
Figure 1: Official seal of Montgomery County, Maryland, featuring a circular blue border with 

the text “Montgomery County Maryland,” the year 1776, and a central heraldic shield with 

decorative elements and the motto “Garde Bien.”

Strategic Plan to End Childhood Hunger 

2023



Figure 2: Collage of children eating a variety of healthy meals and snacks in school and 

community environments, including fruits, vegetables, salads, and hot meals, representing 

diverse ages and backgrounds and emphasizing access to nutritious food.



Letter from County Executive Elrich and Councilmember Albornoz
The Scope of Childhood Hunger
Childhood hunger touches all corners of our County. According to the latest research and available data, at 

least 14% of children in Montgomery County, approximately 34,000, are food insecure, and thousands more 

are living in households without sufficient income to meet their basic needs. Our County’s food security 

response during the pandemic has been nationally recognized as collaborative, strategic, and innovative, 

and we must now build on those successes in transitioning to a long-term sustainable approach to fighting 

hunger in our community. All families should have sufficient access to the necessary nutritional resources 

that meet the cultural preferences and dietary needs of their children. Montgomery County is fortunate to 

have tremendous strengths—a robust food assistance network, a strong nonprofit sector, and government 

leaders dedicated to ensuring that every child never has to worry about their next meal. We have arrived 

at a point where we can boldly state that it is possible to end childhood hunger in our community. The 

Montgomery County Strategic Plan to End Childhood Hunger is the first step in this process.

Strategic Plan Overview
This plan harnessed the expertise of local residents and organizations to identify food access barriers and 

strategies that will reduce food insecurity across all childhood age groups. Its recommendations are based 

on the feedback and insight of stakeholders, subject matter experts, and local residents, ensuring that lived 

experience of food insecurity and service delivery are embedded throughout the plan’s analysis and strategies. 

Serving as a roadmap for both short- and long-term County planning, the plan highlights opportunities to 

better connect families to existing federal, state, and local programs while also identifying new and novel 

approaches to meet the unique needs of our incredibly diverse population.

The Urgency of Action
We are keenly aware that there is a hunger cliff looming for food insecure residents of Montgomery County. As 

pandemic-enacted food security measures, such as universal school meals and SNAP emergency allotments, 

come to an end at the same time that the cost of food is skyrocketing due to inflation, more Montgomery 

County residents—and more children—will experience food insecurity. There are already too many county 

residents who are forced to make impossible choices between paying rent, paying bills, and buying enough 

food to feed their families. That is why this initiative to prioritize ending childhood hunger is essential to 

ensure there are policies, programs, and funding in place so that children in Montgomery County have the 

food they need to thrive.

Figure 3: Formal portrait of a male county official wearing a dark suit, patterned tie, and



light-colored shirt, photographed from the chest up against a blurred outdoor background.

Figure 4: Scanned handwritten signature of Marc Elrich in black ink on a white background.

Figure 5: Formal portrait of a male councilmember wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and red 

striped tie, standing indoors with a flag visible in the background.

Figure 6: Scanned handwritten signature of Gabe Albornoz in black ink on a white background.

Signed, 

Gabe Albornoz 

Councilmember, At-Large 

Chair, Health and Human Services Committee
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Executive Summary
Montgomery County’s Strategic Plan to End Childhood Hunger is organized around three major objectives:

1. Determine the scope and scale of food insecurity among children in the County.
2. Identify the barriers food insecure children in the County face in accessing safe, sufficient, culturally 

familiar nutritious food.
3. Formulate potential strategies to address childhood hunger that overcome those barriers and challenges.

Childhood Food Insecurity in Montgomery County
Measuring childhood hunger at the local level is difficult, as there is not a direct measurement or survey of 

childhood food insecurity, which is defined as a “household-level economic and social condition of limited or 

uncertain access to adequate food.” For this reason, a collection of indirect measures is used in this plan to 

paint a picture of the scale of need. Feeding America estimates that 13.9% of all children in Montgomery 

County face food insecurity and over the past five years, that rate has ranged between 10% and 14%. Other 

critical measures, however, indicate food insecurity among children could be far higher. In 2021, there were 

approximately 52,000 children living in Montgomery County in households with incomes below 185% of the 

Federal Poverty Level (FPL), which is an important eligibility cut-off for federal support. Measures that take 

into consideration the relatively high cost of living in Montgomery County paint an even bleaker picture. In 

2021, roughly 45% of children are estimated to have lived in households with incomes below the University 

of Washington’s Self Sufficiency Standard for this area. These measures vary significantly; but, taken in 

their totality, they give policy leaders and community members a sense of the need to be addressed. At least 

14% of children in Montgomery County are food insecure, and far more live in households without sufficient 

income to meet their basic needs.

The data also reveals significant racial disparity in childhood food insecurity. While 4.5% of white children 

in Montgomery County are estimated to live in households with incomes below the Federal Poverty Level, 

that same measure for Hispanic or Latino and Black children is over 14%. Solutions must also acknowledge 

that roughly half of children living in households below the Federal Poverty Level speak languages other 

than English at home, with 35% living in Spanish-speaking households.
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Executive Summary
Strategies to Address Childhood Food Insecurity
The Montgomery County Food Council interviewed over one hundred subject matter experts to develop a 

collection of proposed strategies to end childhood hunger in Montgomery County. This plan organizes these 

recommendations into three groups based on how they address childhood food insecurity.

Direct Financial Benefits

1. Expansion of SNAP Enrollment Programs: SNAP is our nation’s first line of defense against 

hunger, but many eligible residents are not receiving the benefits to which they are entitled. 

Community-based organizations could expand their services to include SNAP outreach and enrollment 

expertise in order to meet the overwhelming demand.

2. Address Benefit Inadequacy, Especially During the Summer: Benefit inadequacy is greatest 

during the summer when children are not receiving meals at school. Providing a food benefit that 

allows families to shop at their preferred grocer can effectively combat food insecurity experienced 

while children are not in school.

3. Provide Direct Benefits to SNAP-Ineligible Households: Some households with children in 

Montgomery County do not qualify for SNAP but still struggle with food insecurity. Providing these 

households with direct benefits would help ensure that children are food secure even without federal 

assistance.

School and Childcare Adjacent Food Assistance

1. Expansion of Free School Meals: Free school meals connect food-insecure children with reliable, 

nutritious meals. However, not all eligible children benefit due to barriers such as eligibility criteria 

and stigma. Expanding the reach of the school lunch program—either to all students or to those living 

below the Self-Sufficiency Standard—would help ensure that children who could benefit receive free 

school meals.

2. Expansion of the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP): Over the past five years, 

there has been a dramatic decrease in the number of home daycares providing free meals and snacks 

to food-insecure children under the federal CACFP. Providing access to computers to complete newly 

required CACFP paperwork, along with increasing outreach to potentially eligible daycare providers, 

would benefit more young children countywide and leverage additional federal dollars to fight early 

childhood hunger.
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Executive Summary
Existing Strategies

1. Expand Early Head Start, Head Start, and Pre-K: Head Start programs provide free meals 

to those enrolled, directly addressing childhood food insecurity. More classrooms would address the 

demand for these programs, which greatly outpaces the supply of enrollment openings, and close gaps 

that exist in program coverage for three-year-olds.

2. Community Schools: Community Schools are a critical pathway to providing wraparound services to 

children in areas of concentrated poverty. Ensuring that all new MCPS Community Schools have an in-
school pantry or at-school distribution would help address food insecurity as part of those wraparound 

services.

3. Weekend Bags: Weekend bags provide a weekend’s worth of food for school-age children who rely 

on free school meals during the school week. Program expansions could include a larger number of 

schools in the MCPS system.

3. Novel Approaches and New Pathways
1. Direct-to-Household Food Assistance Program: Many families with children lack transportation 

and have busy schedules, making it hard for them to access and receive food from food distributions. 

A new program model would create a platform to link food-insecure families with free food delivery.

2. Food Is Medicine: Clinicians and pediatricians are in a unique position to screen children for food 

insecurity and “prescribe” free food to children as treatment. Expanded Food Is Medicine programs 

would allow health professionals to refer families with children for benefits, resources, and support.

3. Caretaker Nutritional Training: Stakeholders highlighted the importance of adequate nutritional 

education for caretakers preparing meals for food-insecure children. Working in collaboration with 

universities and nutritional experts, a nutritional program specifically for caretakers of young children 

could be developed and delivered to fill this gap.

4. Financial Literacy Training and Education: Food insecurity stems from a lack of buying power. 

Budgeting, financial planning, and spending habits can significantly increase a family’s buying power. 

Financial literacy and budgeting training could be offered to families experiencing food insecurity.

5. Gardening Grant Program: Existing county gardening grant programs could be increased to fund 

the expansion of existing and establishment of new community gardens and/or indoor gardens to 

provide educational opportunities and make fresh produce more accessible to food-insecure children.
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Executive Summary
• Improved Data-driven Decision Making: Collecting data on food insecurity is notoriously difficult, 

but without reliable data, it can be difficult to evaluate the impact of current and new interventions and 

inform future policy and investment decision making. The County’s forthcoming Office of Food System 

Resilience, with its dedicated Food System Research Analyst, should undertake updating FoodStat 

and expanding the data sources analyzed to include grant and programmatic data from County-funded 

childhood hunger interventions.

For each of these strategies, a dedicated section details the specific proposal, the background that led to the 

recommendation, the rough cost of implementation of the recommendation, an indication of the potential 

impact, and a set of logical champions to lead strategy rollout.

Advocacy, Leadership, and Change
This plan focuses on actionable items that the Montgomery County government can do to address childhood 

food insecurity within its borders, but it also identifies areas for advocacy at the state and federal level that 

would have a huge impact locally, including policy changes to SNAP, school-based feeding programs, and 

other key nutrition programs.

In Montgomery County, childhood food insecurity is a symptom of deeper systemic inequities. The primary 

root cause is that many children in our community live in households with insufficient income to purchase 

adequate healthy food. While this crisis is fundamentally economic in nature, this plan focuses only on 

solutions related directly to food access. Though it is beyond the scope of this plan to propose non-food-
centered economic and equity-building interventions, it is critically important to note that any intervention 

that increases the buying power of food-insecure families will directly reduce childhood hunger, even if its 

aim is not directly to provide food (such as efforts aimed at providing childcare and housing assistance, 

additional income supplements, tax credits, etc.).

This plan represents the first step in the process of ending childhood hunger in Montgomery County, providing 

a variety of strategies for County leaders to consider. The next step is for County leaders to identify which 

recommendations they would like to explore further in partnership with the identified champions and commit 

to long-term action in partnership with residents, community partners, and the private sector to use all 

available tools and resources to end childhood hunger in Montgomery County.
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Childhood Food Insecurity in Montgomery County
Why is Ending Childhood Food Insecurity so Important?
According to the American Academy of Pediatrics and the Food Research & Action Center, “Food insecurity 

— even marginal food insecurity — is detrimental to children’s health, development, and well-being.” 

1 It 

is associated with poor health status, 

2 developmental risk, mental health problems, 

3 and poor educational 

outcomes 

4 that could have a negative impact over a child’s entire life. 

5

How Many Children Are There in Montgomery County, Maryland?
The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that there are 1,047,661 people living in Montgomery County, with 

243,489 of those being under the age of 18. 

6 Of the children in the County, approximately 31.5% are below 

school-aged (6 years old or younger), 33.5% are between 6 and 11 years old, and the final 35% being between 

11 and 17 years old. 

7

How Many Children Are Food Insecure?
Before addressing specific strategies to eliminate food insecurity among children in Montgomery County, it is 

important to clarify the meaning of food insecurity, especially as distinct from the colloquial term “hunger.” 

Hunger is defined as “an individual-level physiological condition that may result from food insecurity,” while 

food insecurity is the more technical term for “household-level economic and social condition of limited or 

uncertain access to adequate food.” 

8 This strategy is aimed at ending childhood food insecurity.

Figure 7: A group of elementary school–age children seated side by side at a cafeteria-style 

table, eating sandwiches and snacks from plastic lunch containers. The image visually repre-
sents children during mealtime and underscores the importance of reliable access to nutritious 

food in school and community settings.

1 Citation corresponding to reference 8 in the original document. 

2 Citation corresponding to reference 9 in the original document. 

3 Citation corresponding to reference 10 in the original document. 

4 Citation corresponding to reference 11 in the original document. 

5 Citation corresponding to reference 12 in the original document. 

6 Citation corresponding to reference 13 in the original document. 

7 Citation corresponding to reference 14 in the original document. 

8 Citation corresponding to reference 15 in the original document.
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Childhood Food Insecurity in Montgomery County
Measuring food insecurity is a notoriously difficult task; “[while] its most extreme manifestations are often 

obvious, many other households facing constraints in their access to food are less identifiable.” 

1 There is not 

a direct measurement or poll of children in Montgomery County aimed at determining their level of food 

security.

That said, a collection of indirect measures can paint a relatively clear picture of the scale of the need. The 

following sections will walk through some of those indicators, and examine what each can tell us about 

childhood hunger in Montgomery County.

Feeding America’s Data
Feeding America estimates that 33,840 children (13.9% of all children) in Montgomery County face food 

insecurity. 

2 According to Feeding America, over the past five years, the food insecurity rate among children 

in Montgomery County has ranged between 10–14%. 

3 Figure 1 shows how the population of adults compares 

to the population of children in the County, and highlights the portion of food insecure children and adults. 

