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SUMMARY:  Breakfast is free for all students in DC Public Schools, as mandated and funded by the 2010 
DC Healthy Schools Act.  However, an analysis of school menus and costs of meal production for the 
current school year reveals that the free breakfasts served by DCPS vary in quality across the District in 
ways that are patterned by race and socioeconomic class.  This year, some schools1 have been chosen to 
offer scratch-made breakfasts that cost $2 per meal more [verify] to produce than the pre-packaged 
meals served at other schools.  Evidence in this analysis confirms that the better meals are being 
disproportionately served to elementary school students in wards with higher household incomes and 
more white residents.  
 
 
CONTEXT:  Through its major food service management company, SodexoMagic, the DC Public Schools 
Office of Food and Nutrition Services under the leadership of Robert Jaber has improved its much 
criticized approach to breakfast for some students in the District.  Complaints about SodexoMagic 
emerged in the first days of the company’s contract with DCPS in Fall 2016.  Teachers, students, parents, 
and principals noted that SodexoMagic often did not provide enough meals for every child and that 
portion sizes sometimes had to be decreased to make sure each child would receive something to eat.  
SodexoMagic was also criticized for sub-contracting its breakfast service out to a company called 
Revolution Foods, which produces pre-packaged items such as “Mini Dipper Doodle Bars” and 
sweetened cereals.  This sub-contract was controversial because the terms of the arrangement were not 
made available before the DC City Council approved the SodexoMagic contract, and because the 
breakfasts were substandard in quality, appeal, freshness, nutrition, and flavor.  Parents documented 
cookies served for breakfast, sweetened yogurt served with orange juice, and packages of chocolate 
cereal with 13 grams of sugar.  In violation of the 2010 Healthy Schools Act, the fresh fruit listed on the 
monthly menus was not always made available by the company, and it is not clear whether 
SodexoMagic and Revolution Foods were paid in full by the city for their incomplete meal service.  DC 
City Councilmember Charles Allen personally visited three schools in Ward 6 in January 2017 and noted 
inconsistent menus and food that “completely lacked any flavor.”  He said he was “not impressed.”2  
Nonetheless, DCPS recommended a contract extension for SodexoMagic for AY 2017-18 and Council 
approved it over the summer.3 
 

                                                           
1 There are 115 schools in the DC Public School system.  SodexoMagic serves meals at 105 of them; DC Central Kitchen serves 
meals at 10.  This report only focuses on the schools served by SodexoMagic. 
2 http://www.charlesallenward6.com/2017-01-18_news  Accessed 30 August 2017 
3 Despite all parties knowing that the contract would need to be evaluated within a predictable timeframe, the extension was 
passed as an “emergency resolution” in June 2017.  http://dccouncil.us/files/user_uploads/event_testimony/DCPS%20-
%20SodexoMagic%20emergency%20contract%20Resolution.pdf  Accessed 30 August 2017. 

http://www.charlesallenward6.com/2017-01-18_news
http://dccouncil.us/files/user_uploads/event_testimony/DCPS%20-%20SodexoMagic%20emergency%20contract%20Resolution.pdf
http://dccouncil.us/files/user_uploads/event_testimony/DCPS%20-%20SodexoMagic%20emergency%20contract%20Resolution.pdf


In response to the extensive criticism of Revolution Foods’ sub-par breakfast offerings last year, and as 
mandated by DC City Council, DCPS has approved a different breakfast protocol for the current school 
year.4  SodexoMagic now provides a new menu of scratch-made breakfasts cooked on-site each morning 
by food service workers.  The menus look impressive:  egg and cheese omelets with fresh honeydew; 
cheesy grits with hardboiled eggs, toast, and a fresh orange; even “fluffy pancakes” with fresh fruit.5  
Significantly, [name and position] confirmed that these breakfasts cost $2 per meal more to produce 
than the breakfasts from Revolution [verify].  At a moment when greatest possible federal 
reimbursement for a breakfast is $2.09 per meal6, an extra $2 to produce each of these meals nearly 
doubles the amount available for the additional labor and quality ingredients required to serve better 
selections to the children in this city. 
 
However, DCPS only provides the scratch-made breakfasts in a subset of schools across the District.  The 
rest of the schools continue to receive Revolution Foods breakfasts. 
 
