
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testimony in Support Of 

S.2390/H.4422, An Act to Promote Student Nutrition (Sen. Creem & Rep. Vargas) 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of S.2390 /H.4422, An Act to Promote Student Nutrition. My name 

is Erin McAleer and I am the President of Project Bread. 

  

Project Bread is a statewide anti-hunger organization committed to preventing and ending hunger in Massachusetts by 

providing access to affordable, healthy food for those who are hungry today while also working to eradicate the 

systemic causes of hunger. In Massachusetts, we know that the leading cause of hunger is wages that have not kept 

pace with the high cost of living.  Many families, including those earning a minimum wage, simply cannot afford to 

purchase food after all their bills – housing, childcare, heat - are paid.   

 

Project Bread has always shined a particular light on children, as 1 in 7 children in Massachusetts are food insecure. 

Schools have been a critical access point for providing access to affordable, healthy food.  For low-income children, 

over half their calories come from school meals. Because of this, we have centered much of our work around both 

school breakfast and school lunch, ensuring students have access to these meals, and that they are healthy.  For more 

than twenty years, Project Bread has been working to boost participation, quality, and health of school meals as a 

strategy to end childhood hunger. In partnership with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, through 

the Child Nutrition Outreach Program, we employ outreach workers in communities throughout the state to provide 

technical assistance to schools to increase participation in both school breakfast and summer meals. We also have 

focused on improving the quality of school meals, by bringing chefs into school cafeterias to develop recipes with food 

service workers that are healthy and that kids will eat, through our Chefs in Schools Program. We are so grateful for 

the Legislature’s support of both of these important programs. 

 

Today, I want to speak with you about the issue of unpaid school meal debt and urge your swift passage of 

S.2390/H.4422, An Act to Promote Student Nutrition. 

 

We know that when children have access to healthy meals they are better able to learn and live healthier lives. 

Undernourished students have poorer cognitive performance, particularly when they miss breakfast.i Beyond academic 

success, children who experience hunger are more likely to have behavioral and attention problems as compared to 

other students.ii  For the 1 in 7 food insecure children in Massachusetts, a school meal may also be the only 

nutritionally complete meal available to them. For some children, school lunch on Friday is their last balanced meal 

until school breakfast on Monday.  

 

Unfortunately, access and stigma persist as two barriers to increasing participation in school meals. Shaming practices 

such as denying a child a meal or offering an alternative meal, which is usually a cheese sandwich, can have a chilling 

effect. Too many students would prefer to go hungry than to be identified as receiving free or reduced-price meals or 

simply being unable to pay that day. This outcome is both unfortunate and avoidable. An Act to Promote Student 

Nutrition would remove shame from the lunch line.  

 



Project Bread works closely with school nutrition directors and business managers, and so we understand the challenge 

of balancing finances with feeding children. An Act to Promote Student Nutrition moves us in the right direction in 

addressing both sides of this challenge by ensuring more children are fed while also increasing the federal 

reimbursements food service departments rely on.  

 

This bill would: 

 

 Prohibit the most explicit practices of punishing or shaming students. Children should never be punished or 

shamed. If a district needs to seek payment, this bill requires that districts directly communicate with parents 

and guardians, never the student. 

 Ensure all students who are eligible for free or reduced-price meals receive them, by ensuring applications are 

completed or through direct certification. Direct certification was set up under the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids 

Act of 2010 to streamline school meal eligibility. Using direct certification, schools match the names of 

children living in households that receive benefits from federal assistance programs such as the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), cash assistance, or MassHealth to their school meals account. A 

household eligible through direct certification does need to complete an application to receive free meals. In 

addition to reducing school meal debt, this has the added benefit of bringing more federal revenue into 

schools.   

 Promote adoption of universal free meals in eligible districts. By electing to provide universal free meals, all 

students receive school breakfast and/or school lunch without charge, effectively eliminating the problem of 

unpaid meal debt.  Additionally, the majority of districts who have adopted the federal community eligibility 

provision have reported increased federal revenue and reduced administrative costs, making it a win-win-win 

for administrators, parents, and students.  

Project Bread and our partners have made great progress in school breakfast, school lunch, and summer meals. In 

February, the Food Research & Action Center recognized Massachusetts as the 2nd highest state for growth in school 

breakfast participation for the second year. Unfortunately, without eliminating shaming practices, stigma around 

school meals will persist, creating an unfortunate barrier to access.  

 

I urge you to report An Act to Promote Student Nutrition out of the committee favorably so we can end school meal 

shaming and ensure more students have the nutrition necessary to succeed. Project Bread is so grateful to the 

Legislature for your strong partnership in our work to prevent and end hunger.  
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