This measurement is based on a model that considers a variety of sources, including the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) Current Population Survey and, along with income, unemployment rates, 

median incomes, and other factors that have been shown to be associated with food insecurity, disability 

prevalence—another key risk factor for food insecurity. 

4 As can be seen in Figure 2, Feeding America’s 

data shows that the rate of food insecurity among children is consistently near double that of overall food 

insecurity.
1 Source citation not provided in excerpt. 

2 Feeding America estimate for Montgomery County child food insecurity. 

3 Feeding America, five-year range of child food insecurity rates in Montgomery County. 

4 Gundersen, C., A. Dewey, M. Kato, A. Crumbaugh & M. Strayer. Map the Meal Gap 2019: A Report on County and 

Congressional District Food Insecurity and County Food Cost in the United States in 2017. Feeding America, 2019.
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Figure 8: 2020 food insecurity breakdown in Montgomery County. The outer ring differ-
entiates food secure and food insecure adults and children, while the inner ring shows the 

proportion of all adults compared to all children in the county population.
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Figure 9: Trends in food insecurity rates from 2010 to 2017. The chart shows childhood food 

insecurity rates consistently higher than overall food insecurity rates across the period, with 

both peaking around 2012–2013 and declining thereafter.
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Children Living in Households Below Poverty or Self-Sufficiency
Another important indicator of childhood food insecurity is the number of children living in households 

without enough income to afford sufficient nutritious food. While not all children living in poverty are 

food insecure, the relatively high cost of living in Montgomery County makes low household income a 

reliable indicator of potential food insecurity. When considering household income, there are two particularly 

important measures: the Federal Poverty Level, which is calculated as a national standard, and the Self-
Sufficiency Standard, which is calculated to consider Montgomery County’s relatively high cost of living.

The Federal Poverty Level (FPL) is a measure used to determine eligibility for certain federal programs 

and benefits; the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) uses 130% of the FPL as a cutoff for 

program eligibility, while the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and Special Supplemental Nutrition 

Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) use 185% of the FPL as their cutoff. For 2022, the 

FPL for a family of four in the lower 48 states is $27,750, making 130% of FPL $36,075 and 185% of FPL 

$51,337.50.[^20] In 2021, there were approximately 36,000 children living in households with income below 

130% of the FPL, and 52,000 in households below 185% of the FPL.[^21]

The Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS) defines “the amount of income required for working families to meet 

basic needs at a minimally adequate level, taking into account family composition, ages of children, and 

geographic differences in costs.”[^22] The SSS varies by family composition and local cost of living. For the 

most common family compositions, the SSS is around 400% of the FPL or $111,000.[^23] It is important 

to consider the SSS because, while not a strict measure of food insecurity, it does give an indication of how 

many children live in households that do not have enough money to purchase basic needs, including food. 

In 2021, there were roughly 110,000 children living in households with income below 400% of the FPL, with 

more than 57,000 of those children living in households making too much money[^24] to receive assistance 

from the NSLP (yellow band in Figure 3) and 77,000 in households making too much to receive SNAP (yellow 

and orange bands in Figure 3).[^25]

Figure 10: Number of children in Montgomery County by household income relative to the 

Federal Poverty Level (2016–2021). Each bar is divided into four segments: below 130% 

of FPL (red), 130–185% of FPL (orange), 185–400% of FPL (yellow), and above 400% of
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FPL (gray). Values shown within segments indicate the number of children in each income 

category for the given year. *** [^20]: Source citation as listed in the report. [^21]: Source citation 

as listed in the report. [^22]: Source citation as listed in the report. [^23]: Source citation as listed in the 

report. [^24]: Source citation as listed in the report. [^25]: Source citation as listed in the report.
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Where Children Live
Household Income Relative to Poverty Level

Figure 11: Geographic distribution of all children in Montgomery County by census tract. Darker blue 

areas indicate higher concentrations of children, while lighter yellow areas indicate lower concentrations. 

The legend ranges from 0 to 3,129 children.

38



Figure 12: Distribution of children living in households below 400% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL). 

Darker shades represent higher concentrations (legend range 0 to 2,253). Higher concentrations appear 

clustered in the eastern and southeastern portions of the county.
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Figure 13: Distribution of children living in households below 185% of the FPL. Darker blue tracts (legend 

range 0 to 1,752) are concentrated primarily in eastern and southeastern areas, with fewer high-density 

tracts in western regions.
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Figure 14: Distribution of children living in households below 130% of the FPL. The legend ranges from 

0 to 1,129 children. Higher concentrations are limited to specific clusters, predominantly in the eastern and 

southeastern sections of the county.

Considering Geography
It is also important to consider where children within each household income level live when considering 

strategic investment. Many parents report transportation as a critical roadblock to receiving assistance, so 

it is important to consider the location of support services and outreach efforts geographically. Figure 14 

shows where children live by household income relative to the FPL.

Special attention should be paid to those children in households whose incomes are too high to qualify 

for most federal assistance (i.e., with household incomes greater than 130% of the FPL), but are below 

the Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS) (i.e., with household incomes around 400% of FPL for Montgomery 

County). According to estimates by the U.S. Census Bureau, roughly 36,000 children fall into this group. 

1 

The geographic distribution of those children is presented in Figure 15. This population of children live 

in households that may not have enough money to meet basic needs consistently, despite earning above 

eligibility thresholds for many assistance programs.
1 U.S. Census Bureau estimate of children in households with incomes between 130% and 400% of the Federal Poverty Level 

in Montgomery County.
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Figure 15: Children in households with incomes between 130% and 400% of the Federal Poverty Level. 

Darker green areas indicate higher concentrations of children who have too much income to qualify for SNAP 

but earn less than the Self-Sufficiency Standard.

Source (Figure 15): U.S. Census Data, 2020-812.1: Non-Takimate Detailed Table 61/1524. Census does 

not report specifically on 130% of poverty level; this estimate is calculated as those below 120% plus 20% of 

those below 150%.
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Children by Age and Household Income Relative to Poverty Level 

Montgomery County, US Census Data

Figure 16: Children in Montgomery County by age group (Under 6, 6–11, and 12–17) 

distributed across household income levels relative to the federal poverty level. The diagram 

uses proportional flow bands to show how each age group is distributed across four income 

categories: 0–129% of poverty level, 130–184% of poverty level, 185–400% of poverty level, 

and above 400% of poverty level. Dashed reference lines indicate the SNAP cutoff (near 

130% of poverty), the WIC & FARMS cutoff (near 185% of poverty), and the Self-Sufficiency 

Standard in Montgomery County. Band widths are proportional to the number of children in 

each income category.

Source: US Census Data, 2021: ACS 1-Year Estimates Detailed Tables.

The Census does not report specifically on 130% of the poverty level; this estimate is calculated as those below 

125% plus 20% of those below 150%.

support healthy diets and meet their other needs—but are not eligible for programs like SNAP, WIC, and 

free school meals. The distribution of the ages of these children is visualized in the yellow band in Figure 6.

Considering Age
It is also important to consider the age of the children at each household income level when considering 

strategic investment. Within households below the Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS), school meals and other 

school-based interventions can be a good way to reach the more than 75,000 school-aged children. To reach 

the over 34,000 children below age 6 in this group, different approaches will be needed.[^27]

Figure 6 maps children by age to each of these categories and to the relevant levels of income. The linear 

sections are drawn to scale in proportion to the size of each group and their respective level of household 

income.
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Considering Race
Along with age and location, it is crucial to consider the racial disparity in childhood food insecurity.

While 4.5% of white children in Montgomery County are estimated to live in households with incomes below 

the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), that same measure for Hispanic or Latino and Black children is over 14%. 

Similar to geography, poverty (and food insecurity) is not equally distributed throughout the community, 

and strategies addressing childhood hunger should directly address these disparities.

Figure 17: Percentage of Children Living in Poverty by Race

Note: All races include those reporting “alone or in combination.”
Source: U.S. Census Data, 2015 ACS 5-Year Estimates, Selected Population Detailed Tables.

Considering Languages Spoken
For any strategy to end food insecurity to be effective, it must reach all residents experiencing it, and in 

Montgomery County that means ensuring that the strategies take into consideration the many languages 

spoken in our diverse County. Among children in poverty aged 5–17, English and Spanish are the most 

common languages spoken at home, as represented in Figure 8. It is important to note that a significant 

number of children in poverty speak other languages as well.[29]

As one might expect, geographic analysis can also inform the language focus of strategies based on their 

location. The maps in Figure 9 show where children live, sorted according to the language they speak at 

home. This data should be used to tailor interventions to meet both the geographic and language needs 

of families experiencing food insecurity. Participants in the Spanish-speaking listening sessions shared that 

they felt discriminated against based on their ethnicity, inability to speak English, and lack of documents 

when applying for public food assistance programs like SNAP and WIC. They have found the lack of Spanish-
speaking staff at government agencies and the disrespect they have experienced there to be a major barrier 

to accessing food assistance. Language access was a frequently cited barrier among participants in being 

able to fill out and ask questions about application forms.
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Figure 18: Language Spoken at Home for Children 5–17 in Poverty 

Source: U.S. Census Data, 2020 ACS 5-Year Estimate, Detailed Table B18009.
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Language Spoken at Home by Children 5–17 in Poverty

Figure 19: English Only — Geographic distribution of children ages 5–17 in poverty who 

speak only English at home. Darker red areas indicate higher concentrations across census 

tracts, with notable clustering in eastern and southeastern areas of the county.
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Figure 20: Speak Spanish — Distribution of children ages 5–17 in poverty who speak Spanish 

at home. Higher concentrations appear in several central and eastern census tracts.
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Figure 21: Speak Other Indo-European Languages — Distribution across census tracts, with 

scattered moderate concentrations and a few darker highlighted areas.
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Figure 22: Speak Asian and Pacific Island Languages — Concentrations are limited to a 

small number of census tracts, with the highest values appearing in the eastern portion of the 

county.
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Figure 23: Speak Other Languages — Distribution of children ages 5–17 in poverty who 

speak languages other than English, Spanish, Indo-European, or Asian and Pacific Island 

languages, with higher concentrations in southeastern tracts.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2020). American Community Survey (ACS) 5-Year Estimates, Detailed Table 

B16009.
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Assistance Program Data
According to data collected from the 2020 US Census, an estimated 13% of children in Montgomery County 

live in households that have received Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Cash Public Assistance Income, 

or Supplemental Nutrition Assistance (SNAP) support in the past 12 months. 

1 Figure 10 shows where these 

approximately 32,000 children live.

According to Maryland Department of Health’s WIC Office, 16,340 children and 12,901 women participated 

in WIC each month on average in 2021 in Montgomery County. US Census data estimates there are 65,340 

children under 6, meaning that roughly 25% of children under 5 in the County are participating in WIC.

Figure 11: Average Monthly Participation in WIC in Montgomery County. The chart 

displays trends from 2017 through 2021, showing a gradual increase in child participation and 

slight variation in women’s participation over time. Source: Data provided by the State WIC 

Office.
1 Source citation referenced in the original document (full citation not provided on this page).
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Figure 10: Children in Households Receiving Assistance — Receipt of Supplemental Security 

Income (SSI), Cash Public Assistance Income, or SNAP. Darker areas represent higher con-
centrations of children in households receiving assistance. Source: US Census Data, 2022–2023 

Year Estimate Detailed Table 600012.

National School Lunch Program
The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is a federally funded assisted meal program that provides 

nutritionally balanced, low-cost, or free lunches to children each school day. 

2 In Montgomery County, Free 

and Reduced-price Meals (FARMs) are available to children in households whose income is below 185% of 

the federal poverty level (FPL). In Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) in 2022, 70,348 children 

(43.56% of all enrolled) received FARMs. 

3 The State of Maryland passed the Kids Cares Act in 2018, which 

supplements federal funding to cover the reduced category student’s cost for breakfast and lunch.

Caretakers are required to register the children annually for the program, so not every eligible child partic-
ipates. To close this “FARMs gap,” MCPS participates in a program that allows them to directly certify 

children who are participating in other assistance programs, including SNAP and Head Start, without requir-
ing their caretakers to complete enrollment paperwork. In 2022, MCPS joined a pilot program to directly

2 Source citation referenced in the original document (full citation not provided on this page). 

3 Source citation referenced in the original document (full citation not provided on this page).
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certify children on Medicaid to receive free or reduced meals. This new Medicaid direct certification process 

has made a striking difference—adding nearly 28,000 children to the school meals program. 

4 Direct certifi-
cation, along with other MCPS FARMs enrollment efforts, are critical not only to serving eligible children 

in need, but also to taking advantage of key federal program provisions. Most notably, this includes the 

USDA’s Community Eligibility Provision (CEP).

4 Source citation referenced in the original document (full citation not provided on this page).
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CEP allows the nation’s highest poverty schools and districts to serve breakfast and lunch at no cost to all 

enrolled students without collecting household applications. Instead, schools that adopt CEP are reimbursed 

using a formula based on the percentage of students categorically eligible for free meals based on their 

participation in other specific means-tested programs, such as SNAP and Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF). 

1

The increase in directly certified students will translate to additional schools that qualify for CEP. This 

increase in the number of participating schools will provide the opportunity for MCPS to provide meals to 

more students without the use of annual family applications. Looking forward, this should help MCPS use 

federal dollars to provide more FARMs, which will directly help address childhood hunger.

Figure 26: Percentage of enrolled children participating in the National School Lunch Pro-
gram across Montgomery County. Darker blue shading represents higher FARMs rates 

(approximately 1.5% to 93.2%), and green dots indicate schools providing universal meals. 