I ask, then:  How did DCPS and SodexoMagic decide which children would receive fluffy, scratch-made 
whole grain pancakes while others receive sugary, pre-packed Mini Dipper Doodle Bars? 
 
 
ANALYSIS:  To assess whether the new breakfast protocol has been implemented in a random or 
patterned way across DCPS schools, I examined every menu made available on the DCPS website7 on 30 
August 2017 for every public (non-charter) school in the District for August and September 2017.  I 
grouped schools by ward and used 2014 American Community Survey data8 collected by the US Bureau 
of the Census and compiled by the DC Office of Planning to determine the median household income for 
each ward along with the percent of the population of each ward that identifies as white.  I also used 
DCPS data to determine which schools in each ward receive federal Title I funding, which indicates that 
at least 35% of the students in that school qualify for free or reduced-price meals.9  For AY 2017-18, 86 
DC Public Schools (75%) receive Title I funding, indicating a high level of need in the city.10 
 
My compilation of the menus reveals that the scratch-made breakfast menu change has occurred in 
every DCPS high school and middle school.  This is a welcome change.  The new menu has also been 
offered at just over half of the District’s elementary schools, making it more likely that students in those 
schools will eat good food.  However, nearly half of elementary schools continue to receive the inferior 
breakfasts provided by Revolution Foods.  
 

                                                           
4 DC City Council mandated in the company’s 2017-18 contract extension that SodexoMagic must “improve the quality of meals 
and service” for breakfast and other meals. http://lims.dccouncil.us/Download/38522/B22-0375-Introduction.pdf  Accessed 30 
August 2017. 
5 https://dcps.dc.gov/menus  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
6 Rate for schools in “severe need.”  https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/07/28/2017-15956/national-school-
lunch-special-milk-and-school-breakfast-programs-national-average-paymentsmaximum  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
7 https://dcps.dc.gov/menus  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
8 https://planning.dc.gov/page/american-community-survey-acs-estimates  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
9 According to 2017 guidelines, children from a family of four are eligible for free school meals under the National 
School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program if the yearly household income is less than $31,980, and 
for reduced-price meals if yearly household income is less than $45,510.  https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-
2017-04-10/pdf/2017-07043.pdf Accessed 30 August 2017.   
10 https://dcps.dc.gov/TitleI  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
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https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2017-04-10/pdf/2017-07043.pdf
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2017-04-10/pdf/2017-07043.pdf
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Serving high quality food in schools is an important way to contribute to children’s intellectual, physical, 
social, and emotional development.  Particularly in a city like Washington, DC, where one in seven 
households struggles with hunger and access to food,11 the provision of appealing, nutritious, scratch-
made meals in schools can mitigate some of the most damaging effects of poverty and the stress of 
systemic racial inequality that Black and Latinx children and their families must cope with.  These 
conditions are part of what researchers at the Building Community Resilience Collaborative12 call 
“adverse community environments” for children, which can result in delayed learning, susceptibility to 
chronic illness, and curtailed opportunities.  An argument could easily be made that if resources for 
delicious, healthy school meals were limited13 and a choice had to be made, the most vulnerable 
children with the least access to high quality meals outside of school should be prioritized as the biggest 
beneficiaries of this important social program whose benefits have been widely recognized.14  For these 
reasons, it matters where a school district such as DCPS serves its best food.   
 
My analysis of the spatial, economic, and racial patterns in the elementary schools chosen for the new 
menu reveals that the priorities of DCPS and SodexoMagic do not conform to the goal of building 
resilience in adverse community environments.  Nor do the decisions about where to serve the new 
menu of higher-priced, scratch-made meals appear to have been made neutrally or randomly.  Instead, 
the patterns suggest that these decisions were made with full consideration of the wealth and race of 
the children and families at each school, giving students in the wealthiest, whitest wards access to the 
best meals. 
 
Taking Title I status as an indicator of DCPS priorities for improved breakfasts, Chart A presents a 
comparison of the type of schools that receive the new, scratch-made meals.  It reveals that the majority 
of Title I elementary schools across the city do not receive the new breakfasts (see Chart A).  Specifically, 
20 Title I elementary schools served by SodexoMagic get the more expensive, scratch-made menu, while 
29 Title I elementary schools continue to receive Revolution breakfasts.  This inequity is even more 
pronounced among the more affluent, non-Title I elementary schools:  85% (17) of the most affluent 
schools ( non-Title I) schools get the new menu; only three affluent schools get Revolution.   
 
