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| am Fania Yangarber, Executive Director of Healthy School Food Maryland®. | am testifying on behalf of the
over 6,000 parents whom we represent across Maryland, and | am also testifying on behalf of Chelsi Lewis,
Chair of the Food & Nutrition Subcommittee of the Montgomery County Council of Parent Teacher
Associations (MCCPTA).

We strongly support HB628, which aims to expand access to school meals by providing state funds to cover the
cost of school breakfast and school lunch for all students in schools participating in the National School Lunch or
School Breakfast Program.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought increased attention to the unacceptably high number of Maryland families
that struggle with food insecurity, a number which has remained alarmingly elevated over the past three years.
As hundreds of thousands of Maryland children and families continue down the long road to recovery from the
social and economic impacts of the pandemic, there has never been a more important time to make significant
investments in the school meal programs.

Extensive research has linked participation in school meals to many benefits:

improved academic achievement, standardized test scores, and cognitive function® % 3;

improved attendance, which is positively linked to academic achievement*3;

reduced food insecurity, which is linked to poor academic outcomes®;

improved nutrition, such as increased consumption of fruit, vegetables, and milk’;

improved overall health and long-term health outcomes, as well as reduction in obesity rates, anxiety,
and depression®®,

The expansion of free school meals to all students is critical in addressing the lack of access to healthy food in
schools that students in elementary through high schools have been dealing with for many years. Providing free
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school meals to all students in a school also helps to reduce stigma around free and reduced meals.
Marylanders need this investment.

In our own county, nearly forty percent of our student population qualifies for Free and Reduced Meals. During
the first 18 months of the pandemic, Healthy School Food Maryland® and MCCPTA worked with the
Montgomery County Food Security Task Force, coordinated by the Montgomery County Food Council and the
Department of Health and Human Services, and with Montgomery County Public Schools to deliver over 100,000
pounds of fresh produce and 70,000 school meals directly to families. Our volunteers interacted directly with
these communities, and it was clear that while the access that we were expanding during the most critical
months of the pandemic was crucial, the need in the communities was high and didn’t end when HSFM’s and
MCCPTA'’s intervention did. Consistent access to school meals is the minimum requirement to improve
outcomes for underserved communities. HB628 addresses access, and we believe this is a good beginning to
ensuring nutrition security for all of Maryland’s school children.

Prior to the pandemic, too many Maryland children were left out of the benefits of access to nutritious food due
to the current program structure. For example, to qualify for free school meals, a student’s family must be living
at or below 130 percent of the Federal Poverty Level, which translates to annual income of less than $36,000 for
a family of four for the 2021-2022 school year?. Similarly, a family of four must have an annual income of
around $52,000 or less to qualify for reduced-price meals. Because the eligibility threshold for these programs is
so low, many Maryland families who struggle financially to meet their most basic needs do not qualify, especially
given the cost of living in many communities. In Montgomery County, where the area median income in 2020
was $110,012, a significant number of students would not qualify for free school meals under the current
system yet may be facing food insecurity due to the high cost of living and the significant economic and social
challenges families face in the aftermath of the pandemic. A 2017 Montgomery County Food Council report
revealed that based on the cost of living in Montgomery County, it costs at least $91,252 for a four-person
family to afford the basic necessities, much higher than the $24,860 Federal Poverty level.'!

Maryland has made strides in supporting equitable access to school meals by reimbursing additional funds for
reduced price meals. Several states—including California, Colorado, Massachusetts, Maine, and Vermont—have
taken more significant steps to ensure that access to school meals is something that families can count on, and
Maryland should do the same. Providing school meals at no cost to all students and families in the state is a
smart and effective investment in Maryland communities. Maryland would be supporting equity in the
classroom and making sure every child has the nutrition they need to excel. These meals are just as important
to students’ academic success as textbooks or transportation and should be treated as a critical component to
education. When students are distracted by hunger because they were unable to participate in school breakfast
or lunch, they miss out on the chance to learn and benefit from the important opportunities offered by
Maryland’s education system.

We strongly urge a favorable report on HB628 to support students, families, schools, and entire communities
throughout Maryland.
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