Data courtesy of Montgomery County Public Schools.
1 Citation as provided in source document.
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Maryland Meals for Achievement
The Maryland Meals for Achievement (MMFA) program “provides state funds to allow participating schools 

to implement free breakfast in the classroom.” 

2 Currently, 91 schools participate in the MMFA program in 

Montgomery County, with 58,838 students receiving free breakfasts every school day under this program. 

3 

Participation in MMFA is determined by the State, but generally “a school is eligible when at least 40 percent 

of students qualify for free or reduced-price meals.” 

4 Based on MCPS 2022 FARMs rate data, there are 26 

schools that have a FARMs rate above 40 percent but are not currently MMFA schools. If these schools 

were added to MMFA, an additional 28,286 children would be eligible for free in-classroom breakfast. 

5

Figure 27: MCPS MMFA Schools (2022). Blue shading indicates FARMs rates by area (ap-
proximately 1.5% to 93.2%), and pink dots represent schools participating in the Maryland 

Meals for Achievement free breakfast program. Data courtesy of Montgomery County Public
2 Citation as provided in source document. 

3 Citation as provided in source document. 

4 Citation as provided in source document. 

5 Citation as provided in source document.
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Schools.
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Strategies to End Childhood Hunger
The Montgomery County Food Council interviewed over a hundred local subject matter experts to develop 

a collection of proposed strategies to end childhood hunger in Montgomery County. Each of the sections 

below represents the fruits of that labor. They are organized into three groups based on how they address 

childhood food insecurity:

1. With direct financial benefits to purchase food;

2. With food provided at school, pre-school, or daycare; and

3. With novel approaches.

Each of these groups is detailed in a dedicated section that follows.

Table 1: Proposed Strategies to End Childhood Hunger by Category

Direct Financial Benefits
School & Childcare Adjacent 

Food Assistance
Novel Approaches & New 

Pathways
Expansion of SNAP Enrollment 

Programs
Expansion of Free School Meals Direct-to-Household Food 

Assistance
Address Benefit Inadequacy, 

Especially During the Summer
Expansion of Child and Adult 

Care Food Program
Improved Data-driven Decision 

Making
Provide Direct Benefits to SNAP 

Ineligible Households
Expand Early Head Start, Head 

Start, and Pre-K
Food Is Medicine

— Community School Distributions 

and Pantries
Caretaker Nutritional Training

— Expansion of Weekend Bags Financial Literacy Training and 

Education
— — Gardening Grant Program

Areas for advocacy have also been identified, and are detailed in a section that follows the individual strategy 

descriptions.
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Considering Scale, Complexity, and Impact
The strategies in this plan vary significantly in scale, complexity, and impact. In order to give the reader a 

sense of these differences, the chart below divides the strategies into two general categories — “Big Ideas” 

and “Quicker Changes.”

Big Ideas
• Promise large systemic change.
• Time and resource intensive.
• Reach thousands of families.
• Impact extends beyond just food needs.

Quicker Changes
• Promise rapid assistance.
• Help address immediate needs.
• Build on existing programs.
• Less time and resource intensive.

Table: Comparison of Big Ideas and Quicker Changes Strategies

Big Ideas Quicker Changes
Expansion of Free School Meals Expansion of Child and Adult Care Food Program 

Expansion of SNAP Enrollment Programs Community School Distributions and Pantries
Address Benefit Inadequacy, Especially During the 

Summer
Food Is Medicine

Provide Direct Benefits to SNAP Ineligible 

Households
Gardening Grant Program

Direct-to-Household Food Assistance Caretaker Nutritional Training
Improved Data-Driven Decision Making Financial Literacy Training and Education 

— Expand Early Head Start, Head Start, and Pre-K 

— Expansion of Weekend Bags

15
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Strategies to End Childhood Hunger
Direct Financial Benefits
In Montgomery County, hunger is a buying power problem. Residents appreciate the assistance offered 

through community and school-based food distribution programs, yet they also shared concerns about the 

quality and cultural appropriateness of the products offered. Their preference (according to resident survey 

data) is to have increased food benefit amounts. This request is consistent with academic research and with 

the findings of the Montgomery Food Security Task Force that,

“Food distributions are often a ‘one-size-fits-none’ approach, where the food access provider (who 

is packing the food in pre-set boxes) and the County (who is buying some or all of the food) are 

in the position of making the meal planning choices for those in need. The individuals served are 

subjected to the trauma and indignity of waiting in a line (sometimes with their children, often 

outside, and almost always in front of neighbors and community members) only to be given a 

box of food that may not contain the things they can or want to eat, know how to cook, or want 

to serve to their family.”[^39]

Providing families with extra money to purchase the food they want, from their preferred local grocer or 

farmer’s market, is more dignified, convenient, and efficient. It also supports local businesses and contributes 

to a thriving local food economy. For these reasons, the subject matter experts and residents interviewed 

agreed that efforts to combat childhood hunger should focus on increasing the buying power of food insecure 

families.

The Unique Role of SNAP in Fighting Childhood Hunger
SNAP[^40] is the country’s first line of defense against hunger. “SNAP provides benefits to eligible low-
income individuals and families via an Electronic Benefits Transfer card. This card can be used like a debit 

card to purchase eligible food in authorized retail food stores.”[^41] SNAP is critical to Montgomery County’s 

efforts because it is the primary pathway to significant federal funding aimed at addressing food insecurity. 

SNAP beneficiaries receive a reliable, steady funding stream to purchase food at local commercial groceries. 

Unlike direct food assistance programs (such as food provided from food pantries), families enrolled in SNAP 

can rely on the SNAP funding they will receive and have the increased dignity of choosing where, when, 

and what foods they want to purchase. The impact on the local economy goes well beyond the families who 

receive help, as “each $1.00 in federally funded SNAP benefits generates $1.79 in economic activity.”[^42] 

Increasingly, the federal government looks to SNAP expansion as a pillar of disaster response and poverty 

reduction, as highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic response[^43] and the recently released Biden-Harris 

Administration National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and Health[^44].

While SNAP and other direct benefit programs provide both financial and personal empowerment, they have 

three major shortcomings: *** [^39]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
[^40]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
[^41]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
[^42]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
[^43]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
[^44]: Full citation text not provided in source excerpt.
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• Enrolling for benefits is an arduous and complicated process that keeps many eligible families from 

ever getting enrolled;
• Benefits provided are often insufficient to meet the needs of food insecure families; and
• Program restrictions make many food insecure families ineligible to receive benefits.

The following sections will discuss these challenges as they relate to households with children, and consider 

potential solutions.
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Strategies to End Childhood Hunger
Expansion of SNAP Enrollment Programs
Proposal

Support the expansion of SNAP[^45] outreach through community-based organizations (CBOs) so that these 

organizations can perform more community outreach and training, as well as add enrollment experts to meet 

the overwhelming demand for their services.

Additional benefits outreach and training on eligibility screening and referral pathways would be provided 

to the wide variety of existing frontline social workers, counselors, teachers, food access providers, and 

others who interact with food-insecure children. These individuals are in a position to identify childhood 

food insecurity but often do not know which benefit programs might be able to help, or how and when to 

make SNAP or WIC enrollment referrals. Outreach and training would be offered to individuals working in 

trusted community spaces such as MCPS Community Schools, Montgomery County Food Assistance Hubs, 

recreation centers, after-school child care programs, and other places where trusted individuals are likely to 

encounter food-insecure children. The Montgomery County Food Council is well positioned to create a new 

“umbrella” program to engage non-CBO organizations with deep community ties.

Additional SNAP enrollment experts are needed to help cope with the overwhelming demand for SNAP 

enrollment assistance. CBOs are in a unique position to handle SNAP enrollment referrals but currently 

lack the capacity to reach and assist all those who need help, let alone the additional demand for their 

services that new outreach efforts will create.

Direct Financial Benefits
SNAP Enrollment Expansion

Background SNAP is the first line of defense against hunger, but many eligible residents are not receiving 

benefits to which they are entitled.

Proposal Expansion of community-based organizations to add SNAP enrollment experts to meet the 

overwhelming demand for their services.

Impact SNAP enrollment support for 2,000 children.

Medium Cost $300,000 per year.

Background
Importance of SNAP in Fighting Childhood Hunger

Many children in Montgomery County who are eligible for SNAP are not enrolled in the program. Even more 

frustrating, many eligible families who were already enrolled in SNAP are being dropped from the program 

as a result of a complicated recertification process that was paused during the COVID-19 response but is now 

back in full effect. 

1 These families are missing out on critical, reliable federal funding and, in doing so, are 

suffering needlessly while placing additional stress on other (often less well-funded) food assistance programs 

and community organizations. According to Montgomery County’s Childhood Hunger Survey, uncertainty 

concerning *** [^45]: Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).

$

1 Reference to the reinstated SNAP recertification requirements following the COVID-19 emergency response period.
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the application, personal eligibility, and child eligibility were 3 of the top 4 reasons participants were not 

enrolled in benefit programs.�� Closing this “SNAP gap” among families should be a top priority in ending 

childhood hunger in Montgomery County.

Unique Role of CBOs
Applying for SNAP benefits is a confusing, time consuming process that (without assistance) requires English 

literacy, access to a computer, a working knowledge of the various state and local offices involved in the 

application process, an address to reliably receive U.S. mail, overcoming fear created by disinformation 

about “public charge,”�� and persistent follow-up. Many residents are unsure who to turn to for help - with 

the most cited reason that kept them from asking for help from programs being, “I don’t know how to request 

help.”��

Recognizing these significant barriers to SNAP enrollment, the State of Maryland Department of Human 

Services has trained and authorized special Community Based Organizations (CBOs) to assist people with 

applying for SNAP benefits.�� CBOs are able to provide a greater level of service to clients because of their 

access to the application systems and the relationship they have cultivated locally with the Office of Eligibility 

and Support Service. There are only three Montgomery County based CBOs: Catholic Charities of the 

Archdiocese of Washington D.C. – Immigrant Support Services; Manna Food Center; and the Montgomery 

County Food Council.�¹ These CBOs are reimbursed 50% by the State, so County spending to expand local 

CBOs is effectively matched with State dollars.

CBOs do amazing work, but they face two major challenges: outreach and staffing. First, while CBOs have 

the technical expertise to help clients successfully navigate the SNAP process, they are not often in the best 

position to identify the population of children who are eligible but not enrolled in SNAP. Rather, it is the 

trusted counselors, case workers, social workers, teachers, coaches, and others who work directly with the 

children and their families that can better assess food insecurity and other needed social services. Educating 

these trusted individuals on the basic eligibility requirements for nutrition benefit programs will help them 

to identify those families that may benefit from SNAP enrollment and create a referral pipeline to the CBOs. 

Equally important, therefore, is training frontline case workers on how to make a “warm hand-off” to the 

benefit experts at a SNAP CBO, WIC office, and/or other organization that is able to provide assistance.

Second, CBOs are currently understaffed and struggle to meet the demand of those already seeking their 

help. The Montgomery County Food Council reports that, without extensive outreach, they have received 

more than 400 referrals from MCPS alone in the past year, and have had to manage that workload with only 

two full time staff members working on SNAP enrollment support. A successful outreach and training effort 

should result in a significant increase in referrals, and additional enrollment staff will be needed to meet that 

demand.

To address both of these challenges, CBO work needs to be expanded. A reasonable expansion of CBO 

efforts would be the addition of one full time position dedicated to outreach and training, along with five full 

time positions dedicated to enrollment assistance. These new enrollment experts will need to add language 

capacity in Spanish and Amharic at a minimum.
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STRATEGIES TO END CHILDHOOD HUNGER
Cost
An expansion of a local Community-Based Organization (CBO)’s efforts to include the addition of one 

position dedicated to outreach and training, along with five full-time positions dedicated to enrollment 

assistance, is likely to cost approximately $300,000 per year.[^52] Additional costs may be incurred to 

establish new (or to better leverage existing) referral mechanisms and develop training and outreach materials. 

CBOs are reimbursed 50% by the State, so County spending to expand local CBOs is effectively matched 

with State dollars.

Impact
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is the country’s first line of defense against hunger 

and the best way to link food-insecure families with reliable funding to buy healthy foods. SNAP enrollment 

also automatically qualifies children for free meals at school[^53] or daycare.[^54] Also worth noting is the 

positive local economic impact of bringing additional federal support dollars into the County:

“Each $1.00 in federally funded SNAP benefits generates $1.79 in economic activity.”[^55]

The number of SNAP-eligible children missing out on SNAP benefits is difficult to measure, but the current 

demand for SNAP enrollment assistance at CBOs indicates there are likely thousands of these children in 

Montgomery County.[^56] SNAP enrollment may not fully address those children’s food insecurity, but it is 

the most equitable and most cost-effective place to start.

Champions
Montgomery County-based CBOs would be the main champions of this effort, which would be funded in 

part by the County and in part by the State. The Montgomery County Food Council is well-positioned to 

create a new “umbrella” program to engage organizations with deep community ties. All local SNAP-focused 

CBOs, however, would need to be involved for a program of this nature to be successful. *** [^52]: Source 

citation for estimated annual expansion cost. [^53]: Source citation for automatic qualification for free school 

meals. [^54]: Source citation for automatic qualification for free daycare meals. [^55]: Source citation for 

economic impact multiplier of SNAP benefits. [^56]: Source citation for estimate of SNAP-eligible children 

in Montgomery County.

