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EVALUATION OF COVID-19 SCHOOL MEALS RESPONSE: SPRING 2020

school clasures during ©OVID-19 have increagsed the risk for food insecwrity ameong children

across the United States, including in Liaryland. To support access fo meal

school closures, the emergency summer

r children during

‘ood Service Program (SF3R) vras infiated in lieu of
tragitional school meals programs, the National School Lunch Program [MSLP) and School

Breakfast Program (3BP). Federal and State governments also issued several temporary vegivers
[2escribed in the figure belovr] to enable flexicilities to existing policies to support the provision

of these emergency meaks.

The University of l.laryland school of Liedicine [U15OL1] vromked vith the [laryland State Department of Education

[rASDE), Ilaryland School Systems [Local Educaficn Agencies or LEAs), and Food Service leaders

Nip at three levels

[state, LEA, and meal site) to evaluate meal provision during COVID-19-related school closures, in the Spring of 2020

[riarch 16th —June 27th). This evaluaticn uses the RE-AlL) framevrork! [Reach, Effectivenass
Implementation, and Llgintenance) fo investigate the folloving:

doption,

1. Examine the reach [number of free or reducea pricea breakfast and lunch meals served before versus after
spring 2020 COVID-19-reloted school closures] and effectiveness [number of total breakfast and lunch meals
served before versus after school closures), and the role of federal veaiver ufilization ond communication/meal
disfribution strategies asscciated vith reach and effectiveness;

2. Describe adoplion |vio communication vith families] cnd implementafion costs of school meal service;

3. Understand public LEA and districuticn site-level implemenfafion processes for meal provision, incluging

supportive factors and bamiers; and,

4. Understand

ategies for maintenance of meal service (folloving Spring 2020 school closures).

Throughout the report, vre describe evaluation results and key MEXT STEPS for research, policy, and implementation.
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Twenty-five waivers and
subsequent waiver extensions
were released by the USDA
and the State of Maryland
during the first 15 weeks of the
pandemic (between March
1éth and June 27th), as shown
in this imeline.

Report found here:
http://www.marylandschoolwellness.org/tools/Data-Reports/
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MARYLAND - 2010 Census Results
Total Population by County
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School Meal Programs in Maryland

* Maryland State Department of Education
(MSDE): School and Community Nutrition
Programs Branch

* 24 public LEAs + other agencies [Non-pProfit Private

Schools (NPPs), Residential Child Care Institutions (RCCls),
Summer Food Service Program (SFSP)]

* Site-level meal preparation and distribution
staff




L SIS
School Meal Programs in Maryland: COVID-19

State-wide school closures announced March 12,
meal distribution started March 16

FEDERAL & MARYLAND STATE COVID-19 RELIEF NUTRITION WAIVERS ISSUED BY MONTH

MARCH 2020 APRIL 2020

+ Allows meal service time flexibility
(National Waiver #1)

+ Allows non-congregate meals
(National Waiver #2)

+  Allows meal and snack provision
when no enrichment activity is
offered (National Waiver #3)

» Provides meal pattern flexibility
(National Waiver #4)

»  Allows parents/guardians to pick
up meals (National Waiver #5)

»  Extends Community Eligibility
Provision (CEP) deadlines (National
Waiver #6)

+  Waives certain onsite monitoring
requirements (National Waiver #7-
11)

USDA Waiver Info:

hitps:/ /www.fns.usda.gov/proarams /fns- disaster-
assistance /fns-responds-covid-1%/child-nutrition-
covid-19-waivers

MSDE OSCNP Waiver Info:
Ihﬂp:ﬁwww‘marvlondpub:licschools.org}

MAY 2020

Extends the deadline for reporting
requirements (National Waiver
#12)

Permits area eligibility for closed
enrolled sites (National Waiver
#14)

Waives Summer Food Service
Program (SFSP) first week visits
(National Waiver #15)

Allows for offer versus serve in SFSP
(National Waiver #16)

Waives meal service time
restrictions for SFSP and SSO
(National Waiver 17)

Extends the triennial assessment
deadline (National Waiver #18)
Allows for renewal of
procurement contracts (National
Waiver #19)

Waives annual review
reguirements for CACFP (National
Waiver #20)

Extends SFSP and $SO pandemic
operations (National Waiver #21)
Expands area eligibility (State

+  Allows parent pick-up for Fresh
Fruit and Vegetable Program
(FFVP) (State Waiver #2)

Extends non-congregate feeding,
meal service time flexibility, meal
pattern flexibility, and
parent/guardian pick up of meals
(National Waiver #22-25)

Twenty-five waivers and
subsequent waiver extensions
were released by the USDA
and the State of Maryland
during the first 15 weeks of the

pandemic (between March
16th and June 27th), as shown
in this timeline.

