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Student Health and Learning

Hunger in Ohio remains unacceptably high. One in six children, and as many as one in four
children in certain counties, lives in a household that faces hunger—that’s 413,000 kids across
Ohio."Yet more than one in three kids that live in a food insecure household doesn't qualify
for school meals.

Well-nourished kids learn better. School meals are just as important to students’ academic
success as textbooks. School meals are essential to ensuring that students have access to
nutritious food, which has been proven to help children succeed in school.’ School meals are
linked to better educational outcomes, including increased test scores, improved academic
attendance, and increased graduation rates.

Well-nourished kids are healthier. Research links participation in school meals to positive
educational and health outcomes for children. School meals support nutrition throughout
the entire school day. Those students who participate in the program and access school
meals are less likely to have nutrient inadequacies and more likely to consume fruits,
vegetables, and milk at breakfast and lunch.V v Similar benefits are observed among students
attending schools that provide breakfast at no cost to all students, when compared to
students who eat away from school or through a traditional means-tested breakfast
program.¥ Vi Studying school lunch, researchers conclude “school lunches provide superior
nutrient quality than lunches obtained from other sources, particularly for low-income
children.™ii Other studies comparing school lunches to packed lunches brought from home
or elsewhere similarly conclude that school lunches are more nutrient dense.**

Healthy School Meals for All eliminates school meal debt and significantly reduces the
administrative work required to operate the School Nutrition Programs and improves
school nutrition finances.
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nutrition services department to identify school meal debt levels and past meal debt totals.
Excluded from the representative sample are districts that participate in the Community
Eligibility Provision, which allows them to serve school meals to all students at no cost.

Healthy School Meals for All reduces the stigma
associated with participating in school meals,
which keeps children who need school meals from
participating. In early 2019, over 27 million children
were certified for free and more than 2.6 million were
certified for reduced-price school meals. Yet millions
of children —estimates are as high as1in 3 eligible
students® — who could receive a free school
breakfast or lunch do not participate. The program
inherently labels and puts kids into categories. The
stigma felt by students that the program is only for
low-income kids causes many children not to
participate X

Ohio does not have an
Anti-Lunch Shaming Law. -

The school meal debt collection
practices are determined by the district.
Unfortunately, this means that in some
Ohio Districts, a student (as early as
Kindergarten) may be denied accessto a
hot meal if they accumulate a certain
threshold of school meal debt (this can be
as low as accumulating the debt of 3
lunches). That child is then handed a
paper bag sandwich and denied the same
school meal of their peers.

Multiple States Have Taken Decisive Action on Student Hunger. Maine, California, Nevada,
Vermont, Massachusetts, and Colorado have passed legislation to ensure that all students
have access to school meals for at least this school year. Three states (Maine, California, and
Colorado) have passed legislation to permanently provide school meals to all students.
Several other states have active legislation to provide school meals to all students at no

charge.

Offering Free Meals to Only Some Children Leaves Many Behind

Children are certified to receive free school meals if their household's income is at or below
130 percent of the Federal Poverty Level. This equates to an annual income of less than
$35,000 for a family of four for the 2021-2022 school year.x"

Yet, the livable salary for a family of four in Ohio is around $72,000.% This means many

families struggling to pay for their basic family needs do not qualify for free or reduced-price
school meals. And many families who may be eligible for reduced-price meals still struggle to
afford the copays, as seen through lower participation rates. The $0.30 copay for breakfast
and the $0.40 copay for lunch that a student who is certified to receive reduced-price school
meals is required to pay can impact participation.



Estimated Program Eligibility -
Among People Experiencing Food Insecurity in Ohio

37% Above Other Nutrition Program Threshold of 185% Poverty

12% Between 130%-185% of Poverty

B50% Below SNAP Threshold of 130% Poverty

e Households are eligible for free school meals at 130% of the federal poverty level (for a
family of 4 = $36,075 or less) Vi

e Households are eligible for reduced-price meals at 185% of federal poverty level (for a
family of 4 = $36,076 - $51,338)

- Ohio Parents Rely on and Support Broader Access to School Meals

In a survey of Ohio parents and caregivers with students in K-12 schools in Ohio: 87% of
respondents agreed that school meals should be provided at no cost to all students,
regardless of the student’s ability to pay. And 82% of Ohio parents and caregivers agreed that
school meals are helpful for their families.

Ohio Parents Want
Hunger-Free Schools for All
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- Increased Access to School Meals Improves Child wellbeing

¢ Increase future potential. Ensuring kids get healthy food is a critical step on the path out
of poverty and into the workforce. When you have stronger, smarter, healthier kids, you have
a stronger, smarter, healthier, more economically competitive state. This is good for Ohio.

e Student Success. Students who eat breakfast at school attend more days of school, show
improvements in test scores, graduate at higher rates, and earn more as adults. Vi

e Meet the needs of children and working parents. In listening circles with parents and
students from CDF's Freedom School Sites in Ohio, the idea of universal meals emerged as a
key issue. Access to school meals take some of the burden off busy parents and families and
helps ease the stress on working families.
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