$
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Address Benefit Inadequacy, Especially During the Summer
Proposal

Providing food insecure households with children with extra money to purchase the food they want from 

the local grocer they prefer is the most dignified, equitable, and efficient way to support them. While this 

additional support would be helpful year-round, the need is particularly acute for families when school is not 

in session, making the continued expansion of Maryland Summer SNAP program particularly important.

Background

Unfortunately, while many families receive direct benefits (like SNAP or WIC), these benefits are often 

insufficient to cover their actual needs.57 According to the Food Research and Action Center,

“The greatest shortcoming of SNAP is that benefits for most households are not enough to get 

through the entire month without hunger or being forced to sacrifice nutrition quality. This 

limitation persists even in the face of overwhelming evidence on the gains from more adequate 

monthly SNAP benefits.”58

This is confirmed by the Montgomery County Resident Survey; the Survey found that, among respondents 

(n = 1,315), 63% used both food assistance programs (e.g., food distribution and food benefit). For many 

residents, food benefits alone do not meet their needs. For families with children, this need is particularly 

acute during the summer and winter school breaks when school-aged children are not receiving free school 

meals. Two recent programs have been created to fill this gap, one continuing program at the state level, 

and one temporary COVID-19 response program at the federal level. Both are detailed below, and each can 

serve as a model for Montgomery County to close the benefits inadequacy gap for families with children.

• Impact: $100–$500 per summer for 70,000 children

• High Cost: $300,000–$30 million per year

Maryland Summer SNAP

The 2019 Summer SNAP for Children Act59 aimed to close the inadequacy gap by ensuring children have 

access to the nutrition they need when school is out of session during the summer and winter breaks. Mary-
land Summer SNAP for Children provides a $30 monthly cash benefit for food during the summer months 

and $10 during winter break to reduce food insecurity and improve the diets of low-income children. The 

Maryland Department of Human Services’ Family Investment Administration ad
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ministers Summer SNAP. State law requires that local jurisdictions apply to participate in Summer SNAP 

and agree to contribute local funds. Presently, Montgomery County has $100,000 in the base budget and 

plans to continue to support the Summer SNAP Program and to increase the funding each year based on 

availability of funds.

Table 1: Summer SNAP Participation for the Past 3 Years[^60]

20–21 $228,300 $46,410 $181,890 1,818 – TCA 

school-age
21–22 $167,200 $27,200 $140,000 1,672 – TCA 

school-age (4–17)
22–23 $781,400 $453,600 $327,800 7,813 – TCA 

school-age (5–15) 

& 7 highest SNAP 

zip codes (20874, 

20877, 20878, 

20886, 20904, 

20906, 20910)

Federal Pandemic EBT
During COVID, the federal government implemented the Pandemic EBT program, which provided funds to 

families with children that would have received free or reduced-price school meals had schools not closed as 

part of the pandemic response.[^61] In Maryland, the total summer PEBT benefit was $391 per child.[^62] 

This extra funding has been cited as a possible reason why the “rate of food insecurity among households 

with children declined [nationally] in 2021 despite unemployment rates remaining above pre-pandemic levels 

and the rising cost of food and other basic necessities.”[^63] Analysis has shown that Pandemic EBT had a 

major positive impact on families, lifting millions of children out of hunger.[^64] Given the success of these 

programs, Congress is considering creating a permanent $75 per month Summer EBT benefit.[^65]

The Role of Montgomery County
While State and Federal programs expanding food benefits are significantly impactful (and the County 

should continue to advocate for their continuation and expansion), these programs do not fully account 

for the relatively high cost of living in Montgomery County. Moreover, with the pandemic ending, critical 

federal support is disappearing. The County should consider providing direct financial support to families to 

purchase food. While this additional support would be helpful year-round, the need is most acute for families 

when school is not in session. Such a program could be modeled on Summer SNAP and Pandemic EBT, 

both of which provided benefits to all children receiving FARMs. *** [^60]: Source citation for Summer 

SNAP participation data (as referenced in the original document). [^61]: Source citation for implementation 

of the federal Pandemic EBT program. [^62]: Source citation for Maryland summer PEBT benefit amount. 

[^63]: Source citation for national food insecurity rate decline in 2021. [^64]: Source citation for analysis of 

Pandemic EBT impact. [^65]: Source citation regarding proposed permanent Summer EBT benefit.
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Strategies to End Childhood Hunger – Cost, Impact, and Champi-
ons
Cost
The County share of supporting the Summer SNAP program for 2022–2023 will be $327,800, of which 

$100,000 is included in the base budget.

Funding an additional $10 per week for the ten weeks of summer ($100 total per year) for each of the 70,348 

children receiving Free and Reduced-price Meals (FARMs) benefits would cost $7,034,800 per year.

For many families, SNAP benefits are not just insufficient during summer. To fund an additional $10 per 

week year-round ($520 total per year) for each of the 70,348 children receiving FARMs, the cost would be 

$36,580,960 per year.

Impact
Maryland Summer SNAP is a partially state-funded food support program that works well, reaches a targeted 

audience, and will provide critically needed benefits to 7,813 children in 2023.

Pandemic EBT was transformative for families who received it, and a similar Montgomery County–funded 

initiative could be equally impactful. If this program were tailored to reach all children receiving FARMs 

during the regular school year, it would impact approximately 70,348 children.

Champions
The Department of Health and Human Services and the Office of Food Systems Resilience should work 

together to champion this work.
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Provide Direct Benefits to SNAP Ineligible Households
Proposal

Provide SNAP-equivalent benefits to children in low-income families in Montgomery County who are not 

eligible for state or federal food benefits.

Background

Some residents who are not U.S. citizens are not eligible for SNAP.[^66] Montgomery County has a history 

of providing support to families that are not eligible for state or federal benefit programs. For example, 

Montgomery County’s Care for Kids program provides affordable primary, specialty, behavioral health, and 

dental care for nearly 6,000 children of low-income families in Montgomery County who are not eligible for 

other state or federal health insurance programs.[^67] It is likely that many of the nearly 6,000 children 

served by the Care for Kids program are food insecure but do not qualify for SNAP. Montgomery County 

should consider taking a similar approach to food insecurity and choose to support those children with direct 

financial benefits as well.

The creation of a program designed to make all low-income families in Montgomery County eligible to receive 

some form of direct food benefit assistance could have positive network effects on overall SNAP enrollment. 

SNAP enrollment experts indicated one of the main things preventing eligible residents from enrolling in 

SNAP is concern and confusion about immigration status.[^68] As proposed in another section, an expansion 

of SNAP enrollment CBOs can help close this gap. The creation of a program covering ineligible residents 

could help in this effort. Making it clear that all low-income food insecure families can receive help from 

either SNAP, or a Montgomery County program will encourage more individuals to seek help. As a result 

of this outreach, some, if not many, of those individuals will turn out to be SNAP eligible.

Program Summary

Background: Some households with children in Montgomery County do not qualify for SNAP but still 

struggle with food insecurity.

Proposal: Provide SNAP-equivalent benefits to children in low-income families in Montgomery County who 

are not eligible for other state or federal food benefits.

Impact: SNAP-equivalent benefits for approximately 6,000 children.

High cost: $1.0M per year.

Cost

To be eligible for the Care for Kids program, a child must:[^69]

• Not be eligible for any state or federal insurance programs

• Be below 250% of the federal poverty level (FPL)

• Live in Montgomery County

Similar eligibility requirements are appropriate for addressing food insecurity. If similar requirements were 

put in place, then a similar number of participants, about 6,000 children, could be expected.

The average monthly SNAP benefit per person is around $145 per month[^70] or $1,740 per year. If those 

6,000 children in Care for Kids (continued on next page) *** [^66]:
[^67]: 

[^68]: 

[^69]: 

[^70]:

$
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qualified for the benefit, that would be an annual cost of about $10,440,000.[^71]

Food, somewhat unlike individual medical coverage, is a shared family commodity, as families share meals in 

a way they do not share dental care or eye exams. For this reason, the County should consider expanding food 

insecurity support to all of the members of a food insecure child’s household. This could more than double 

the cost of the program; it would ensure, however, that food benefits are properly scaled to a household’s 

actual need.

Impact
If similar eligibility requirements from the Care for Kids Program were put in place, then a similar number 

of participants, roughly 6000 children, could be expected.

Champions
The County would need to carefully consider who should administer this program, and should consider a 

community based organization[^72] that is already assisting with SNAP enrollment. The primary reason 

for this is that one of the goals in creating the program is to draw applicants who are SNAP eligible but 

are reluctant to apply for SNAP due to disinformation or confusion. Administering this program through 

a CBO would help ensure that families in need of help were assisted in the application process for any and 

all help they might qualify for, be it SNAP or a Montgomery County program. MCPS would be a crucial 

partner in identifying children who might be facing food insecurity but are not SNAP eligible.

$
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School and Childcare Adjacent Food Assistance
School, pre-school, childcare, and daycare facilities can play a unique role in reaching food insecure children 

with nutritious food. Below are strategies that leverage the unique and special role these places have in 

children’s lives.

Expansion of Free School Meals

Proposal Provide free school meals to more children than are currently covered by the National School 

Lunch Program (NSLP)[^73], which provides Free and Reduced-Priced Meals (FARMs) to low-income stu-
dents. Provide meals either to all students who live in households with incomes below the Self-Sufficiency 

Standard (SSS) or, alternatively, to all enrolled students.

Background The Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) system is in a unique position to provide 

children with direct food support. Nutritious meals are served daily to children across the entire MCPS 

network. This tremendous feeding effort is backed by a large nutritional staff and significant physical infras-
tructure, including kitchens, warehouses, and lunchrooms designed to meet the needs of the 161,503 enrolled 

students.

This unique capacity of schools to feed children during every school day has led the federal government 

to make free school meals a cornerstone of the national effort to reduce childhood hunger. The NSLP 

is a federally assisted meal program that provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches.[^74] 

In Montgomery County, FARMs are available to children in households whose income is below 185% of 

the federal poverty level. In MCPS in 2022, 70,348 children (43.56% of all enrolled students) received 

FARMs.[^75] The State of Maryland supplements federal funding to cover students’ reduced cost for breakfast 

and lunch.[^76] Additionally, some “universal meals schools,” with particularly high FARMs rates, provide 

free meals to all children in school regardless of household income. Together, these programs provide free 

meals to 71,547 MCPS students daily during the school year, making MCPS meals by far the largest direct 

food support hunger relief effort in the County. As part of the COVID-19 response, the federal government 

provided funding for school districts to make free meals available to all students.[^77] While universally free 

school meals are no

Impact: Free school meals for 3K–10K students
Cost: $2M–$12M per year
*** [^73]: Citation details not provided on this page.
[^74]: Citation details not provided on this page.
[^75]: Citation details not provided on this page.
[^76]: Citation details not provided on this page.
[^77]: Citation details not provided on this page.
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longer federally subsidized, COVID-19 showed that MCPS has the capacity to provide free school meals if 

sufficient funding is available.

Researchers argue that universal meal programs help address major shortcomings in the current system that 

limits free or reduced cost meals to those children in households with incomes below 185% of the federal 

poverty level (FPL):

[T]his means-tested approach excludes many resource-constrained families at risk of food inse-
curity who are near eligible for free or reduced-price meals but do not qualify. Further, some 

students who are eligible for free or reduced-price meals do not participate due to stigma. Students 

may feel shame about receiving a free school meal or their parents/caregivers may be reluctant to 

complete the necessary paperwork because it denotes that they are from a low-income household. 

… [Universal school meals] can reduce stigma; improve children’s diet-quality; nourish students 

for the academic demands of the school day; and benefit schools by potentially lowering admin-
istrative costs and eliminating school meal debt from households with insufficient funds to pay 

for meals.[78]

The failure of a needs-based test tied to the too-low 185% of FPL is particularly hard felt in Montgomery 

County, where the cost of living is much higher than the national average. U.S. Census data estimates that 

there are 40,777 school-aged children in Montgomery County that are between 185% and 400% of FPL (a 

reasonable estimate of the SSS).[79] This is a significant population of children that live in homes that make 

too much income to qualify for FARMs, but not enough to be considered self-sufficient.[80]

27



Figure 1: Too much income for FARMs, but less than self-sufficient. Children in households 

with income between 185% and 400% of FPL. Source: U.S. Census Data, 2020 ACS 5-Year 

Estimate Detailed Table B17024.

The County could help address this issue in one of two ways. First, it could offer free school meals to all 

students living in households below the self-sufficiency level. This would help address the concern that many 

food insecure children live in households with incomes above the 185% level. Alternatively, the County could 

make school meals free for all students. This would not only address the too-low 185% of FPL bar, but also 

address concerns about stigma and school debt.

Continued Advocacy
The County should also continue to advocate at the state and federal level for the expansion of school meal 

programs. Post-COVID, the expansion of school meals programs is getting renewed national interest, and is 

featured as a core part of the recently released White House National Strategy on Hunger, Nutrition, and 

Health.[81] In addition to advocating for more federal funding
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for school meals, MCPS should take full advantage of existing programs like the Community Eligibility 

Provision[^82], which expands free lunch availability in schools that serve communities most in need.

The County should advocate at the state level for the expansion of the Maryland Meals For Achievement 

(MMFA) program. This program “provides state funds to allow participating schools to implement free 

breakfast in the classroom.”[^83] Currently, 91 schools participate in the MMFA program in Montgomery 

County, with 58,838 receiving free breakfasts every school day under this program.[^84]

Serving as examples, both Colorado and Maine have recently passed laws making free meals available to all 

students, regardless of their family’s income.[^85] These could serve as a potential model to Maryland and 

other states. Montgomery County should advocate for similar support for universal school meals at the state 

and federal level.