_ Waiver #1)




Evaluation Overview

e Timeframe: Spring of 2020 (March 16th —June 27th)

* RE-AIM framework (Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and
Maintenance)

Aims

1. To examine Reach (number of free or reduced priced breakfast and lunch meals
served before versus after spring 2020 COVID-19-related school closures) and
Effectiveness (number of total breakfast and lunch meals served before versus
after school closures) and the role of federal waiver utilization and
communication/meal distribution strategies associated with reach;

2. Describe adoption (via communication with families) and implementation costs
of school meal service;

3. Understand public LEA and distribution site-level implementation processes for
meal provision, including supportive factors and barriers; and,

4. Understand strategies for maintenance of meal service (following Spring 2020
school closures).




Evaluation Overview: Methods
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Number of Meals Served & Reimbursements

MSDE provided data reported by program operators on
the number of meals served per site (total and free or
reduced priced) by month from January 2019-June
2020, and financial reimbursements.

Survey: Food Service Directors/Supervisors
and Distribution Site Staff

An online survey was administered during the summer
of 2020 to food service directors/supervisors and staff,
with 102 individuals responding (22 Public LEAs + Non-
Profit Private Agencies represented; 42 distribution site
staff and 60 LEA-level directors or supervisors). The
survey asked about the perceived impact of the USDA
waivers, perceived revenue shortfall, pandemic-related

feeding concerns, and difficulties serving meals during

the pandemic.

5.

Maps

ArcGlS (spatial software) was used to map addresses
for all sites that provided meals during COVID-19-
related school closures (Spring 2020). We overlaid this
with other maps on the population of school-aged
children, area poverty, and school address (coupled
with the number of children who previously received

free or reduced price meals in each school).

Key Informant Interviews

We inferviewed a fotal of 19 food service directors/
supervisors and state leaders at two time points to
capture implementation processes, including
supportive factors for and barriers to pandemic school
meal implementation.




Evaluation Overview: Methods
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Getting to Equity Framework

Emergency school meals provision during COVID-19

*Access to food assistant&
programs
+Additional resources offered
onsite N ~
*Assistwith child and family ""‘-—-—1—
needs /

.

€ Distribute free meals -.\1 L *Build community parlnerships:\
+Distribute weekend meals /,—-"’" B —~—~— | everage community
*Provided menu & nutrition //’ T~ resources
information / *Promote healthy behaviors
+CQVID safety guidance / \ *Empower households
*Meal eligibility criteria  / \
, / Increase Build on \
- . \
/ Healthy Community \
r‘f Options Capacity \
.' || |
. || .’
\.t Improve f
\ Social and Reduce /
p Economic Deterrents /' \
\_  Resources

% Locations listing and map
/ +Offer meal accommodations

- *Provide multilingual
- communications

Individual and household resources and capacity

Coding Communication

Information from LEA websites and
Facebook pages were documented at
multiple time points in the Spring of 2020 to
understand what information was shared
with the community. The wording of the
communications was evaluated using a
rubric based on the Getting to Equity
Framework (shown on the left), which
describes core strategies to serve meals
equitably, such that all children have access
to school meals, particularly those at
greatest risk for hunger or food insecurity.2
This framework was adapted from the
Getting to Equity framework for increasing

equity impact in obesity prevention.3

Ine panaernic.




RESULTS




Reach/Effectiveness

Public-Facing Data:
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During the first 15 weeks of school closures (March 1é6th-June 27th),
17,933,659 meals were served to youth in Maryland.




Reach/Effectiveness

Planned Comparisons:

e January/February 2020 versus April/May 2020
* Breakfast and Lunch only
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Served in Maryland by Menth
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Reach/Effectiveness: Waivers

Perceived Impact of Waivers:
* Survey: food service directors and supervisors

* Top 3 waivers to have a “significant positive impact” on meal service:

1. Allow Non-congregate Feeding (and waiver extension; National Waivers #2 & 22):
92% endorsed

2.  Expand Area Eligibility (State Waiver): 86% endorsed

3. Allow meal service time flexibility (National Waiver #1): 85% endorsed

“What impact did the USDA and State waivers have on your programs
during COVID-19?”

