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Letters

Breakfast of champions?

The “statistically significant impact” of the
federal School Breakfast Program on academ-
ic achievement of children from low-income
families (“In-school breakfasts improve test
scores,” SN: 10/14/89, p.247) is a classic exam-
ple of a desirable conclusion purportedly
supported by statistical analysis but fatally
flawed by bad research design.

Children were not assigned randomly to eat
or not to eat the breakfast, but selected
themselves into one group or the other. It
takes only a little imagination to see that the
children who chose to eat the free meals
could have been brighter or better motivated,
or coula have come from more supportive
families, than those who passed up the
chance. Furthermore, the researchers’ im-
plication that participation in the program
led to lower rates of absence and tardiness
thanthose of nonparticipants is likely confus-
ing cause and effect. Children who tend to be
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absent and tardy probably are less likely to

choose the breakfast and less likely to per-
form well in school.

John L. Gill

Professor of Biometry

Michigan State University

East Lansing, Mich.

Students who ate school breakfasts scored
higher on achievement tests and had higher
attendance rates than did students who
skipped in-school breakfasts. However, this
correlation does not imply that eating school
breakfasts causes higher test scores and at-
tendance rates. Instead, all three factors (eat-
ing school breakfasts, better attendance and
higher scores) may have a common cause not
examined in this study.

Even if school breakfasts were shown to be
the primary cause for higher test scores,
improved nutrition is not necessarily the
reason. The higher scores could be caused by
the higher attendance rate rather than by the
improved nutrition. This, in turn, would sug-
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gest that any incentive to attend school (in-
cluding in-school breakfasts) could have a
positive effect on achievement test scores.
Katherine L. Taylor, Thomas S. Kantz

Baton Rouge, La.

Chilly response
Because seasonal affective disorder (SAD)
is often treated successfully with bright
lights, researchers focus on ambient light
levels as the cause (“Sizing up SADness
according to latitude,” SN: 9/23/89, p.198).
However, many of the diagnostic symptoms
could also be a response to ambient tempera-
ture. Oversleeping and overeating are strat-
egies for staying warm, and insomnia and
appetite loss are common responses to op-
pressive heat. The critical comparison is
cities with identical latitudes but different

temperatures.

J. Steven Reznick
Assistant Professor of Psychology
Yale University
New Haven, Conn.
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