Cost and Impact
Option A – All Children in Households Below the Self-Sufficiency Standard

School meals could be provided for free to all children living in households with income below the Self-
Sufficiency Standard (SSS). Due to the relatively high cost of living in Montgomery County, there are many 

students who face food insecurity but are ineligible for FARMs due to their household income being above 

185% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL). The SSS varies by family composition and local cost of living; 

for the most common family compositions, this is around 400% of the FPL or $111,000 in Montgomery 

County.[^86]

According to 2021 Census estimates, approximately 75,532 children live in households that make less than 

400% of the FPL in Montgomery County.[^87] Assuming that 97.77%[^88] of these children are enrolled in 

MCPS, approximately 73,848 children attend MCPS and are living in households that make less than 400% 

of FPL.[^89] According to 2022 MCPS data, 71,547 children already receive FARMs (either by being enrolled 

for FARMs or attending a universal meals school). This would mean approximately 2,301[^90] children are 

below estimates of self-sufficiency but not receiving free meals.

School lunches cost an estimated $4.00 per meal. With 182 school days in the school year, the cost of 

providing free lunches to each additional student is around $728.[^91] For the estimated 2,301 children in 

households below 400% of the FPL that are not currently receiving FARMs, this would cost $1,675,178 per 

year.[^92] This option could also encourage more families to complete FARMs application forms, which could 

help increase the number of children receiving federally funded meals.

Option B – Universal Meals

School meals could be provided for free to all enrolled MCPS students. Currently, there are 161,503 students 

enrolled, with 71,547 already receiving free meals.[^93] The cost of providing meals to the other 89,956 

children could be as much as $65,487,968 per year[^94] if every student ate the provided meal every day; 

experience indicates that not all students will take free meals even if offered. During the 2021–2022 school 

year, COVID-era waivers from the USDA made free meals available to every MCPS student, effectively 

operating a sort of one-year universal free meals program pilot. During this time, MCPS reports serving 

approximately 3,000,000 extra meals at a cost of $12,000,000 per year.[^95] This is a far better estimate 

of the actual cost of implement *** [^82]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^83]: Source not provided in 

excerpt. [^84]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^85]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^86]: Source not 

provided in excerpt. [^87]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^88]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^89]: 

Source not provided in excerpt. [^90]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^91]: Source not provided in excerpt. 

[^92]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^93]: Source not provided in excerpt. [^94]: Source not provided in 

excerpt. [^95]: Source not provided in excerpt.

28



Regarding universal free meals in Montgomery County, if the County pursues universal school meals, efforts 

should be made to ensure that as many children as possible remain enrolled in the federally funded school 

meals program. The County’s goal should be to augment federal funding provided for meals with local 

funding, not to forgo federal funding altogether, which could happen if families stop completing federally 

required FARMs applications. Moreover, the “FARMs Rate” (the percentage of the student body in a school 

receiving federally funded school meals) is considered in a number of other social welfare and school support 

program calculations. 

During COVID-19 (when universal school meals were offered), MCPS saw a significant drop in FARMs 

applications. If families no longer feel they need to apply for free school meals, it could lead to a significant 

drop in the “FARMs rate” at MCPS schools, which could in turn have a negative cascading impact by 

triggering a drop in many different forms of federal and state support offered only to high-FARMs-rate 

schools.

Champions
The County would be the funder, with MCPS preparing and providing the meals.
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Expansion of Child and Adult Care Food Program
Proposal

Reverse the decrease of home daycares (sometimes referred to as “family child care homes”) by leveraging 

the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP). This can be accomplished by ensuring that (1) all child 

care providers have access to computers to complete required paperwork; (2) newly enrolled providers receive 

sufficient support in menu planning and reporting; and (3) sufficient outreach is conducted to combat rumors 

and misconceptions about CACFP. Additional efforts should include helping care staff create culturally 

relevant menus and increasing outreach to CACFP-eligible child care centers.

Background

CACFP is a federal program that provides reimbursements for nutritious meals and snacks to eligible children 

and adults who are enrolled for care at participating child care centers, day care homes, and adult day care 

centers.[^96] In Montgomery County, CACFP for home daycares is administered by MCPS.[^97]

CACFP provides three levels of reimbursement based on a child’s household income level: “free” for children 

in households below 130% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), “reduced” for children in households below 

185% of FPL, and “paid” for all others.[^98] Home daycares receive $5.37 per day per child at the “free” 

level if two meals are served (typically breakfast and lunch); a snack is also provided. The reimbursement 

amount is lower for children at the “reduced” level ($2.58 per day per child) and the “paid” level (24 cents 

per day per child).[^99] Children in households participating in SNAP or the Temporary Cash Assistance 

Program are automatically (“categorically”) eligible for “free” status under CACFP.[^100] To be eligible for 

reimbursement under CACFP, for-profit daycare centers must show that more than 20% of enrolled children 

meet the criteria for “free” or “reduced” status.[^101]

There has been a dramatic decrease in the number of home daycares providing free meals to food-insecure 

children under CACFP. In Montgomery County, roughly 200 home daycares participated in CACFP in 2022, 

of which approximately 25% were eligible for “free” reimbursement status and 75% were eligible for “reduced” 

reimbursement status.[^102] This represents a substantial decline from the roughly 450 home daycares that 

participated in 2019.[^103]

Many home daycares that would be eligible to participate in CACFP are not currently enrolled. This is a 

major concern, given that CACFP is one of the primary pathways of federal funding to support childhood 

nutrition for children too young to attend school. Missing out on these federal dollars increases child care 

costs and reduces the capacity of providers to offer nutritious meals to food-insecure children.

Impact

Free daycare meals for 1.5K children.

Medium Cost

$150K per year. *** [^96]: Source citation as referenced in original document. [^97]: Source citation as 

referenced in original document. [^98]: Source citation as referenced in original document. [^99]: Source 

citation as referenced in original document. [^100]: Source citation as referenced in original document. 

[^101]: Source citation as referenced in original document. [^102]: Source citation as referenced in original 

document. [^103]: Source citation as referenced in original document.
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Key Informant Interviews
CentroNía

• Cynthia Mercado

City of Gaithersburg
• Lesley MacDonald, Financial Empowerment Center

Clifton Park Baptist Church, Silver Spring Hub
• Randi Drewry

Critical Issues Forum
• Mitchell Glassman
• Steve Mandel

Department of Health and Human Services
• Aizat Oladapo, Community Action Agency

• Alyssa Sanders, Linkages to Learning

• Dira Treadvance, Children, Youth & Family Services

Food Research & Action Center
• Clarissa Hayes

• Allyson Perez

Greater Washington Community Foundation
• Joan Schaffer, Children’s Opportunity Alliance

Maryland WIC
• Ernest Le

Montgomery County Council
• Essie McGuire

• Nicole Rodriguez
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PLAN CREATION
Montgomery County Public Schools

• Amy Beal, Community Schools
• Kassie Cardona, Downcounty Student Support Services
• Everett Davis, Office of Student Support and Well Being
• Barbara Harral, Department of Food & Nutrition Services
• Michelle Kim, Department of Food & Nutrition Services
• Steve Neff, Office of Student Support and Well Being
• Mariann Rutherford, Department of Food & Nutrition Services
• Shaun Sawko, Department of Food & Nutrition Services

Maryland Hunger Solutions
• Julia Gross

Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments
• Lindsay Smith

Primary Care Coalition
• Stephanie Narayanan
• Marisol Ortiz

Share Our Strength, No Kid Hungry Maryland
• Ayesha Holmes

Sheppard Pratt
• Jody Burghardt, Early Head Start

University of Maryland Extension, SNAP-Ed Program
• Chrissa Carlson
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Glossary of Terms
Case Management
A collaborative process of assessment, planning, facilitation, care coordination, evaluation, and advocacy for 

options and services to meet an individual’s and family’s comprehensive health needs through communication 

and available resources to promote quality, cost-effective outcomes.

Community Eligibility Provision
The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) is a non-pricing meal service option for schools and school 

districts in low-income areas. CEP allows the nation’s highest poverty schools and districts to serve breakfast 

and lunch at no cost to all enrolled students without collecting household applications. Instead, schools that 

adopt CEP are reimbursed using a formula based on the percentage of students categorically eligible for 

free meals based on their participation in other specific means-tested programs, such as the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).

Source: USDA Community Eligibility Provision Overview

Community Schools
In Maryland, a community school is any school that receives Concentration of Poverty Grants. The grants 

are formula-based and awarded to schools on an annual basis. The determining factor for eligibility is the 

4-year average of the percentage of the school’s students living in poverty (excluding the 2020–2021 school 

year), as determined by compensatory education enrollment. This is essentially the number of students 

receiving free and reduced-price meals.

Source: Maryland State Department of Education – Community Schools

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
A community of individuals who pledge support to a farm operation so that the farmland becomes, either 

legally or spiritually, the community’s farm. The growers and consumers provide mutual support and share 

the risks and benefits of food production.

Source: USDA National Agricultural Library – Community Supported Agriculture

Electronic Benefits Transfer Card (EBT)
Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) is an electronic system that allows a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP) participant to pay for food using SNAP benefits. When a participant shops at a SNAP-
authorized retail store, their SNAP EBT account is debited to reimburse the store for food that was purchased. 

EBT is in use in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and Guam. EBT 

has been the sole method of SNAP issuance in all states since June 2004.

Source: USDA SNAP – Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT)

Farmers Markets
A food market at which local farmers and food producers sell food and beverage products directly to con-
sumers.

Free and Reduced-price Meals (FARMs)
Free and Reduced-price Meals are available to eligible students through the National School Lunch Program. 

Source: USDA National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
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Glossary of Terms
Food Banks
A nonprofit organization (large in size) that distributes food to smaller food pantries as well as directly to 

people experiencing food insecurity.

Food Insecurity
Food insecurity is the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods, or limited or 

uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.

USDA Definition of Food Insecurity

Food Pantry
A nonprofit organization (typically small in size), such as faith-based organizations or community agencies, 

that receives donated food items and distributes them to food insecure people for preparation at home. A 

food pantry will often receive its supply of food from a food bank.

Food Security
For a household, food security means access by all members at all times to enough food for an active, healthy 

life. Food security includes at a minimum: the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods; 

and assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways (that is, without resorting to 

emergency food supplies, scavenging, stealing, or other coping strategies).

USDA Definition of Food Security

Linkages to Learning
Linkages to Learning is a prevention and intervention initiative established by the Montgomery County 

Department of Health and Human Services (MCDHHS), MCPS, and local public and private nonprofit 

agencies. Linkages to Learning assists students and their families by providing or connecting them to 

services and resources that address the social, economic, health, and emotional issues that may interfere 

with student success. The organization assists whole school communities by bringing additional partners 

and resources into the school house to offer a range of supports and opportunities to students and families.

Linkages to Learning – Montgomery County Public Schools

Maryland Market Money (MMM)
Maryland Market Money (MMM) is a statewide food access program that feeds Marylanders and sup-
ports farmers. MMM removes economic barriers for Marylanders experiencing food insecurity, providing a 

dollar-for-dollar match for purchases made using federal nutrition benefits at participating Maryland farmers 

markets, farm stands, and CSAs.

Maryland Market Money Program

Maryland Meals for Achievement (MMFA)
Maryland Meals for Achievement (MMFA) provides state funds to allow participating schools to implement 

free breakfast in the classroom. This model increases students’ access to and participation in breakfast.

Maryland Meals for Achievement – Maryland State Department of Education
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Glossary of Terms
Maryland Summer SNAP for Children
Maryland Summer SNAP for Children provides a $30 monthly cash benefit for food during the summer 

months and $10 during winter break to reduce food insecurity and improve the diets of low-income chil-
dren. The Maryland Department of Human Services’ Family Investment Administration administers Sum-
mer SNAP. State law requires that local jurisdictions apply to participate in Summer SNAP and agree to 

contribute local funds.

Maryland DHS – Summer SNAP Information

Medicaid Direct Certification
The Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 amended section 1902(a)(7) of the Social Security Act (the Act) 

to permit Medicaid agencies to enter into data-sharing agreements with state agencies that administer the 

National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program. These data-sharing agreements allow the 

state agencies to directly certify students to receive both free and reduced price school meals based on the 

child’s Medicaid eligibility and verified income. Direct certification has the potential to improve student 

access to school meals, reduce administrative burden for schools and families, and improve certification 

accuracy.

Medicaid Direct Certification Guidance (CMS PDF)

National School Lunch Program (NSLP)
The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is a federally assisted meal program operating in public and 

nonprofit private schools and residential child care institutions. It provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost 

or free lunches to children each school day.

USDA – National School Lunch Program Overview

Pandemic-EBT (P-EBT)
Pandemic-EBT, or P-EBT, is intended to help families in Maryland purchase food while schools are closed 

due to COVID-19. P-EBT provides SNAP-like benefits to children who would have received free or reduced-
price meals if not for COVID-related school closures.

• Maryland DHS – Pandemic-EBT Information
• USDA – SNAP Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) Guidance

Self-Sufficiency Standard
The amount needed to meet each basic need at a minimally adequate level, without public or private 

assistance. The assumptions and data components that go into the calculations are costs of housing, food, 

health care, child care, transportation, taxes and tax credits, emergency savings, and miscellaneous expenses. 

In Montgomery County, the Self-Sufficiency Standard for a family of four (2 adults, 1 preschool-aged child, 1 

school-aged child) is $91,252 (calculated by the Center for Women’s Welfare at the University of Washington).

