
The Maryland Hunger Gap
[Lesson Duration: 55 minutes, plus 10 minutes for Hear the Maryland Crunch!]

Lesson Overview Students will consider how to define hunger and food insecurity, explore 
interventions designed to improve food security, and take a stand on 
the merits of expanding universal school breakfast programs. This lesson 
provides important context and background for participation in Hear the 
Maryland Crunch! – an event to help raise awareness of the role school 
breakfast plays in helping improve access to healthy food.

This lesson was created through a partnership between the Johns 
Hopkins Center for a Livable Future and Maryland Hunger Solutions. 
Content was adapted from FoodSpan, a free, downloadable curriculum 
for high school educators spanning critical food system issues from farm 
to fork (www.foodspan.org).

Social Studies

Health
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 ◼ Define hunger and food insecurity and explain how they are different
 ◼ Analyze interventions for reducing hunger and food insecurity.
 ◼ Weigh the arguments for and against expanding universal 

breakfast programs.

Resources

Essential 
Questions

Materials

Learning 
Objectives

 ◼ Who is most affected by hunger and food insecurity?
 ◼ How do hunger and food insecurity affect people?
 ◼ How can we reduce hunger and food insecurity?
 ◼ Who should be responsible for addressing hunger and food insecurity?

 ◼ One apple per person
 ◼ Student handout (http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/

MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-hunger-handouts.pdf) 
 ◼ Presentation slides (http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/

MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-MD-hunger-slides-crunch.pptx) 
 ◼ Hunger and Food Insecurity primer 

 ◼ Hunger and Food Insecurity primer  
(www.foodsystemprimer.org/food-and-nutrition/hunger-and-food-
insecurity/)

 ◼ Food Environments primer  
(www.foodsystemprimer.org/food-and-nutrition/food-environments/)

 ◼ FoodSpan curriculum (www.foodspan.org/)
 ◼ Maryland Hunger Solutions (www.mdhungersolutions.org/)

Lesson plan, presentation slides , and resource handouts are available free online:
www.tinyurl.com/HeartheCrunch

http://www.foodspanlearning.org
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-hunger-handouts.pdf
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-hunger-handouts.pdf
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-MD-hunger-slides-crunch.pptx
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/_pdf/lesson-plan/MD-hunger-solutions/lesson14-MD-hunger-slides-crunch.pptx
http://www.foodsystemprimer.org/food-and-nutrition/hunger-and-food-insecurity/
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Warm-up:  
Hunger vs. Food Insecurity
[10 minutes]
Students will reflect on the meaning of food insecurity 
as a broader concept than hunger. Ask students to 
offer definitions of hunger. How do you feel when 
you are hungry? What causes hunger? After a few 
responses, explain that when we refer to hunger in this 
lesson we are referring to the physical pain, discomfort, 
weakness or illness caused by a prolonged, involuntary 
lack of food.1 

Ask students what they think the term food security 
means. Have them write a brief definition. Point out 
that one meaning of security is freedom from worry 
and anxiety. Have volunteers share and compare their 
definitions. Display the Food Security Definition and 
Household Food Security slides. Compare students’ 
definitions with the slides, and discuss.

Refer students to the household food insecurity 
statistics on the slide. Discuss: Who is most likely to 
experience food insecurity? Why?

Warm-up Wrap-upMain Activities Extensions

Teacher Note: Hunger and food insecurity can be sensitive topics, and 
some of your students may themselves experience these conditions. Use 
caution in situations where students may feel uncomfortable discussing 
their personal experiences.

Photo credit: Michael Milli, CLF. Photo credit: Michael Milli, CLF.

“You do not solve the 
hunger problem by 
feeding people. … The 
problems of hunger and 
malnutrition can be 
solved only by ensuring 
that people can live 
in dignity by having 
decent opportunities 
to provide for 
themselves.” 

