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Food Insecurity Rates



Definitions

• Food secure—Households have access, at all times, to 
enough food for an active, healthy life for all household 
members.

• Food insecure—Households, at times during the year, 
were uncertain of having or unable to acquire enough 
food to meet the needs of all their members because 
they had insufficient money or other resources for food. 

Source: https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/key-statistics-graphics



• In 2021, 13.5 million U.S 
households (13.5 percent) were 
food insecure at some time 
during the year 

• Food insecurity was higher for 
households with children

• Rural households and Black, 
Latinx, and Native American 
households experience 
disproportionately high rates of 
food insecurity.

U.S. Food Insecurity Data 

Source: https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/key-statistics-graphics#map



Food Insecurity Data



Food Insecurity Rates in Ohio 

Source: https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/Ohio
* Data from 2019 and 2020

https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/Ohio


Estimated Program Eligibility 
Among People Experiencing Food Insecurity in Ohio

Source: https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/Ohio
Source: https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/fr-021622

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

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

https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2018/overall/Ohio


• Allowing schools to serve free meals to all 
students (Spring 2020 - 2021-2022 school year)

• Waivers from USDA to support access to school 
meals and support  program operations for 
schools and community sites 

• Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer (P-EBT)
• P-EBT provides nutritional resources to 

families who have lost access to free or 
reduced-price school meals and/or child care
meals due to school and child care closures

• Families receive money on a new or existing 
EBT card to help fill the meals gap

Federal Anti-Hunger Initiatives During Pandemic

Image: https://ohiopebt.org/



Impact of Hunger on 
Health and Learning



Hunger Harms Health and Learning 

• Children and adolescents experiencing hunger 
have lower math scores and poorer grades and 
are more likely to be hyperactive, absent and 
tardy 

• Teens experiencing hunger are more likely to 
have been suspended

• Children with hunger are more likely to have 
repeated a grade, received special education 
services, or received mental health counseling, 
than children from low-income households 
that do not experience hunger 

Source: https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/breakfastforlearning-1.pdf



School Meals Support Learning 

• School breakfast has been linked with fewer visits to the school nurse 
and positive impacts on mental health, including reductions in 
behavioral problems, anxiety, and depression.

• Students who participate in school breakfast programs have improved 
attendance, behavior, academic performance, and academic 
achievement as well as decreased tardiness

• At Community Eligibility Provision schools where all students have 
access to free meals, multiple out-of-school suspension rates 
decreased 

Source: https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/School-Meals-are-Essential-Health-and-Learning_FNL.pdf



Federal Child Nutrition Programs



School Breakfast and Lunch

• Millions of children from low-income 
households benefit from federally 
funded breakfasts and lunches 
provided through the School 
Breakfast Program and the National 
School Lunch Program

• School meals support academic 
achievement, reduce food insecurity, 
and improve health, making them as 
critical for students’ academic success 
as textbooks.

Photo Credit: Duval County Public School District



School Breakfast and Lunch Participation 

• According to FRAC’s annual report, 
14 million children received 
breakfast and 19.8 million children 
received lunch on an average day 
during the 2020-2021 school year

• During the 2020-2021 and the 2021-
2022 school year, schools could 
offer free meals to all students  

Source: https://frac.org/research/resource-library/breakfast2022



Participation in Ohio 

• In Ohio, on an average day 447,201 students participated in 
School Breakfast and 727,251 students participated in School 
Lunch during the 2020-2021 school year 

• Prior to the pandemic, 1 in 4 children eligible for free or 
reduced-price meals did not participate in school lunch and 1 
in 2 children did not participate in school breakfast 

• Take-away: When all students had access to free meals, 
more students participated in school meals 

Source: https://frac.org/wp-content/uploads/FRAC_BreakfastScorecard_2021.pdf



Free Healthy School Meals for All



Free Healthy School Meals for All 

• Providing free breakfast and lunch to all students, regardless of 
household income 

Photo Credit: Fulton County Schools 



The Pandemic Changed the Landscape

• COVID-19 highlighted the 

critical role that school meals 

play for children

• Free school meals for all 

students during the pandemic  

served as a trial run for a free 

school meals for all policy 



• Ensure all students are hunger-
free and ready to learn 

• Reduce stigma 

• End unpaid school meal debt 

• Ease administrative burdens for 
schools

Benefits of Free Meals for All Students



School Nutrition Association Survey Results

Survey results from SNA found that school 
meal program directors across the country 
reported that serving free meals to all 
students during the pandemic 

