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Increasing Optionsfor Schools

Dear Secretary Vilsack,

On behalfof NemoursChildren'sHealth, | write in strong support ofthe United States
Departmentof Agriculture’s (USDA) proposal to lowerthe minimum Individual
Student Percentage (ISP) threshold forthe Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) from
40 percentto 25 percent. Thisproposedrule wouldsignificantly increase the number
of schoolsin underserved communities that can offer free school mealstoall their
students, reduce stigma and administrative burdens, and streamlinefood service
operations, making ita win for students, families,and school districtsacrossthe
country.

ABOUT NEMOURS

NemoursChildren'sHealthisone ofthe nation’slargest multistate pediatric health
systems, which includestwo free-standing children’shospitalsand a network of more
than 70 primary and specialty care practices. Nemours Children’sseeks to transform
the health ofchildren by adopting a holistic health model that utilizesinnovative, safe,
and high-quality care, while also caring for the health ofthe whole child beyond
medicine. NemoursChildren’salso powersthe world’'s most-visited website for
information onthe health ofchildrenand teens, Nemours KidsHealth.org. Nemours
KidsHealth isa pioneerand leaderin pediatric health contentthathasbeen trusted
by millionsworldwide for more than 25 years.

The NemoursFoundation, establishedthrough the legacy and philanthropy of Alfred
|. duPont, provides pediatricclinical care, research, education, advocacy, and
prevention programstothe children,familiesand commmunitiesitserves. For more
information, visit Nemours.org.

NEMOURS SUPPORTS EXPANDING CEP ELIGIBILITY

As a pediatric health system, we are acutely aware thathungerin childhood can have
long-term negative consequences. Children who experience food insecurity or
hungerare more likelyto be overweightor obese,/become hospitalized,and have
higher prevalence of chronic conditionssuch asasthma and depression.i
Furthermore, children who grow up missing mealsare more likelytorepeata grade
inelementary school, experiencedevelopmental delays,and have more social and
behavioral issuesthan childrenwho are food secure. i

Sinceitsinception, CEP hasbeeninstrumental in ensuring thatstudentsin the most
disadvantaged communities have accessto free mealsin schoolsso theycan grow
and thrive. Accessto free breakfastand lunch isdemonstrated to provide numerous
benefitsforchildren and familiesincluding reducing student hunger, supporting



household finances, and improving student behaviorandacademicachievement.™ vV
viviil, X The pandemic-erawaiversmade it possible for schoolsacrossthe country to
offer universal free mealstoall their students for the 2021-22 school year. Millions
more studentswere able to participate in free school meals, allowingthem to
experiencethe healthand educational benefitsassociatedwith accessto free school
mealsxThisproposed rule could help addresschild hungerinstatesin which
Nemoursoperatesand nationally. In Delaware, itisestimatedthatlin 7 children face
hungeriandin Central Florida, the estimatesarelin5children.XiThe Delaware
Department of Educationestimated that the expansion of CEPwould qualifyan
additional18,000 studentsfor free school meals.

Improving Child Health

The USDA'simplementation of school meal nutrition standards, asupdated in 2013,
hasledto significantimprovementsin the nutritional quality of school meals. ¥ There
are studiesthatshow mealsbrought from home have lower nutritional contentthan
school meals. Astudy in Houston, TX,comparedfoods broughtfrom home by
studentsacross12 schoolswith current nutrition standards. Resultsfrom the study
showed thathome brought mealsdid not have the same quality nutritioncontentas
mealsservedinschools*¥ Another study examined the nutritional quality of packed
lunchesbrought frormn home by pre-kindergarten andkindergarten students
compared with school lunches providedin three rural Virginiaschools. Thestudy
found thatschool lunchesare higherin nutrition quality comparedtolunches
broughtfrom home.*Additionally, a recent national study found that healthier school
mealshelp reducechildnhood obesity,*which affectsnearly oneinfive childreninthe
U.S¥iFurther, childrenin food insecure homesare more likely to be overweight or
obese than food-secure children, astheirfamiliesconsume less costly, calorically
dense, shelf-stable foodsratherthan fresh foods.*i Free school mealscan help
provide increased accessto nutritiousfoods, which are importantforlong-term
health.

Impacton Education

Implementation of CEPis shown to improve student behaviorand academic
achievement.Inananalysisconducted in 2018, CEP implementation reduced out-of-
school suspension rates by about15percent forelementary studentsand 6 percent
for middle school studentsX* Another analysisshowed that universal school meals
improved students' math performance, particularly among minority students from
the most disadvantaged neighborhoods. > Despite the benefitsof CEP, it is still not
reaching enough eligible students. An estimated 20-55 percent of studentsfrom low-
income householdswho are eligiblefor free school mealsdo not participate* Thisis
likelythe result of stigma, administrative burden, and application costs. i By
expandingthe CEPeligibility threshold, schoolswith studentsthat meetthe new
threshold would be able to provide free mealsforall students, regardless of family
income. Ifthisproposed ruleisimplemented, the Food Research andAction Center
estimatesthatan additional 9 million studentswill have accessto free, nutritious
school meals.

Impacton Food Insecurity

School mealsprovide a criticallyimportant safety nettoreduce child hunger. For
childrenliving in poverty, free school meals may representthe only completemeals
theyget to eaton a givenday. CEPisan effective tool to alleviate food insecurity for
householdswith children. Whenschool districtsadopt CEP, more childrenin high-
poverty communitiesgettoeat breakfastand lunch,enabling themtoreceive the
nutritional supportthey needtolearnin school.*iMoreover, a 2022 analysisshowed
that CEP exposure can have positive impactson household budgetsand food
spending. Familieswith children who participated in free school mealsthrough CEP
were ableto spendlesson groceriesand CEP exposure was associated with an



approximately 5percentdecline in food insecurity for participating households. >V

CONCLUSION

Nemoursisencouraged by USDA's proposedrevisionstothe CEP threshold and
believesitwill have a meaningfulimpact onimproving food accessfor our nation’s
children. We are pleased tosupportthisproposed rule. Please do not hesitate to
reach outto me at Daniella.Cratale@nemours.org or Vy Oxman at
Vy.Oxman@nemours.org ifwe can be of furtherassistance.

Sincerely,

Mamutta. Hrnatote

DaniellaGratale, MA
Associate Vice President, Federal Affairs
NemoursChildren'sHealth
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