– George Kent,  
Freedom from Want

http://www.foodspanlearning.org
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Main Activity:  
Food Insecurity Causes, Effects, and Interventions 
Social Studies, Health 
[20 minutes]
Show students the Hunger Quote slide or write 
this quote on the board: “To many people, hunger 
means not just symptoms that can be diagnosed by 
a physician, it bespeaks the existence of a social, not 
a medical problem.”2 Discuss: What is the main idea? 
Do you agree? What does this suggest about how to 
address hunger and food insecurity? Students should 
begin thinking about system-level causes of and 
responses to these problems. 

Divide the class into three groups and distribute the 
Hunger and Food Insecurity primer. Using the primer, 
the first group will list causes of food insecurity, the 
second will list potential effects, and the third will list 
interventions. If groups need assistance, provide ideas 
from the following lists:

Causes of food insecurity: 

 ◼ Poverty (i.e., lack of money to buy healthy food)
 ◼ Lack of grocery stores offering healthy options
 ◼ Lack of transportation to grocery stores
 ◼ Structural racism and residential segregation

Potential effects of food insecurity: 

 ◼ People experiencing hunger and food insecurity are 
likely to choose foods with the most calories per 
dollar, which are often not the healthiest options (e.g., 
fast food)

 ◼ Low fruit and vegetable intake
 ◼ Obesity
 ◼ Diabetes
 ◼ Nutrient deficiencies
 ◼ Lower work productivity
 ◼ Children may be more likely to experience anxiety, 

depression, poorer academic performance, absences 
from school, and other physical and behavioral issues

Interventions to address food insecurity: 

 ◼ Encourage eligible citizens to register for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants and Children (WIC).

 ◼ Expand programs that provide free school meals for 
all students (see Take a Stand, below).

 ◼ Encourage corner stores to stock more healthy foods, 
and support those that already do.

 ◼ Attract supermarkets to underserved areas and 
improve transportation to existing ones.

 ◼ Establish alternative venues for healthy food 
purchasing, e.g., mobile markets and farmers’ 
markets.

 ◼ Increase the minimum wage and create employment 
opportunities.

 ◼ Reduce other living expenses (e.g., housing, health 
care) to free up more resources for buying food.

 ◼ Ask each group to share their list with the class. 

Discuss: If you were a policy maker, which interventions 
would you prioritize? Who should be responsible for 
addressing hunger and food insecurity?

Warm-up Wrap-upMain Activities Extensions

http://www.foodspanlearning.org


www.foodspan.org  [5]
© 2017 Johns Hopkins University

Main Activity:  
Take a Stand: Universal School 
Breakfast Programs
Social Studies, Health 
[20 minutes]
Students will take a stand on the merits of universal 
school breakfast programs as an intervention against 
hunger and food insecurity. 

Provide each student with a copy of the Universal 
School Breakfast Programs Handout and notify 
them if their school participates in a universal school 
breakfast program. Give them 5-10 minutes to read 
the handout, which provides background on two 
universal school breakfast programs, and a list of 
statistics and views. Let students know they will need 
to read the information closely so they can take an 
informed position for or against universal school 
breakfast programs.

Label opposite ends of the classroom with signs 
that say Agree and Disagree. Pose the statement: 
Universal school breakfast programs are an important 
intervention against hunger and food insecurity, and 
should be expanded with additional funding. Have 
students go to the side of the room that represents their 
opinion. Undecided students and students with more 
nuanced positions (e.g., agree with caveats) may stand 
somewhere between Agree and Disagree. Remind them 
that they are taking a stand on universal programs, 
not eligibility-based programs. If all students gravitate 
toward one side of the room, ask some students to take 
the opposing position. Ask for volunteers to justify their 
position, and invite other students to challenge them.

After several minutes of discussion and debate, provide 
students an opportunity to move to a new position if 
they have changed their mind, and to explain why. 

