PS, compared to Barrhead High School. The 
proportion of pupils lifting fruit from the cart was lower in the second observation week 
for St John’s PS (45% of pupils in 2019 and 29% in 2020) and Barrhead HS (28% of pupils 
in 2019 and 18% in 2020). Only 14% of pupils at Carlibar Primary School lifted fruit. 
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• Similarly, although consumption of fruit dropped, girls were more likely to lift fruit 
than boys (44%, compared to 30% in 2019; and 29%, compared to 16% in 2020).  

• Usage was uneven across year groups.  

• In St John’s primary school, P5 and P6 pupils were much more likely to use the cart 
(103 and 84 observations, respectively, of cart usage), with fewer observations for 
other year groups (for example, 18 observations for P1 pupils, 31 observations for P4 
pupils and 26 observations for P7 pupils).  

• In contrast, in Carlibar Primary School, P1 and P7 pupils were much more likely to use 
the cart (24 observations and 21 observations, respectively, compared to 45 
observations across the other five-year groups).  

• In the secondary school, usage patterns were highly variable and irregular across year 
groups, with notably higher use rates among S4 (who had their prelims in the first 
observation week), low use rates among S1 pupils and almost no use by S6 pupils. 

• Presentation is equally likely from individuals as groups. Almost one half of those 
presenting at the breakfast cart, did so alone (47%). 

• Presenting as individuals was much more commonplace in 2020 (32% of presentation 
were by individuals in 2019, compared to 57% in 2020).  

• Girls were consistently more likely to present in groups (63% of girls, compared to 
48% of boys).  

 
What difference did grab-n-go breakfast provision in schools make? 
• Uptake. 827 presentations at the breakfast cart for just three schools (with one or two 

weeks of observation per school) suggests that there is a demand for breakfast food in 
schools. 

• Perceived impact. Barrhead High School pupils were of the opinion that provision was 
meeting an unmet demand for breakfast food.  The evidence of positive impact was 
presented either hypothetically, or with reference to personal or indirect experience. 

• Environment. Despite the high level of consumption, it did not appear that the 
introduction of the breakfast cart led to excess waste and the creation of a cleaning 
burden. 

• Food Waste. Despite the popularity of toast, on each of the observation days, it was 
noted that there was much leftover food, including unclaimed toast. 

• Impact on attainment and ‘narrowing the attainment’ gap. It is beyond the scope of 
this evaluation to comment on the impact of the breakfast cart on educational 
engagement or attainment. Any future evaluation of this issue should focus on whether 
the breakfast cart improves the conditions which are conducive to engagement and 
attainment; too many confounding factors impact on both to assert a direct causal link. 
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6.4 - What needs to happen now? 
 
Much effort is being invested within the sector in exploring issues pertaining to school 
meals.  Although it could be argued that there is scope to increase the amount of effort 
being invested into better understanding the school meals service, the key priority is 
improving the quality of what is being generated in order to be fit-for-purpose to inform the 
future development of policy and practice. 
 
• Cart Design. The cart was functional, rather than appealing.  Although the cart design 

was not a major talking point among pupils in discussion, there is scope to enhance the 
design to make it more functional (improve the ease with which cereal is dispensed) and 
appealing.  

• Promotion. The spike in uptake amongst P4 and P5 in St John’s Primary School – the 
school in which pupils were released from class to use the cart – tends to suggest that 
class teachers can have a key role in promoting breakfast cart use.  More generally, there 
did not appear to be a coherent strategy to promote breakfast cart use in the case study 
schools.  More thought should be given to promoting the cart and positioning it as part 
of a school’s approach to promote health and wellbeing. 

• Drinks. Barrhead High School pupils were of the opinion that it would be beneficial to 
extend the provision to include drinks, in addition to food. Indeed, a typical breakfast 
provides both drinks and food; the prospects for extending provision to include drinks 
should be considered. 

• Modes of Presentation - timing. Each school adopted a different approach to provision, 
i.e., available for an extended period before school; available for a short period before 
school; and available at the very start of the school day for a short period.  If the service 
is to be continued, extended or mainstreamed, then it would be prudent to consider the 
advantages and disadvantages of these modes (and alternative modes of provision). 

• Modes of Presentation - positioning. Each school adopted a different approach to 
provision, i.e., available in an area typically associated with a particular group of pupils; 
positioned at a point that the pupils must pass at the start of the school day; and 
positioned at a point that pupils must be directed to, if they are to be.  If the service is to 
be continued, extended or mainstreamed, then it would be prudent to consider the 
advantages and disadvantages of these modes (and alternatives to positioning). 

• Financial analysis. It is clear that the breakfast cart provided a service that was used and 
welcomed by staff and pupils alike.  However, it is acknowledged that project partners 
(charitable and private sector) met food and equipment costs associated for this pilot. It 
will be necessary to consider financial implications if this service is to be mainstreamed.  

• Breakfast clubs and breakfast carts. The focus of this evaluation was exclusively on 
breakfast carts. If the service is to be extended, or mainstreamed, then it will be 
necessary to consider the implications on existing provision of breakfast clubs. 

• Teachers with Free School Meals Experience as Pupils. Teachers who presented for 
FSMs as school pupils had a stronger view of the positive impact of eating breakfast and 
schools providing free breakfast food to pupils. East Renfrewshire Council might wish to 
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reflect on whether this group of teachers might be a resource on which to draw when 
promoting free breakfast food in schools. 

• Canvass opinions of primary school teachers. The opportunity did not present to 
canvass primary school teachers. It would be useful to canvass opinion and reflect on 
experience, prior to the service being extended or mainstreamed. 

• Canvass opinions of pupils on experience of using the breakfast cart. Due to the onset 
of Covid-19, this evaluation was undertaken with much more limited engagement of 
pupil experience than was originally intended.  It would be useful to reflect on the 
opinions and experiences of pupils, prior to the service being extended, or 
mainstreamed. 
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Annex 1 – Survey Schedule (Barrhead High School Pupils) 
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Annex 2 – Survey Schedule and Record Sheet (St John’s 
Primary School)  
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Annex 3 – Survey Schedule (Teachers)  
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Annex 4 – Field Observation Schedule 

 

 
 
  



 

Pass go for grab-n-go? 71 

 

Annex 5 – Group Interview Schedule (Barrhead High School 
Pupils)  
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