Self-Sufficiency Standard – Official Website

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly the Food Stamp Program) is the nation’s 

largest domestic food and nutrition assistance program, administered by the USDA for low-income Americans. 

SNAP provides nutrition assistance to eligible low-income individuals and households via a monthly benefit 

on an Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card. Similar to a debit card, it can be used at authorized retailer 

stores to purchase food. SNAP is the largest federal nutrition assistance program in the United States.
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USDA – Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
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Glossary of Terms
The Blueprint
The Blueprint for Maryland’s Future was passed by the Maryland General Assembly in 2021 to transform 

public education in the state into a world-class education system. The Blueprint will increase education 

funding by $3.8 billion each year over the next 10 years, enrich student experiences and accelerate student 

outcomes, as well as improve the quality of education for all children in Maryland, especially those who have 

been historically underserved.

Learn more about The Blueprint for Maryland’s Future

The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)
A federal program that provides reimbursements for nutritious meals and snacks to eligible children and 

adults who are enrolled for care at participating child care centers, day care facilities, and adult day care 

centers. CACFP also provides reimbursements for meals served to children and youth participating in 

afterschool care programs, children residing in emergency shelters, and adults over the age of 60 or living 

with a disability and enrolled in day care facilities.

Learn more about the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)

WIC (The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and 

Children)
The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) provides federal 

grants to states for supplemental foods, health care referrals, and nutrition education for low-income pregnant, 

breastfeeding, and non-breastfeeding postpartum women, and to infants and children up to age 5 who are 

found to be at nutritional risk.

Learn more about WIC (The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children)

Working Parents Assistance (WPA)
Montgomery County’s Working Parents Assistance (WPA) Program is a County-sponsored program that is 

committed to helping eligible county residents pay for child care. While parents are at work or school, they 

can feel confident that their children are in a safe and caring environment.

Learn more about the Working Parents Assistance (WPA) Program

$
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End Notes

In 2018: 2 of the 45 FSI EHS three-year-old children who aged out of the program transitioned 

to Head Start. Only 18 children total transitioned to another early childhood environment. 

0–60% of three-year-olds at FSI and 30% of three-year-olds at CentroNia do not continue in early 

care and education after aging out of EHS. Children fall back in language and socio-emotional 

development. 

A positive screen requires a response of ‘often true’ or ‘sometimes true’ to either or both of the 

following statements: 

‘Within the past 12 months we worried whether our food would run out before we got money to 

buy more.’ 

‘Within the past 12 months the food we bought just did not last and we did not have money to 

get more.’
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APPENDIX A Resident Survey Data Summary
Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC
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Figure 2: Montgomery County Food Council logo depicting a stylized orange tree on the left, 

green agricultural fields sweeping across the foreground, and a blue city skyline silhouette on 

the right, symbolizing the connection between local agriculture and the community.

Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results 

Montgomery County Food Council 

October 2022 

SharpInsight
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Survey Background
The Montgomery County Food Council developed and disseminated the Montgomery County Childhood 

Hunger Survey, seeking input from county residents to guide the development of strategies to address hunger 

among children and youth.

The 15-question survey was created by Community Science, a county-based evaluation firm, and implemented 

via SurveyMonkey.com from August 25, 2022 through September 15, 2022. The survey used a convenience 

sample and was available in English and Spanish. It was shared through the Food Council’s channels 

(e.g., distribution lists, social media) and partners to share with others (e.g., food assistance providers) and 

also distributed via the county Department of Health and Human Services and other county government 

communication channels. Respondents were randomly selected to receive gift cards if they provided their 

email addresses.

The survey focused on parents, grandparents, and/or legal guardians of children in Montgomery County, 

Maryland. If a respondent did not fall within one of these categories, they were excluded from this analysis. 

The survey started first with questions regarding obtaining food for the household, whether the household was 

food secure, and reasons that have kept households from getting food over the last year. This was followed by 

multiple questions about food assistance from distribution avenues, such as food pantries and meal sites, and 

benefit programs, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Demographic questions 

regarding household size, languages spoken, race/ethnicity, and household income were the final survey 

questions.

In the fall of 2022, the Montgomery County Food Council engaged a county-based evaluation firm, Sharp 

Insight, LLC, to analyze the data and develop a summary report of findings from the Montgomery County 

Childhood Hunger Survey. With guidance from the Food Council, Sharp Insight cleaned the data, ran both 

descriptive and inferential analyses, and developed this summary report. This report provides the survey 

results, starting with demographics of the respondents and indicators of household food security. The report 

then delves into household food access and food assistance, with a particular focus on examining differences 

between food secure and insecure households.
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Characteristics of Survey Respondents
Overall, 1,315 respondents completed the 2022 Montgomery County Childhood Hunger Survey. Of these, 

84% took the survey in English and 16% in Spanish. Household size of the respondents averaged 4.5 people 

(children and adults), with an average of 1.8 children (n=1,170).

Figure 3: Infographic displaying an average household size of 4.5 people and an average of 1.8 

children per household among survey respondents (n=1,170).

The survey included a diverse group of respondents. Respondents were asked to choose their race or ethnicity 

and could only choose one option. Almost half of the survey respondents (46%) identified as White, 21% 

as Hispanic or Latino, 14% as Black or African American, and 7% as American Indian or Alaska Native. 

Five percent identified as Asian, 3% as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 2% as African, and 1% 

as having two or more races.
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Figure 4: Horizontal bar chart illustrating the race and ethnicity of survey respondents 

(n=1,232), with the largest group identifying as White (46%), followed by Hispanic or Latino 

(21%) and Black or African American (14%).

Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC
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Two-thirds of respondents reported an annual household income between $20,000–$59,999. Approximately 

a quarter of the respondents (23%) had annual incomes above $60,000. About a third each had annual 

household incomes between $20,000 and $39,999 (35%) and $40,000 and $59,999 (31%). About one in ten 

(12%) had annual incomes below $20,000.

Total Annual Household Income (n=1,198)

Figure 5: Distribution of Total Annual Household Income Among Respondents (n=1,198). 

The bar chart displays five income categories. The largest share is $20,000–$39,999 at 35%, 

followed by $40,000–$59,999 at 31%. Sixteen percent report $60,000–$79,999, 7% report 

$80,000 or more, and 12% report less than $20,000.

The majority of respondents reported that English was the primary language spoken in their childhood 

home. More specifically, English was spoken in most (76%) of the respondents’ childhood homes, followed 

by Spanish or Spanish Creole (16%) and other languages (6%). Of the other languages, most were Asian 

languages, such as Chinese, Vietnamese, and Tagalog.

Primary Language Spoken in Respondents’ Childhood Home (n=1,249)

Figure 6: English as Primary Childhood Language (76%). The pie chart highlights that 

over three-quarters of respondents indicated English was the main language spoken in their 

childhood home.
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Figure 7: Spanish or Spanish Creole as Primary Childhood Language (16%). The chart shows 

a smaller segment representing respondents who primarily spoke Spanish or Spanish Creole 

in their childhood home.

Figure 8: Other Languages as Primary Childhood Language (6%). The chart shows a small seg-
ment representing respondents who spoke other languages—most commonly Asian languages 

such as Chinese, Vietnamese, and Tagalog—in their childhood home.
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Household Food Security
Survey respondents were asked questions to gauge household level of food security. One question asked 

whether, “In the last year, how often did you worry that your household would run out of food before you 

could get more?” Response choices included never, sometimes, often, or all of the time. Those responding 

“never” were deemed food secure. Those responding “sometimes” were defined as moderately food insecure, 

while those who marked “often” or “all of the time” were defined as highly food insecure.

Overall, 27% of the respondents reported high food insecurity levels, 62% reported moderate levels, and 11% 

reported being food secure.

Those taking the Spanish survey were significantly more likely than those taking the English survey to report 

high levels of insecurity over the last year. A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the 

relation between those taking the English and Spanish surveys and their food security levels. The relation 

between these variables was significant, 𝑋 

2 (2, 𝑁 = 1,315) = 28.8, 𝑝 < .001 (reads as “chi-square equals 28.8 

with 2 degrees of freedom and a sample size of 1,315, p less than .001”).

Other indicators reviewed for differences in food security levels were household size and number of children; 

however, no statistical differences were found.

Reported household income statistically aligned with reports of food security. Households with in-
comes below $20,000 were more likely to report high food insecurity, those with household incomes 

between $20,000 and $59,999 were more likely to report moderate food insecurity, and those making 

60, 000𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑜𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑛𝑛𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑦𝑤𝑒𝑟𝑒𝑚𝑜𝑟𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑒𝑝𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑏𝑒𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑓𝑜𝑜𝑑𝑠𝑒𝑐𝑢𝑟𝑒(X^2(8, N = 1{,}198) = 328.9, p < .001$, 

reads as “chi-square equals 328.9 with 8 degrees of freedom and a sample size of 1,198, p less than .001”).

Levels of Household Food Security

Figure 9: Distribution of household food security levels among all respondents and by survey 

language. For all respondents, 27% reported high food insecurity, 62% moderate food 

insecurity, and 11% food secure. Among English survey respondents, 24% reported high 

food insecurity, 65% moderate food insecurity, and 11% food secure. Among Spanish survey 

respondents, 42% reported high food insecurity, 49% moderate food insecurity, and 9% food 

secure.

The figure presents three stacked horizontal bars comparing levels of food security. Among all respondents, 

just over one-quarter reported high food insecurity, nearly two-thirds reported moderate food insecurity, and 

about one in ten were food secure. English survey respondents reported lower levels of high food insecurity 

and higher levels of moderate food insecurity compared to Spanish survey respondents. Spanish survey
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respondents reported the highest proportion of high food insecurity and the lowest proportion of food secure 

households. *** Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, 

LLC
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Household Food Access
Survey participants were asked a number of questions about how they access food for their household. When 

looking at food access avenues, the results show statistically significant differences between those households 

that are food secure (reporting never worrying the household would run out of food before they could get 

more) and food insecure.

Food secure households are more likely to usually get food from grocery stores (69%) than food insecure 

households (50%), whereas food insecure households are more likely to use food banks, pantries, or community 

food distribution sites (43%) than food secure households (19%). About a third of both household types 

utilize farmers markets or on-farm markets at generally the same rates—for food secure (32%) and food 

insecure households (37%). Food insecure households are more likely to obtain food from family, friends, 

or neighbors (33%) and MCPS meal sites (29%) than food secure households (15% and 19%, respectively), 

whereas food secure households are more likely to use restaurants or food trucks (45% compared to 23%).

How do you usually get your food for the household? (Select all that apply)

Figure 10: Comparison of food access sources for food secure and food insecure households. 

The horizontal bar chart shows six categories. Grocery stores (in-person or delivery): 69% 

food secure, 50% food insecure. Food banks, pantries, or community food distributions: 19% 

food secure, 43% food insecure. Farmers’ markets or on-farm markets: 32% food secure, 

37% food insecure. Food from family, friends, or neighbors: 15% food secure, 33% food 

insecure. Montgomery County Public Schools meal sites: 19% food secure, 29% food insecure. 

Restaurants or food trucks (eat in, take-out, or delivery): 45% food secure, 23% food insecure. 

Differences marked with an asterisk indicate statistical significance at P < .01.
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Statistically significant difference at P < .01
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With respect to food security and transportation, food secure households were significantly more likely to 

drive to obtain food (70%). In contrast, food insecure households relied on multiple modes of transportation 

at similar rates:

• Walking (24%)

• Driving (20%)

• Biking (20%)

• Public transportation (19%)

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relation between food security and trans-
portation to food access sites. The result was statistically significant: chi-square (𝜒 

2 ) with 6 degrees of 

freedom and 𝑁 = 1,315 was 161.2, 𝑝 < .001 (reads as “chi-square with six degrees of freedom equals one 

hundred sixty-one point two, p less than point zero zero one”).

How do you usually get to the store, market, meal site, or other locations where 

you most often get food?
For all barriers to obtaining food asked in the survey, there were statistically significant differences between 

households who reported being food secure and those who reported being food insecure. Participants were 

asked what had kept them from getting food for their household over the last year and were given a list of 

possible reasons.

Food secure respondents were much more likely to report that nothing kept them from getting food during 

the last year (70%) compared to food insecure respondents (30%).

Among respondents from food insecure households, the top barriers to obtaining food were:

• Not having enough money (48%)

• Not being able to find the food they want or need (25%)

• Not being sure where to go to get food assistance (24%)

• Being embarrassed to ask for support (22%)

• Having difficulty getting food for the household’s children (20%)
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During the past year, what has kept you from getting food for your household? 

(Select all that apply.)

Figure 11: Horizontal bar chart showing reasons households reported being kept from getting 

food during the past year, comparing food secure (n = 141) and food insecure (n = 1,174) 

respondents. Food insecure households reported higher rates across most barriers. The most 

frequently selected barrier among food insecure households was “I don’t have enough money 

for food” (48%) compared with 9% of food secure households 

1 . Other common barriers among 

food insecure households included not knowing where to go for food assistance (24% vs. 3% 

2 ), 

embarrassment asking for support (22% vs. 6% 

3 ), difficulty getting food for children (20% 

vs. 6% 

4 ), not having a car (19% vs. 9% 

5 ), concern about providing personal information (19% 

vs. 11% 

6 ), difficulty moving around (16% vs. 9% 

7 ), not feeling safe using public transportation 

(15% vs. 8% 

8 ), and lack of nearby public transportation (14% vs. 5% 

9 ). In contrast, 70% of
1 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

2 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

3 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

4 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

5 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

6 Statistically significant differences at p < .01. 

7 Statistically significant differences at p < .05. 

8 Statistically significant differences at p < .05. 

9 Statistically significant differences at p < .01.
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food secure households reported that nothing had kept them from getting food, compared 

with 30% of food insecure households 

10 .

Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC

10 Statistically significant differences at p < .01.
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Near the end of the survey, respondents were asked to choose two aspects that would make it easier to get 

food for their household from a list. For food insecure households, the top three food resources desired 

included increased food benefit amounts (36%), food assistance programs that are more accessible (35%), 

and gift cards to buy groceries (29%). Top resources for food secure households include raw ingredients to 

cook at home selected themselves from food pantries (32%), gift cards to buy groceries (30%), increased food 

benefits (27%), and more accessible food assistance programs (27%).

Top Two Resources to Make It Easier to Get Food for Your Household

Figure 1: Horizontal bar chart showing the percentage of respondents selecting each resource, 

comparing Food Secure (n=60) and Food Insecure (n=989) households. Food Insecure house-
holds most frequently selected increased food benefit amounts (36%), more accessible food 

assistance programs (35%), and gift cards to buy groceries (29%). Food Secure households 

most frequently selected raw ingredients to cook at home from food pantries (32%), gift cards 

to buy groceries (30%), increased food benefit amounts (27%), and more accessible programs 

(27%). Additional options shown include more places to buy food near home (27% secure, 

16% insecure), pre-packed boxes of raw ingredients (23% secure, 13% insecure), improved 

public transportation (10% secure, 13% insecure), prepared meals to eat at home (10% secure,
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12% insecure), gift cards for prepared meals (10% secure, 19% insecure), and tools/materials 

to grow food (5% secure, 11% insecure).
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Food Assistance Program Use
Survey respondents were asked a number of questions about food assistance via food distribution avenues, 

such as food banks, food pantries, and other community food distribution or meal programs, and food benefit 

programs, including the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Women, Infants, and Children 

(WIC), and Free and Reduced Meals at Schools (FARMS).

Among the respondents (𝑛 = 1, 315), 63% used both food assistance programs (e.g., food distribution and 

food benefit) while 17% used neither of these programs. Another one in five received assistance solely 

through food distribution avenues (8%) or food benefit programs (13%). When analyzed by language of 

survey completion (Spanish and English), there were no statistically significant differences found.

Table 1: Types of Food Assistance Used (n = 1,315)

Assistance Type Percentage Description
Both Distribution and Benefit 

Programs
63% Received both food assistance via 

food distribution avenues and 

food benefit programs
Food Distribution Only 8% Received food assistance via food 

distribution avenues but not 

through food benefit programs
Food Benefit Only 13% Received food assistance via food 

benefit programs but not through 

food distribution avenues
Neither Program 17% Did not receive assistance 

through food distribution avenues 

or food benefit programs

Assistance via Food Distribution Avenues
To examine one part of food assistance, survey participants were asked whether their household currently 

receives assistance from food banks, pantries, and/or other community food distribution or meal programs. 

Seventy percent of respondents reported receiving food distribution assistance (e.g., food banks, pantries, 

and/or other community distribution or meal programs) (𝑛 = 1, 315).

Food insecure households were statistically more likely to report receiving food distribution assistance (74%) 

than food secure households (36%). This difference was measured through a chi-square test of independence 

to examine whether receiving this assistance is related to whether the household is food secure, and it was 

significant: chi-square (1, 𝑁 = 1, 315) = 89.7, 𝑝 < .001 (reads as “chi-square with 1 degree of freedom and N 

equals 1,315 equals 89.7, p less than point zero zero one”).
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Food Distribution Assistance by Food Secure and Food Insecure Households 

(𝑛 = 1, 315)
Food Secure Households (𝑛 = 141)

Figure 1: Food Secure Households (n = 141). The pie chart indicates that 36% of food secure 

households reported receiving assistance from food banks, pantries, and/or other community 

food distribution or meal programs, while 64% did not receive assistance.

Food Insecure Households (𝑛 = 1, 174)

Figure 2: Food Insecure Households (n = 1,174). The pie chart shows that 74% of food 

insecure households reported receiving assistance from food banks, pantries, and/or other 

community food distribution or meal programs, while 26% did not receive assistance.

Participants not receiving assistance from food banks, pantries, and/or other community food distribution 

or meal programs (𝑛 = 391) were questioned about what kept them from asking for help from the programs 

and were provided with a list of choices. The highest number (41%) of respondents who did not receive 

food assistance reported that they did not know how to ask for help. About one in five reported they did 

not need it (21%) or that they felt embarrassed (18%). Fifteen percent (15%) reported there was too much
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paperwork, and 15% said they did not want to provide their personal information.

Reasons That Kept Respondents from Asking for Help (Select all that apply,
𝑛 = 391)

Figure 3: Reasons for Not Seeking Food Assistance (n = 391). The bar chart shows that 

41% did not know how to request help; 21% reported they did not need assistance; 18% 

felt embarrassed; 15% cited too much paperwork; 15% did not want to provide personal 

information; 7% said programs did not have the food they wanted; and 4% reported they 

could not get help in their language.

All of the survey participants were asked, “If your household needs assistance getting food in the future, how 

likely are you to seek help at these sites in your community?” Respondent choices were “very likely,” “likely,” 

“unlikely,” or “very unlikely.” Overall, food insecure households had higher percentages of respondents 

marking “very likely” or “likely” across all selections than did food secure households. Participants overall 

were most likely to seek help from a food bank or pantry. Food insecure households were next most likely to 

reach out to a church or faith-based organization (73%), a community organization or neighborhood group 

(71%), and/or schools (70%). Respondents from food insecure households were significantly more likely 

to seek future help, if needed, from church or faith-based organizations, healthcare providers, or childcare 

providers. *** Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, 

LLC
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Percent Likely or Very Likely to Seek Help from These Sites When Needed in 

the Future

Figure 5: Percent of Respondents Likely or Very Likely to Seek Help from Selected Sites in 

the Future, by Food Security Status

The chart compares the percentage of respondents who report they are likely or very likely to seek help from 

selected sites in the future, shown separately for food secure and food insecure households.

Table 5: Percent Likely or Very Likely to Seek Help from Selected Sites

Site Food Secure (%) Food Insecure (%)
Food bank or pantry 80 81
Church or faith-based
organization**

65 73

Community organization or 

neighborhood group
71 71
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Site Food Secure (%) Food Insecure (%)
School 71 70
Government agency (e.g., health
department, housing agency) 

76 68

Healthcare provider* 50 68
Head Start center* 41 67
Public library 64 65
Childcare provider* 48 64

Note: Overall number of respondents varies from 1,233 to 1,302.

* Indicates statistically significant differences at 𝑝 < 0.01 (reads as “p less than 0.01”).

** Indicates statistically significant differences at 𝑝 < 0.05 (reads as “p less than 0.05”). *** Montgomery 

County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC
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Assistance via Food Benefit Programs
Survey participants were asked whether their household was currently enrolled in food benefit programs 

such as SNAP, WIC, and FARMS. Overall, 75% reported receiving this assistance. A chi-square test of 

independence was performed to examine whether receiving this assistance was related to household food 

security. The relation between these variables was significant, 𝑋 

2 (1, 𝑁 = 1,315) = 99.6, 𝑝 < .001 (reads as 

“chi-square of 1 degree of freedom with N equals 1,315 equals 99.6, p less than point zero zero one”). That is, 

food insecure households were much more likely to report receiving this assistance (80%) than food secure 

households (41%).

Seventy-five percent of respondent households reported being enrolled in food benefit programs such as 

SNAP, WIC, and FARMS (𝑛 = 1,315).

Figure 6: Respondents with food secure households (n = 141). The pie chart shows 41% 

enrolled in food benefit programs and 59% not enrolled.

Figure 7: Respondents with food insecure households (n = 1,174). The pie chart shows 80%
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enrolled in food benefit programs and 20% not enrolled.

For those participants not receiving food benefit assistance (𝑛 = 324), the primary reason reported for not 

asking for help (32%) was that they did not know how to apply. Other reasons included reporting that they 

do not need it (22%), not knowing whether their children are eligible (18%), and not knowing whether their 

household is eligible (16%).

• 32% did not know how to apply

• 22% reported they do not need it

• 18% did not know whether their children are eligible

• 16% did not know whether their household is eligible
*** Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC
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Reasons that kept respondents from participating in food benefit 

programs (Select all that apply) (n=324)

Figure 8: Reasons respondents did not participate in food benefit programs (n = 324). The 

most common reason was not knowing how to apply (32%), followed by not needing the benefit

90



(22%) and uncertainty about a child’s eligibility (18%). Lower-frequency reasons included 

paperwork concerns (8%), privacy concerns (8%), embarrassment (9%), and language barriers 

(2%).

Reason Percentage
I don’t know how to apply 32%
I don’t need it 22%
I’m not sure if my child is eligible 18%
I’m not sure if I’m eligible 16%
I know I’m not eligible 12%
I’m worried someone needs the help more than me 10%
I feel embarrassed 9%
I don’t want to provide my personal information 8%
There is too much paperwork 8%
I know my child is not eligible 5%
I can’t get help in my language 2%

Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, LLC
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Topline Summary
In the summer of 2022, the Montgomery County Food Council developed and disseminated a survey, Mont-
gomery County Childhood Hunger Survey, seeking input from county residents to guide the development 

of strategies to address hunger among children and youth. The data were analyzed and reported by a 

county-based evaluation firm, Sharp Insight, LLC. A topline summary of findings by topic is outlined below.

Characteristics of Survey Respondents
• Overall, 1,315 respondents completed the 2022 Montgomery County Childhood Hunger Survey. Of 

these, 84% took the survey in English and 16% in Spanish.
• The survey included a diverse group, with 46% of respondents identifying as White, 21% as Hispanic 

or Latino, 14% as Black or African American, 7% as American Indian or Alaska Native, 5% as Asian, 

3% as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 2% as African, and 1% as having two or more races. 

• Two-thirds of survey participants reported annual household incomes between $20,000–$59,999.

Household Food Security
• Overall, 27% of the respondents reported high food insecurity levels, 62% reported moderate levels, 

and 11% reported being food secure.
• Those taking the Spanish survey were significantly more likely than those taking the English survey to 

report high levels of insecurity over the last year.
• Reported household income statistically aligned with reports of food security. For instance, households 

with incomes below $20,000 were more likely to report high food insecurity.

Household Food Access
• Food secure households are more likely to usually get food from grocery stores (69%) than food insecure 

households (50%), whereas food insecure households are more likely to use food banks, pantries, or 

community food distribution sites (43%) than food secure households (19%).
• Food secure households were significantly more likely to drive to obtain food (70%), whereas food inse-

cure households rely equally on walking (24%), driving (20%), biking (20%), and public transportation 

(19%).
• There were statistically significant differences for all barriers to obtaining food asked in the survey 

between households who reported being food secure and food insecure.
• For food insecure households, the top three food resources desired included increased food benefit 

amounts (36%), food assistance programs that are more accessible (35%), and gift cards to buy groceries 

(29%). *** Montgomery County Childhood Hunger 2022 Survey Results | Prepared by Sharp Insight, 

LLC

$
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Food Assistance Program Use
• About two-thirds of the respondents (63%) used both food assistance programs (e.g., food distribution 

and food benefit), while 17% used neither of these programs.

Food Distribution Assistance
• The majority of respondents (70%) reported receiving food distribution assistance from food banks, 

pantries, and/or other community distribution or meal programs.
• Food insecure households were statistically more likely to report receiving this food distribution assis-

tance (74%) than food secure households (36%).
• The highest number (41%) of respondents that did not receive food assistance reported that they did 

not know how to ask for help.
• In regard to seeking assistance in the future, participants (80–81%) were most likely to seek help from 

a food bank or pantry. Food insecure households were next most likely to reach out to a church 

or faith-based organization (73%), a community organization or neighborhood group (71%), and/or 

schools (70%).

Assistance from Food Benefit Programs
• Three-quarters (75%) of respondent households reported being enrolled in food benefit programs such 

as SNAP, WIC, and FARMS.
• For those participants not receiving food benefit assistance, the primary reason reported for not 

asking for help (32%) was that they did not know how to apply.

Discussion Questions
As the Montgomery County Food Council and partners review findings from the 2022 Montgomery County 

Childhood Hunger Survey, Sharp Insight, LLC respectfully offers the following questions for discussion:

• What findings, if any:
– Confirmed what you already knew or understood to be true in the county?
– Raised additional questions or areas for potential future exploration?
– Will be most useful in advocating for the work of the Montgomery County Food Council?
– How might the Montgomery County Food Council engage its partners in strategically using 

these findings?
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APPENDIX B RESIDENT ENGAGEMENT OVERVIEW AND 

HIGHLIGHTS
Prepared by Community Science
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Montgomery County’s Strategic Plan to Address Childhood 

Hunger Resident Engagement Overview and Highlights

Figure 9: Residents seated together in conversation, appearing to participate in a facilitated 

discussion about childhood hunger strategies.

Figure 10: Blue circular design element forming part of a larger infographic layout.
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Figure 11: Community member seated outdoors in a wheelchair, suggesting inclusive partici-
pation in resident engagement activities.

Figure 12: Gray circular design element used as a placeholder within the overall visual frame-
work.
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Figure 13: Blue circular graphic component consistent with the page’s infographic theme.