[insert Chart A] 
 
Perhaps the most egregious example of this disparity is apparent in Ward 3, where median household 
income is over $112,000, 84% of residents are white, and there is not a single Title I school.  In this ward, 
every public school student receives a premium-price scratch-made breakfast from the new menu.  (As 
noted, these breakfasts are completely free to them and to every student in DCPS.15)  
 
By contrast, in Ward 1, which encompasses the Columbia Heights and Howard University 
neighborhoods, and where 100% of elementary schools are Title I, only 17% of schools are receiving the 
new menu.  Table 1 presents the median household income and proportion of white residents in each 

                                                           
11 http://www.dchunger.org/  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
12 https://publichealth.gwu.edu/departments/redstone-center/resilient-communities  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
13 It must be noted that the city is running with a budget surplus and “amazingly strong” finances, according to the 
Director of the DC Fiscal Policy Institute.  https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/dc-has-a-problem-it-
never-expected-too-much-money/2017/04/06/2f049aba-1899-11e7-855e-
4824bbb5d748_story.html?utm_term=.2c8cef0923bb  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
14 http://www.frac.org/programs/school-breakfast-program/benefits-school-breakfast  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
15 http://dchealthyschools.org/whats-in-the-act  Accessed 30 August 2017. 
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ward, along with the percentage of elementary schools in each ward that receive Title I funding and the 
percentage that receive the new breakfasts. 
 
[insert Table 1 here] 
 
The bar charts below depict the relationships between the new menu and the three variables presented 
in Table 1:  race, household income, and the proportion of Title I schools in a ward.   
 
[insert Chart B] 
 
[insert Chart C] 
 
[insert Chart D] 
 
These visual depictions make clear the inverse relationship that DCPS and SodexoMagic have created 
between a child’s opportunity to eat quality food and the child’s level of vulnerability.  Quite simply, 
schools in the wealthiest, whitest wards receive the best breakfasts while many children of color from 
wards where families struggle the most with adverse community environments receive the dregs.    
 
DCPS and SodexoMagic have set up a school breakfast program this year that exacerbates racial and 
income inequalities.  In a city with a budget surplus and populations in need, advocates for resilient 
communities would be justified in demanding more of this public institution. 
 



Chart A:  Proportion of Elementary Schools* with New Breakfast Menu

* = served by SodexoMagic, not including those served by DC Central Kitchen
Analysis of Elementary School Breakfast Program by Ivy Ken
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Table 1: Elementary School and Household Characteristics by Ward

WARD Percent White

Median 
Household 

Income

% Title I 
Elementary 
Schools* in 

Ward

Elementary 
Schools with 

Scratch-Made 
Breakfasts

1 57% $82,159 100% 17%
2 77% $100,388 40% 60%
3 84% $112,873 0% 100%
4 28% $74,600 83% 50%
5 22% $57,554 100% 29%
6 58% $94,343 50% 77%
7 3% $39,165 100% 25%
8 5% $30,910 100% 54%

* = served by SodexoMagic, not including those served by DC Central Kitchen
Racial composition and income of wards determined from American Community Survey data analyzed by the DC government 
Office of Planning https://planning.dc.gov/page/american-community-survey-acs-estimates
Analysis of Elementary School Breakfast Program by Ivy Ken



Chart B:  Breakfast by Ward and Race

Racial composition of wards determined from American Community Survey data analyzed by the DC government Office of 
Planning https://planning.dc.gov/page/american-community-survey-acs-estimates

Analysis of Elementary School Breakfast Program by Ivy Ken
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Chart C: Breakfast by Ward and Household Income

Median household income across wards determined from American Community Survey data analyzed by the DC 
government Office of Planning https://planning.dc.gov/page/american-community-survey-acs-estimates
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Chart D:  Breakfast by Ward and Title I Status

* = served by SodexoMagic, not including those served by DC Central Kitchen
Analysis of Elementary School Breakfast Program by Ivy Ken
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