
 

It can take a village to feed hungry kids in
schools
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Assembling backpacks of food for students to take home in Flint, Mich. Credit: 
Kathleen Payton/Food Bank of Eastern Michigan, CC BY-SA

One in 6 American children faces hunger and 3 out of 4 teachers report
regularly seeing hungry kids in their classrooms. In response, school
meals make up a large fraction of federal food assistance.

The National School Lunch Program is the second-largest federal food
assistance program, serving 30.4 million children. It is complemented by
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the School Breakfast Program, the Afterschool Snack Service and the 
Summer Food Service Program. Though these programs are essential,
they are not enough.

On a local scale, organizations such as food banks assist food-insecure
children and families, but their work within schools is typically limited.
In my roles as a researcher of food in schools and as a food bank board
member, I often see opportunities for more collaboration between
schools and communities to help fill the gaps in feeding kids whose
families face economic hardship.

Local efforts are limited

In some communities, food banks and K-12 schools already work
together as partners.

One way this occurs is through backpack programs that give students
easily prepared foods, like boxed macaroni and cheese and canned
beans, for the weekend. Backpack programs, such as those in Northeast
Michigan and Arlington, Virginia, are highly local.

Often these initiatives exist because someone, such as a high school
teacher I collaborated with on a study, Melissa Washburn, sees a need
and reaches out to local food banks for support. Washburn, a health
teacher at a public high school in Lansing, Michigan, partnered with a
nearby food bank to initiate a backpack program that delivered shelf-
stable items. Wanting to improve the quality of the food in the packs,
Washburn secured grants from a local nonprofit and the schools' alumni
association to include locally sourced fruits and vegetables.

Food pantries located in schools are another source of support for
hungry students and their families. These efforts also often depend on
one or a handful of dedicated people who see a need and amass
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volunteers for the task.

Local efforts are important and should be the norm rather than the
exception. School-based food pantries and weekend backpack programs
should be a routine feature at all public schools.

Bringing in the village

While school food pantries and backpack programs are important, we
need to welcome more ideas to the table to feed children in schools.
Because funding for public education is limited and teachers are
overextended, the village needs to help support these endeavors.

There are countless models for marshaling communities to feed students.
Service organizations, faith-based groups and local clubs can step in to
help. Food banks, in particular, are in excellent positions to foster
connections between schools and these groups. For example, a network
of churches in Junction City, Oregon, works with the food bank to
supply items, such as peanut butter, for backpack programs in local
schools.

Partnerships between businesses and nonprofits, such as the Cereal for
Youth program in Lane County, Oregon, are another model. This
program brings three local businesses together with the food bank to
provide free high-quality granola to kids 18 years and under in schools
or afterschool programs.

Another important initiative is lobbying for better federal or state school
food assistance. In Oregon, nonprofits, food banks and other
organizations have formed the Hunger-Free Schools Coalition to
encourage state legislators to make Oregon the first state to provide
universal free school meals.
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Food can also provide a gateway to building community in and around
schools. For example, our food bank nutrition educator teaches family
cooking classes at a local elementary school. Free evening or weekend
meals for school communities with food provided by food banks and
partners are another possibility.

Schools are places where food assistance can have great impact on
vulnerable members of society. Community organizations, businesses
and food assistance agencies all have roles to play in this effort.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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