Warm-up Wrap-upMain Activities Extensions

Share Your Knowledge:  With permission, have someone take a photo of the 
students crunching their apples, and work with students to come up with a 
short caption. Share the photo on social media with the tags #foodspan and  
#hearthecrunch.

Hear the Maryland Crunch 
[10 minutes]
Celebrate National School Breakfast Week with 
thousands of Marylanders! Participate in Hear the 
Maryland Crunch. 

(Note: Because this activity takes place on a fixed 
date and time, it may occur before or after the 
rest of the lesson, and not necessarily on the 
same day.) 

Explain to students that their participation in 
the Crunch will help raise awareness of the role 
school breakfast plays in helping to improve 
access to healthy food. Refer to the evidence 
in favor of school breakfast programs on the 
Universal School Breakfast Programs Handout. 

Provide an apple to each participating student 
and prompt them as follows:

 ◼ Get your apple ready – it’s time to Hear the 
Maryland Crunch!

 ◼ Help me count down from ten – then we will all 
bite our apples together.

 ◼ We’re going to make a crunch so loud, the 
whole state will hear us!

 ◼ (Just before 9:15 a.m.) Ready? From ten: 
10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1-Crunch!

 ◼ We did it! Wow! That was really loud!

http://www.foodspanlearning.org
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Wrap-up:  
Food Insecurity and Me
[5 minutes]
Have students write a journal entry in response to the 
prompt: What feelings do the issues of hunger and food 
insecurity bring up for you? If time allows and students 
feel comfortable, have them share their responses.

Warm-up Wrap-upMain Activities Extensions

Teacher Note: Visit www.foodspan.org for more free learning activities about 
hunger and food insecurity, including an exploration of communities with 
limited access to healthy food (Lesson 14) and an inquiry into federal food 
and nutrition assistance programs (Lesson 15). 

1. Andrews M, Nord M, Bickel G, Carlson S. Household food security in the United States, 1999. USDA ERS, 2000.

2. President’s Task Force on Food Assistance. Report of the President’s Task Force on Food Assistance. Washington, DC; 1984.

3. USDA FNS. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 2016. http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap

Extensions:
Letter to a Policymaker 
(Social Studies, ELA) 

Have students draft a letter to their state 
representatives asking for a policy change to better 
address hunger and food insecurity, based on what 
students learned about these issues. The letter should 
provide evidence in support of the proposed policy. 
With permission, student letters could be mailed or 
faxed to the Governor and/or state legislators, and/or 
photographed and shared on social media with the tags 
#foodspan and #hearthecrunch.

Film: Food Frontiers  
(Health, Social Studies) 

The Center for a Livable Future’s original short film, 
Food Frontiers (36 minutes, www.foodspan.org/films/
food-frontiers.html), showcases six projects from 
around the U.S. that are increasing access to healthy 
food in varied and innovative ways. A discussion guide 
is provided. 

History of Hunger Interventions  
(Social Studies, ELA)

Students will use the Hunger and Food Insecurity 
primer as a starting point to research the history of 
interventions to address hunger. Students will write 
a report comparing the effectiveness of different 
types of interventions, from soup kitchens to federal 
food and nutrition assistance programs. Based on this 
information, students will work in groups to design a 
program to improve food security at the local, state, or 
national level.

The Challenges of Eating Healthy on a Budget  
(Social Studies, Health)

Students will watch the documentary film A Place at 
the Table (www.takepart.com/place-at-the-table) to 
explore the challenges of eating a healthy diet on a 
limited budget. After they watch and discuss the film, 
challenge students to plan a week of healthy meals 
using only the benefits provided by SNAP (food stamps), 
which amount to a little over $4 per person per day.3 
Encourage students to share their reflections on social 
media using #foodspan and #foodsecurity. 

http://www.foodspanlearning.org
http://www.foodspan.org
http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/supplemental
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/films/food-frontiers.html
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/films/food-frontiers.html
http://www.foodspanlearning.org/films/food-frontiers.html
http://www.takepart.com/place-at-the-table
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