* “The area eligibility was the huge one... The area eligibility really helped us, in that
we could serve anywhere in the county, and be reimbursed for those meals... The
working families needed help...Those people come through and they would just
thank our staff left and right. The area eligibility waiver probably had the biggest
impact on us being able to reach more people.” ~Supervisor, Public LEA




Reach: Meal Site Placement

* Mapped 656 meal sites open during Spring 2020

Maryland Public Local Education Agency (LEA) boundaries with number of
children served (based on lunches served during school closures March 16-June 30th)
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Reach: Meal Site Placement

* Reach by number of school-aged children in census tract

* Association between population density of school-aged children and reach
[proportion of breakfast and lunch meals served between January/February
(pre-pandemic) to April/May (pandemic)]

Number of Children Served (based on lunches served during school closures March 16-June 30th)
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Reach: Meal Site Placement

* Reach by number of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals
* Meal sites (point location)
* Schools (point location) with number of students eligible for free or reduced-price meals

* Rural and urban analysis conducted separately: 1 or 3 miles for urban sites and 5 or 10
miles for rural sites

% Students Eligible for Free or Reduced Priced
Meals who Attend School in the Meal Site

Catchment Area

3 miles 5 miles 10 miles

Urban 66% 94% — —
Rural — — 70% 92%




Adoption: Equitable Communication

Number of LEAs that Communicated Key Messages in each Domain of the
— Getting to Equity Framework during School Closures
% g é é Assist with child .Clﬂd family needs 20
gg % E Access to food assistance programs 16
= 8 8 & Additional resources offered onsite 11
> Leverage community resources 19
% S g Build community partnerships 12
% % § Promote healthy behaviors 8
© Empower households il 1 *
m ® g Locations listing and map 24 *
% % Provide muliiingual communications 20
= g Offer meal accommodations 0 *
= Distribute free meals 24 *
E_) o Meal eligibility criteric 19
Q % COVID safety guidance )
E © Distribute weekend meals é
E Provide menu & nutrifion information I 2 *
= 0] 5 10 15 20 25 30
Number of LEAS
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Adoption: Equitable Communication

e Each additional “Increasing
Healthy Options” item

i Number of Meals served in April/May 2020
adopted by pUbIIC LEAS by "Increase Healthy Options" Score
through communication
strategies associated with an < 1200000
. . . . < 1,000,000
increase in reach during Spring | 5 o
2020 school closures ER

 Reach not related to the three “ W M m
other communication | e )

strategies




Implementation

“What are you most concerned about for your program?”

* Survey: Food service directors/supervisors, the top concern was:

* Financial losses for the school meal program: “serious concern”=88%

* Significantly more directors/supervisors reported this concern versus distribution
site staff (41%, p=0.001)

* “Our staff continues to be paid... all of a sudden, your labor costs, which is
normally 30% of 52 million, ...is only $500,000. You're running at a deficit at
that point, and there's not much we could do about it.” ~Supervisor, Public LEA

» Survey: distribution site staff, the top concern was:

* Potential that students will go hungry during school closures: “serious
concern”=74%

* Significantly more distribution site staff reported this concern versus
directors/supervisors (48%, p=0.040)

* Both sets of respondents reported safety of staff as a serious concern.

« ”...right now your number one priority is your safety, your staff safety, and [to]
feed these children.” ~Director, Public LEA




Implementation

Implementation Challenges

» Survey: Food service directors/supervisors

* Food storage issues: 51% reported difficult/very difficult

« “...so many different moving parts and so many things that we had to
order... not having the equipment that we needed... coolers, the
shelving, the packaging.” ~Supervisor, Public LEA

e Survey: Distribution site staff

* How to best target the students most in need: 35% reported
difficult/very difficult ‘




Implementation Costs

Student Payment for A La Carte & Non-
Reimbursable Foods Reimbursable Foods
Will you have a
revenue shortfall?
State and Local
USDA Foods Government ] ':.:':'_-; "|" es
USDA Cash
Reimbursement
Food Preparation

(Food Service

Directors/Supervisors)
Other Sources

School Food
Service

Other Costs and
Capital Expenditures

by Fiscal Year for all Maryland LEAs
$40,000,000
$35,000,000
$30,000,000
$25,000,000

Comparison of federal and state 20000000 *
school meal reimbursement in Fiscal 315000000

$10,000,000

Years (FYs) 18/19 and 19/20: the total $5,000000

0

Monthly Federal/State Meal Reimbursements

revenues dfOppEd 11% Ju  Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun

FY 18/19 =—@=FY 19/20
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Maintenance

e Simplify the waiver process

* “Why should 50 states have to do waivers for the same thing when USDA can just say,
‘Hey. We're going to waive everything’? And they do that after everybody's applied.”