• increased access

• improved equity

• fueled a large decrease in unpaid meal 
debt



Steady Stream of Supportive Earned Media





State Efforts to Address Child Hunger 

• Free school meals for all legislation 
(5 states and counting) 

• Pennsylvania offering free breakfast to all 
students during the 2022-2023 school 
year 

• Some states have eliminated the co-pay 
for reduced-price meals 

• Some states have passed legislation to 
ban lunch shaming practices https://therecord-online.com/site/archives/86463



Summary

• There are approximately 1.6 million people in Ohio living with food 
insecurity 

• Hunger harms health and learning for children and teens

• The School Nutrition Programs provide healthy meals, particularly to 
students from food insecure households 

• Momentum is building across the country to provide free healthy 
school meals to all students as a permanent part of the school day
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School and Community 

❑Wellington Exempted Village School District 

❑ Lorain County

❑ Enrollment: 1060 Students

❑ Pre-school through 12th grade 

❑ Total Students considered economically disadvantaged: 38.5%

❑ Free: 29.9%

❑ Reduced: 8.58%

❑ Parental Concerns about income cutoff levels 





Expiration of Waivers 

Cost of goods 

GFS whole-sale prices up 
13.4%

Access and exposure to fresh 
fruits and vegetables 

Packed lunches vs. lunches 
offered in school 



Students without food

Parental charge limits 

Complaints of hunger 

Confusion 

Calls with Parents 

Outreach 

Expiration of Waivers 



Universal Free Meals 
Increased Participation 

Total lunches SY 2018-2019: 18,308

Total lunches SY 2021-2022: 21,930

We fed students 3,622 more times! 

Reduced stigma associated with Free/ 
Reduced-Price qualifications 

Increased accessibility to well-balanced 
meals 



Katherine Ungar, JD
Senior Policy Associate, 

Children’s Defense Fund-Ohio



• Passionate collective working to take 
hunger off the table

• Committed to ensuring that every student 
in Ohio has access to healthy school 
meals.





The Problem



Why school 
meals make 
a difference



A recent survey from CDF-Ohio 
and Baldwin Wallace University 
shows 82% of Ohio Parents 
agree that school meals are 
helpful for their families.

Families across all 
demographics relied on free 
school meals throughout the 
pandemic

Ohio Parents Support School Meals for all Students





Recommendations

• Use state funding (ARPA or GRF) to 
supplement federal meal reimbursement to 
ensure all students in Ohio have access to 
school meals

• 5 states (Maine, California, Vermont, Massachusetts, Nevada) 
have passed legislation to ensure all of their students have 
continued access to free school meals this school year

• PA just passed legislation to provide free school breakfast to all 
children



State Board of Education Passed Resolution Recommending GA use ARPA 
Funds to Provide 100% Free Meals to Ohio Students

“NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED, that the Board 
recommends to the General Assembly the use of a portion of the 
remaining State and Local Fiscal Recovery funds allocated by the 
federal government through the American Rescue Plan to 
provide 100% free breakfast and lunch to all Ohio students.”



• Pass Anti-Lunch Shaming Legislation
• Students as young as Kindergarten may be 

denied a hot lunch after accrued school meal 
debt

• States have enacted legislation to prevent 
identification and stigmatization of students 
with school meal debt and regulate debt 
collection practices

Recommendations



Contact Info:
Katherine Ungar, JD
CDF-Ohio, Senior Policy Associate
Kungar@childrensdefense.org

Thank you!!



Moderated by Traevon Leak, 
Legislative Aide for Sen. Sykes

For legislators and legislative staff, 
please feel free to unmute 
yourselves to ask questions or 
share feedback.

For all other participants, please 
use the chat or Q&A feature, and 
we will do our best to answer in 
the time allotted. 

Questions & Answers



Thank you for joining 
today’s webinar!

For more information on upcoming 
Ohio Legislative Children’s Caucus 
webinars and meetings, please 
contact:

Alison Paxson, 
apaxson@childrensdefense.org

mailto:apaxson@childrensdefense.org

