
 

 

 
What happens when children don’t eat breakfast?  
How many times have we heard that breakfast is the most important meal of the day? From my experience at 
Churchfields Junior School there is a noticeable difference between when a child has had breakfast and when 
they have not.  On the days they have eaten before school, they have notably increased alertness, pay more 
attention, have more motivation to learn and improved behaviour. I have seen first-hand the difference 
eating breakfast makes. Children who skip breakfast perform less well academically, socially and 
emotionally. They are tired, struggle to focus and don’t enjoy school as much as they could.  
 

Does eating breakfast help children learn at school? 
Breakfast consumption in children has been found to: 
 

 Improve cognitive, particularly memory, attention and executive functions 

 Improve academic performance, including test scores 
 

 Increase on-task behaviour in the class, alertness and staying on task 

 Assures optimal development and growth 

 Provide key nutrients needed to grow, like calcium and complex carbohydrates 
 
https://youtu.be/5Q_gujuuVSs  Watch this short video about research into breakfast 
 

Why is breakfast important? 

A good metaphor to explain the importance of breakfast is to think of the human body as a car. Following a 

night's sleep your fuel tank is empty and requires refuelling to effectively tackle the challenges of the day 

ahead. Until a car has been topped up with sufficient fuel, it will struggle to perform well and will require top-

ups earlier than anticipated. A healthy and balanced breakfast can therefore provide the refuelling to make 

the most of the day ahead. Rise and shine and start your day off strong! 

 

Why is breakfast especially important for children? 

Children have higher demands on their energy stores overnight as they sleep longer than adults; children have 

a longer “fasting” time (longer time without food overnight). Therefore, eating a nutritious breakfast is 

especially important to provide fuel for the oxidation of glucose to create energy. When blood glucose levels  

https://youtu.be/5Q_gujuuVSs
https://www.kumon.co.uk/blog/studies-show-diet-can-affect-school-performance/
https://www.kumon.co.uk/blog/studies-show-diet-can-affect-school-performance/


 

 

 

are low, hormones such as adrenalin and cortisol are released which can cause feelings of agitation and 

irritability. This can then affect a child’s concentration and may even cause destructive outbursts. Children 

who don’t eat breakfast struggle to summon enough energy in the morning to cope with the demands of 

school. 

 

Why are children more vulnerable to the effects of skipping breakfast than adults? 

Children may be particularly vulnerable to the nutritional effects of skipping breakfast and reduced brain 

activity.  Glucose is the preferred energy source for the brain. Moreover, children have an even higher brain 

glucose consumption compared with adults. The brain’s capacity to store glucose (as glycogen) is 

limited. Furthermore, children are subject to a longer overnight fasting period due to higher sleep demands, 

which can deplete glycogen stores overnight. Therefore, breakfast consumption is vital in providing 

adequate energy for the brain for the school morning.  

 

"Is breakfast the most important meal of the day?" 
A child's breakfast should provide about one quarter of their daily energy intake as levels can be low after a 
night's sleep. Low blood sugar levels have been linked to poor memory, concentration and learning, so raising 
blood sugar levels early in the morning will help the body to function more effectively throughout the day. 

 
What is a good breakfast? 
Providing children with breakfasts that are rich in fibre, whole grains and protein can help to boost their 
attention span, concentration, and memory. A good breakfast can also offer an opportunity for iron intake, 
which has been connected to increasing IQ. Breakfast foods such as cereals with added iron, wholegrain 
breads, eggs and raisins are all good sources of iron. When children skip breakfast, they generally don't make 
up for key nutrients missed in that first meal, like iron, calcium and protein, later in the day. A glass of orange 
juice will also help to re-hydrate children whilst providing vitamin C which will help the body to absorb the 
iron from non-meat foods. 
 
Children are always surprised to hear that eating a good breakfast can also help to keep weight in check by 
kick-starting their metabolism, converting food into energy. The theory is that breakfast plays an important 
role in regulating appetite, hormone levels and the number of calories we burn throughout the day. Studies 
have also shown that children who eat breakfast tend to eat healthier overall and do not resort to snacking on 
high-calorie foods between meals or overeat at lunch. 
 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19930787


 

 

 

 

Tips for making breakfast a habit 

Explain to children about healthy breakfast choices and the importance of refuelling their bodies to start them 

the right way, every day. 

 
Encourage your child to eat something in the morning, even if it's only a piece of fruit. 
 
Bring some fruit or vegetables to school every day for a break time snack. Even if children do not eat it every 
day it is available in case they need an energy boost. 
 

Research has shown that “children who skip breakfast perform less well academically, socially and 
emotionally, whereas eating breakfast improves children's problem solving abilities, their memory, 

concentration levels, visual perception and creative thinking." 
 

So, next time your child mutters the words, "it's too early to eat", try reminding them of their empty tank 
and the importance of refuelling to have a successful day. 

 

“Break the fast" and refuel bodies to start the school day – and 

every day – right. 
 

 
 

  