~State-Level

« Communication and partnerships were key to success

* “Make sure that you have open communications with different community
organizations, the health department, local food pantries...have those relationships
established so that when you are in need, you can call on them.” ~Director, Public LEA

* “The most important thing going into what we experienced, it would probably be
relationships...from MSDE to school principals...the fact that when you have strong
relationships with your staff and the school staff and your customers and your vendors,
it made life a lot easier to make that transition.” ~ Supervisor, Public LEA
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Maintenance

 Consider Universal Free Meals

* “We're spending a lot of money to make sure that all these meal eligibilities are correct.
We've gotten so far away from what we're really supposed to be doing here, feeding
children, making sure that the meal is a great meal, it's a healthy meal...let's feed
everybody and not worry about who needs it and who doesn't because they all really do

need it in the end.” ~ State-Level

* “If you and | go to a business meeting at a restaurant and we have lunch, the IRS says,
as long as we conduct business after the lunch too, we can deduct that as a business
expense. Well, a child's job and their business is to learn... So why don't we just stop the
silliness? Students’ business is learning.” ~ Supervisor, Public LEA
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Limitations

1. Since all meals were free during COVID-19 school closures,
unable to ensure that the definition of “Reach” is accurate

2. Better definition of “Effectiveness”: YRBS food insecurity
data

3. Additional financial data is needed for a full understanding
of the impact of COVID-19 on the financial health of school
meal programs

4. Additional analyses planned with existing data




.
Summary

Meal sites were located in areas with the greatest need

2. Despite a dramatic increase in meals served in the first few
weeks and temporary waivers to support meal distribution,
an overall decline in the number of breakfasts and lunches
distributed pre-post pandemic was observed.

3. Significant negative impacts on the financial health of
school nutrition programs- perceived and observed.

Partnerships contributed to the success of meal programs.

5. The biggest implementation challenges and concerns-
finding the best ways to reach hungry children and
maintaining financial solvency.




Recommendations

1. Stakeholders (federal, state, local): ensure that school
nutrition programs can focus on the logistics of feeding
children versus financial health of meal programs.

2. The expertise of food service directors and staff should be
included in future decision-making regarding meal waivers
and implementation during school closures. These
individuals possess a wealth of valuable knowledge.

3. Continue to evaluation implementation to inform practices
during future anticipated or unanticipated school closures.




Next Steps: Research

1. Essential to understand family-level barriers to school meal
access.

2. Evaluation of 2020 summer meal implementation and 2020-
2021 school year meal implementation (including future
operation of the supper and snack programs).

3. Impact of other efforts to feed children, including pandemic-
EBT.
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	•“We're spending a lot of money to make sure that all these meal eligibilities are correct. We've gotten so far away from what we're really supposed to be doing here, feeding children, making sure that the meal is a great meal, it's a healthy meal...let's feed everybody and not worry about who needs it and who doesn't because they all really do need it in the end.” ~ State-Level
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	3.Additional financial data is needed for a full understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on the financial health of school meal programs
	3.Additional financial data is needed for a full understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on the financial health of school meal programs

	4.Additional analyses planned with existing data
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	2.Despite a dramatic increase in meals served in the first few weeks and temporary waivers to support meal distribution, an overall decline in the number of breakfasts and lunches distributed pre-post pandemic was observed.
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	3.Significant negative impacts on the financial health of school nutrition programs-perceived and observed.
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	4.Partnerships contributed to the success of meal programs.
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	5.The biggest implementation challenges and concerns-finding the best ways to reach hungry children and maintaining financial solvency. 
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	2.The expertise of food service directors and staff should be included in future decision-making regarding meal waivers and implementation during school closures.  These individuals possess a wealth of valuable knowledge.
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