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Start Strong 
Move Your Feet & Eat Before School
Purpose

In an effort to reduce hunger and obesity, the primary purpose of the Start Strong program is to increase the nutritional value of school breakfast and promote physical activity in school-aged children.  Furthermore, the project augments current school breakfast programs with promotional materials and improved menu choices.
Start Strong Program Interventions
In this program, our targeted populations are four low-income and culturally-diverse southeast Seattle schools: Maple, Dearborn Park, Emerson, and Wing Luke Elementary. Schools were selected upon factors such as school need and school willingness to champion the intervention.
The intervention period began in October 2006 with a midpoint evaluation in January 2007. The implementation of this program is to actively promote school breakfast participation through marketing campaigns in these four intervention schools.  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Group Health, Seattle Schools, Feet First, the University of Washington, and Injury Free Coalition for Kids were also partners in this program. 

The Start Strong program began with school-wide walking and breakfast kick-off days followed by monthly breakfast taste-tests and monthly walking school bus opportunities. Kick-off days were specifically designed to establish parent and staff involvement in the walking school bus program. 

Goals:

Major goals in this program are to:

1. reduce and prevent childhood obesity 

2. improve the appeal, cultural suitability and nutritional value of school breakfast offerings to increase student participation in Seattle school breakfast programs.
3. increase family and community involvement in school walking and breakfast programs using promotional materials to engage parents in breakfast and walking events.
4. strengthen the cooperation of partnerships with coordinating corporations and groups, parents, and school staff. 

Results
Start Strong Program Evaluation
In order to evaluate the efficacy of the Start Strong program, we completed school hands-up surveys, personal interviews for school staff and phone interview for parents. In the hands-up survey, we surveyed three schools: two intervention schools, Dearborn Park and Emerson Elementary, and one control school, Beacon Hill Elementary.  School staff and parent interviews, were conducted in all four intervention schools.

In staff interviews, the participation was low (48%) due to scheduling conflicts and feelings of inability to contribute to the study. All interviewed staff members stated they knew about the Start Strong program and had students who were participating. Furthermore, several stated that many staff members participated in leading the program at the beginning of the year, but this involvement has steadily decreased. The participation rate for parent interviews was also low (32%) due to non-response. Among parents participating in phone interviews, all were familiar with the Start Strong program.

The Start Strong program’s effect on student breakfast and physical activity behaviors was evaluated by surveying 788 students at two intervention schools (Dearborn Park, Emerson) and one control school (Beacon Hill).

School Breakfast 

The analysis of student breakfast consumption by the hands-up survey showed that there were significantly more students consuming breakfast at intervention schools compared to the control school.  However, there was no significant change between these schools in the number of students not consuming breakfast.  All parents agreed that breakfast is very important for their children, but only three out of eight had children participating in school breakfast programs. Some parents suggested that providing more nutritious food would encourage their involvement. 
The majority of interviewed school staff believed that the promotion of school breakfast by the Start Strong program had increased student exposure and awareness to the importance of a healthy breakfast.  One staff member reported that students were now likely to take more fresh fruit. 

Walking-to-School

The impact of the walk-to-school program on students in intervention schools was less clear.  Intervention schools appeared to have more students riding the school bus than the control school.  However, students at Emerson Elementary had a significantly higher number of students walking to school without adults than Beacon Hill.  
School staff stated that “kids are excited about [walking to school] and really enjoy it.” Parents were supportive of the walking program and believed it was safe, however specific barriers remained which discouraged them from allowing their children to participate.  The walking program also did not appear to improve communication and trust between school staff and parents.
Recommendations:
Barriers to Success

Parents indicated that one of the primary barriers to their participation and their children’s involvement in the walking school bus is the distance of their commute to school.   The weather, which was particularly bad this year, was also a noted concern.  Despite results that indicated that all parents believed the program was safe, such considerations still remained a barrier to participation.  Limitations of the Start Strong program evaluation were primarily due to a lack of response from parents and school staff when asked to volunteer in research interviews.

Further Research Needed

Results for why parents were uninvolved in the walking school bus program were unspecific. Recruitment of parental leadership for the walking school bus program is critical to the success of the program.  As such further research should be primarily directed towards possible incentives which may increase parental involvement.  Also, due to lack of participation in evaluation interviews, other methods for gaining such information should be explored.
Changes in Implementation

Because distance from school was noted as the largest barrier to participation, walking school bus stops need to be more heavily promoted. 

· Walking school bus paths should be available near all major routes to the school.
Parents are a critical asset to the success of the program and need to be more heavily targeted.  This will reduce the burden upon school staff and also likely improve communication between the school and parents.  Recommendations have been made to further engage parents in both the walk-to-school and the breakfast programs.  
· Coffee and tea should be provided for parents, teachers, and staff during student breakfast.  This will ideally encourage a more social environment for parents.

· Monthly grocery vouchers should be provided as an incentive to encourage committed parental leadership in supervising walking school buses.
Finally, to encourage student participations several recommendations have been made:
· The walk-to-school program should be conducted at least weekly instead of as a monthly event.  This will provide program reinforcement.

· A walk-to-school competition could be instituted creating a reward system for the class which walks the most miles/blocks each month.

· For students who will be unable to participate in the walk-to-school program, school bus schedules should be revised to bring children to the school in time for the breakfast program.
*A more detailed report of the Start Strong intervention in Dearborn Park, Emerson, Maple, and Wing Luke elementary schools is available at: http://courses.washington.edu/nutr531/StartStrong/index.htm 
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