Figure 14: Adult and child posed together, symbolizing family perspectives included in the 

engagement process.
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Figure 15: Circular graphic labeled “STRENGTH,” highlighting a key theme or value identi-
fied through resident engagement.

Figure 16: Two children leaning close together, representing youth voices or peer relationships 

within the community.
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Figure 17: Blue circular graphic element reinforcing the visual consistency of the engagement 

highlights page.

Figure 18: Gray circular design element used as a visual spacer within the infographic layout.
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Figure 19: Small group of children with an adult in an outdoor setting, illustrating community 

and family engagement.

Figure 20: Blue circular graphic element forming part of the visual engagement summary.
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Figure 21: Three people leaning toward one another in conversation, suggesting collaborative 

dialogue during engagement sessions.

Figure 22: Circular portrait of a community member, emphasizing individual resident per-
spectives in the strategic planning process.

EVALUATE 

EQUITY

Community Science 438 N. Frederick Ave, Suite 315 Gaithersburg, MD 20877 Phone: 301-519-0722 Fax: 

301-519-0724 Community Science website
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Introduction
The Montgomery County Food Council worked with various community partners to implement resident 

engagement efforts. The goal of this partnership was to gain a better understanding of the food access 

challenges that children and youth are currently facing. Responses to the Montgomery County Childhood 

Hunger Survey 

1 , which was administered in English and Spanish and received more than 1300 responses, 

together with the information gathered at 3 listening sessions 

2 attended by a total of 30 residents, provided 

quantitative and qualitative data that helped inform the creation of this plan. Key takeaways from these 

engagement efforts include focusing on barriers to food access, utilization and experience with food assistance 

resources, and strategies to address food access barriers are summarized below.

Community Science
The following notes provide additional detail:

1. The Montgomery County Childhood Hunger Survey was created by the Montgomery County Food 

Council and Community Science. Analysis of survey results was performed by Sharp Insight.
2. Resident listening sessions were hosted by Identity, Inc., Manna Food Center, and The UpCounty Hub. 

The listening session toolkit and protocols were created by Community Science.

1 The Montgomery County Childhood Hunger Survey was created by the Montgomery County Food Council and Community 

Science. Analysis of survey results was performed by Sharp Insight. 

2 Resident listening sessions were hosted by Identity, Inc., Manna Food Center, and The UpCounty Hub. The listening session 

toolkit and protocols were created by Community Science.
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Barriers to Food Access
Food affordability and the overall high cost of living are the most significant factors affecting access to 

adequate food among families with children; healthcare needs, childcare costs, and household size are related 

considerations. Participants in community engagement activities reported that the cost of food compared 

to their incomes was the main barrier they faced in acquiring food for their households.

• Survey participants with incomes below $20,000 were more likely to report high food insecurity, those 

with household incomes between $20,000 and $59,999 were more likely to report moderate food insecu-
rity, and those making $60,000 or more annually were more likely to report being food secure. Almost 

half of the survey respondents (48%) with food insecure households reported that not having enough 

money was the main factor that kept them from getting food for their household over the last year.
• Similarly, participants in listening sessions overwhelmingly stressed price as the most important factor 

when deciding where to shop for their food. Participants frequently cited the economic difficulties 

associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and the high costs of living as major barriers to accessing the 

foods that they prefer. Many noted that either they or a family member lost work during the pandemic 

and had to contend with this loss of income and rising food prices to be able to feed their families. 

Others cited persisting medical bills and the responsibility of feeding extended family members as 

major barriers to accessing the foods they need and prefer. The increase in the cost of living and food 

forced many of the participants to live in a state of insecurity regarding how they would pay their bills 

and feed their families.
• The need to cover other expenses, such as childcare and to provide food for many family members, 

further compounds the effects of the high cost of food relative to income. For example, mothers of 

small children faced the issue of whether to send their kids to daycare. These mothers cited the high 

prices of daycares as a reason to keep them home instead. This results in them staying home, limiting 

their family income and creating a need to purchase more food to feed their children during the day.
• Mothers with large families emphasized the difficulties in buying enough food. Many cited that halfway 

through the week, their weekly shop runs out. Three women also detailed that they had trouble feeding 

a family of their size using food distribution sites because they often were forced to wait in line two or 

three times to be able to collect the amount of food they needed.

Accessibility of affordable food retailers and assistance sites as well as cultural relevance are other factors 

that influence how families with children access food. Participants in community engagement activities 

also reported not being able to find the types of food preferred or needed by their families as well as 

transportation-related issues as barriers to food access.

• Approximately a quarter (25%) of survey respondents in food-insecure households reported not being 

able to find the food they want or need as a factor that kept them from getting food for their household 

over the last year.
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• In general, food-secure households are more likely to get food from grocery stores (69%) than food-
insecure households (50%). Food-insecure households are more likely to use food banks, pantries, or 

community food distribution sites (43%) than food-secure households (19%).

• Participants in listening sessions mentioned supermarkets like Aldi and Megamart as their favorite 

markets because of their cheaper prices. Other participants shared that they go to Safeway, Walmart, 

and Sam’s Club also due to their cheaper prices. A few participants shared that they go to H-Mart for 

culturally relevant Latin foods. The English-speaking group noted that they frequent Giant, Whole 

Foods, international markets, and African stores; they concluded, however, that they ultimately look 

for the best deals.

• Food-secure households were significantly more likely to drive to obtain food (70%), whereas food-
insecure households rely equally on walking (24%), driving (20%), biking (20%), and public trans-
portation (19%).

• Two participants in listening sessions cited the barriers they face without a car. They shared that 

the amount of time and energy it takes to use public transit to access markets and food assistance 

makes it much harder. As noted, participants with large families faced even more transportation-
related challenges in buying enough food. The need to use public transit to travel to markets or food 

assistance sites posed additional barriers to these participants’ ability to acquire and transport enough 

food for their families.

• Participants in listening sessions overwhelmingly emphasized the importance of having fresh fruits and 

vegetables in the home. Overall, participants’ food preferences are highly influenced by nutritional 

value and cultural relevance. Certain fruits and vegetables were stressed in the Spanish-speaking focus 

groups for their cultural relevance, such as plantains, masa, beans, yuca, elote (corn), mango, and 

nopales (cactus). Participants relayed the importance of having these foods for the health of their 

children and family. Participants expressed the importance of having milk, formula, eggs, chicken, fish, 

yogurt, cereal, and snacks as their specific preferences for their children’s food. One participant stressed 

the importance of having healthy foods because she has an obese child and a diabetic husband. One 

participant stressed needing gluten-free and sugar-free foods for her autistic son, which can be very 

expensive. The English-speaking group expressed wanting low-sodium and low-fat foods and foods 

with whole grains. An African immigrant participant noted her preference for yams and dried fish.

Utilization and Experience with Food Assistance Resources
Overall, most participants in community engagement activities have used or know about food assistance 

resources; however, some of them are still unaware of where to go or how to ask for help. Many participants 

in community engagement activities reported being aware of or using food assistance resources. However, 

some reported not knowing where to go to get assistance or how to ask for help.

• Overall, 75% of survey respondents reported being enrolled in food benefit programs such as SNAP, 

WIC, and FARMS, while 70% (n = 1,315) reported receiving food distribution assistance (e.g., food 

banks, pantries, and/or other community distribution or meal programs).
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programs). More than half of the survey respondents, 63% (n = 1,315) reported participating in both food 

assistance and benefits programs.

• Almost all listening session participants were aware of one or more food distribution sites, particularly 

of the facilitating organizations. Participants shared that they have gone to churches, schools, and 

other food distribution sites for food assistance. Members of the Spanish-speaking groups shared that 

they usually find out about these sites from friends, non-profit community organizations, WhatsApp 

groups, Facebook pages, and the County website.
• Approximately a quarter (24%) of survey respondents with food-insecure households reported not being 

sure where to go to get food assistance as a factor that kept them from getting food for their household 

over the last year.
• Approximately two-fifths (41%) of all survey participants not receiving food assistance (n = 391) 

reported that they did not know how to ask for help. One-third (32%) of those not enrolled in benefit 

programs (n = 324) reported that they did not know how to apply.
• Participants in two listening sessions noted that they knew they could call 311 to learn about food 

assistance resources; however, they found it generally unhelpful, describing the experience as getting 

“the runaround.”

Although residents appreciate the assistance offered through community and school-based food distribution 

programs, they described issues with the quality and cultural appropriateness of the products offered. Many 

of the listening session participants expressed their gratitude for the availability of food assistance support 

in general and for the help they received from the facilitating organizations. However, they described issues 

faced with the quality and cultural relevance of the food received.

• Participants in two listening sessions spoke at length on the issue of receiving expired foods and being 

unsure about their quality even when frozen. Some participants said they always throw away food 

received past its expiration date. One mother cooked chicken four days past its due date, and her 

children got sick. Participants appreciated the class that Manna offers on food storage and nutrition 

labels to address some of these concerns.
• Many of the Spanish-speaking groups noted that food assistance sites rarely have the fresh, culturally 

appropriate Latin foods they prefer. Mothers of school-aged children in these groups also shared that 

they were unhappy with the quality of the school meals their children receive and how culturally 

different they are from what they eat at home.
• The English-speaking focus group had mixed feelings about the quality of school lunches, with some 

complaining about the quality and taste, while others shared that they were happy with the nutritional 

value and amount of food their children receive.

The complexity of application processes, including the lack of staff with the cultural and linguistic skills to 

help residents most in need, is the main factor affecting enrollment in benefits programs. Most participants 

in listening sessions were aware of the major benefits programs and agreed that these are helpful resources 

when received. However, conversations around these programs largely skewed
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• Participants in the Spanish-speaking listening sessions shared that they felt discriminated against for 

their race, inability to speak English, and lack of documents when applying for public food assistance 

programs like SNAP and WIC. The participants have found that the lack of Spanish-speaking staff at 

government agencies and the disrespect they have experienced there to be a major barrier to accessing 

food assistance.

• Language access was a frequently cited barrier among participants in being able to fill out and ask 

questions about application forms. Another frequently cited issue among immigrant participants was 

that they lacked the paperwork needed to apply because they are paid without taxes being withheld.

• Others found the paperwork very confusing and difficult to fill out or edit because they lack access to 

a computer or do not have computer skills. One woman noted she attempted to apply for benefits but 

was declined and was never told why. She had to get help from an organization in Gaithersburg to 

access benefits.

Strategies to Address Food Access Barriers
In the short term, focus should be placed on increasing sustained participation in assistance programs by 

engaging trusted community institutions and building providers’ capacity to work with the communities most 

in need. Feedback from residents participating in community engagement activities points to the vital role 

of faith-based organizations, children and youth-serving institutions, and healthcare providers as important 

food assistance access points. Residents also reported that increasing food benefit amounts and accessibility 

of food assistance programs would make it easier for them to get food for their households. However, there 

is a need to build the capacity of service agencies and staff to facilitate access to this support among the 

communities most in need.

• Survey participants overall were most likely to seek help from a food bank or pantry. Food inse-
cure households were next most likely to reach out to a church or faith-based organization (73%), 

a community organization or neighborhood group (71%), and/or schools (70%). Respondents from 

food-insecure households were significantly more likely to seek future help, if needed, from church or 

faith-based organizations, healthcare providers, or childcare providers.

• Near the end of the survey, respondents were asked to choose two aspects that would make it easier to get 

food for their household from a list. For food insecure households, the top three food resources desired 

included increased food benefit amounts (36%), food assistance programs that are more accessible 

(35%), and gift cards to buy groceries (29%).

• Participants in Spanish-speaking listening sessions felt their communities generally lacked information 

on where to access and find out about food assistance resources and how to benefit from public programs. 

They stressed the importance of increasing the Spanish-speaking staff of the County to increase their 

capacity to help communicate how to navigate the process.
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English-Speaking Listening Session Feedback
• The participants in the English-speaking listening session stressed the need for more after-school pro-

grams and better resources and capacity for such programs. This group also stressed their desire to 

see healthier and fresher foods at food distribution sites and better job training programs to help them 

achieve the income they need to no longer need assistance.

Long-Term Strategies
In the long term, continue to advocate and promote strategies to lower the cost of living and increase families’ 

income. Community feedback on strategies to address systemic barriers to food access centered on ways to 

lower the cost of living.

Spanish-Speaking Focus Group Feedback
• Two Spanish-speaking focus groups agreed that lowering or regulating the price of rent would allow 

them to have more money to feed their children. Some also noted that lower public transit prices would 

significantly decrease how much they have to spend daily to go to work.

• Other participants cited high medical bills as a reason why they cannot access the food they prefer 

and would like to see medication costs lowered. One mother noted that she would like to see more 

institutions that provide toys, clothes, shoes, and backpacks for children.

• Two other participants noted that they want to see better economic opportunities for their community 

so they can earn a decent living to afford the foods they want.
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Figure 23: Official seal of Montgomery County, Maryland. The circular seal displays the 

words “Montgomery County Maryland” around a central heraldic shield topped with a knight’s 

helmet and decorative mantling. The shield contains fleur-de-lis symbols and circular emblems, 

and the year 1776 appears on either side, with a banner reading “Garde Bien.”
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Strategic Plan to End Childhood Hunger

Figure 24: Photo collage of children eating a variety of meals and snacks. The images show 

children seated at tables in school cafeterias and home environments, holding trays or bowls 

with fruits, vegetables, grains, and prepared dishes. The collage emphasizes access to nutritious 

food and diverse meal settings.
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