Child Nutrition Reauthorization:

“Hunger Gap” Activity

The top priority for Child Nutrition Reauthorization should be increasing program access and participation for vulnerable children. Not all low-income children access the programs for which they are eligible. As a result, we fail to connect far too many hungry children with the food they need. This activity will illustrate the sizeable gap between children eligible and children served. You can then describe the policy changes needed to close this gap.

ACTIVITY ONE
Give every fourth person a hat, brightly colored tie, or other visual identifier as they arrive. At the beginning of the program, ask everyone to stand. Provide a few, quick remarks about the impact of child hunger, such as:

· Though hunger affects people of all ages, it is particularly devastating for children. Even short-term episodes can cause lasting damage to a child’s development.

· Hunger puts children at risk for a range of cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and physical problems, such as:
· Decreased attention and lower test scores
· Anxiety and depression

· Aggression, tardiness, and absenteeism 
· Sickness or hospitalization

Ask those without the identifier to sit. Those standing represent the 1 in 4 children at risk of hunger. 
ACTIVITY TWO
The number of people in the activity are accurate proportions of the children they are supposed to represent, but be sure to emphasize the numbers in the “What to Say” column, not the number of people in the activity. (Note: If you have fewer than 15 people in your group, use 9 people and start with step 3.) 
What To Do:
1. Bring 15 people to the front of the room and position them in a line facing the audience.

2. Select 6 people to move to one side. 


3. Go back to the original group (9 left). 



4. Select 4 people in the line to take a big step forward.




5. Select 1 person in the line to take a big step forward.

What to Say:
1. Over 31 million children receive nutritious lunches through the National School Lunch Program each school day. The people standing before you represent those children.

2. These people represent the children whose parents can afford to pay for their lunch. You in the audience represent additional children who bring their lunch to school.

3. These people represent the children whose parents struggle to provide enough food for their families. Over 19 million low-income children receive free or reduced-price lunch each school day. 

4. These are the children who receive free or reduced-price breakfast each school day. About 9 million low-income children get breakfast assistance each school day. That’s less than half the number of children getting assistance at lunch.

5. This person represents the children who access meals during the summer. Of the 19.5 million low-income kids getting lunch assistance each school day, only 11 percent – just 2.2 million – receive meals on a typical summer day.  

More Info:
For every 100 lunch sites, there are 86 breakfast sites and 34 summer sites. 
Children at up to 130% of the poverty level are eligible for free meals. Children between 130 and 185% of poverty pay a reduced-fee for their meals.

Schools can charge no more than 40 cents for reduced-price lunch and 30 cents for reduced-price breakfast.

Of the 19.5 million kids getting free or reduced price lunch, 46% percent get breakfast and 11% get summer food.

POLICY CHANGES
Help the room make the connection between the Hunger Gap and the actions needed from Congress to address it. Lead them in a discussion about some of the causes of child hunger and the corresponding legislative priorities for Child Nutrition Reauthorization.
As we saw in the activity, at least 10 million eligible children do not receive breakfast and 17 million do not receive summer food.  Several factors contribute to the Hunger Gap. Some eligible children lack access to programs because the program isn’t offered in their community. Many children face other participation barriers, for example transportation is limited or the application process is burdensome. Depending where you live, states do a better or worse job of program implementation and could connect more kids with benefits. 
Improve Access. 
Families are unable to access benefits for eligible children if a program does not operate in their community. For every 100 schools offering a lunch program, there are only 86 breakfast programs and just 34 summer food sites. Only 14 states
 are authorized to provide suppers to at-risk children. 

Congress should increase the number of breakfast, summer, and afterschool sites. Because the summer gap is especially large, Congress should develop new ways to feed children in the summer. Congress should expand the supper program from 14 states to nationwide.

Increase Participation. 
Not all eligible children enroll in the programs, whether because of burdensome application procedures, social stigma, or other barriers to participation. Of the 19.5 million children receiving free or reduced-price lunches each school day, only 46 percent receive breakfast and just 11 percent receive summer food. 

School meal programs should coordinate with other assistance programs like SNAP and Medicaid to seamlessly enroll children in free school meals since their eligibility has already been established by the other program – this is called “direct certification.” 

Encourage States to Better Implement Child Nutrition Programs. 
President Obama set the ambitious goal of ending child hunger by 2015. With significant, targeted federal investments, this goal is achievable, but it requires a commitment from the states. Congress should encourage states to be active partners in reaching the 2015 goal by setting targets for program performance, providing incentives for program improvements, and rewarding progress.

Congress should encourage states to increase the number of program sites and the number of low-income children participating, especially in high-poverty areas and in underutilized programs like breakfast and summer. Congress should provide grants to states to conduct an assessment of child hunger and implement a comprehensive strategy for ending child hunger. States should provide periodic reports and Congress should reward demonstrated progress.
� Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Illinois, Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, Nevada, New York, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Vermont, West Virginia, and Wisconsin.





