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Good afternoon, Senator Osten, Representative Walker, Senator Somers, Representative
Nuccio, and esteemed members of the Appropriations Committee. Our names are Kate
Dias, president and Joslyn DeLancey, vice president of the Connecticut Education
Association. CEA represents more than 40,000 active and retired teachers from over 150
school districts across the state.

CEA strongly supports SB 19 AA Concerning Funding for School-Based Mental Health
Services in Certain Rural Areas. We request that the committee consider extending school-
based mental health services to all rural areas in Connecticut. Sixty-eight towns are
designated by the Connecticut State Office of Rural Health as rural. These 68 rural towns
are located at all ends of Connecticut.

An affiliate of the National Education Association


https://www.ruralhealthct.org/towns.htm

The COVID-19 pandemic shined a spotlight on what had been a rising mental health crisis
among students. This crisis had become evident just prior to the pandemic as teachers
brought to CEA’s attention manifestations of dysregulation among students. These
manifestations, which included outbursts, violent behaviors, suicidal ideation, and
disengagement are evident throughout all age groups, and most troubling evident in the
earliest grades.

Indications of children’s mental health crises have been pervasive. SB 19 notes the need in
Northwest Connecticut. Incidents in the Northeast corner, too, underscore the pervasive
nature of crises in other rural areas of the state. A 2022 survey of students in a Northeast
school district reported that 28% of secondary students had thought about hurting
themselves and 15% had made a suicide plan.’

We are thankful that the legislature has focused attention on the children’s mental health
crisis over the past few years. However, we know that there is more to be done. Ensuring
broader access to support, including school-based mental health services, remains a
critical need. We thank Senator Harding for addressing access to rural school-based
mental health services in this bill.

Rural students reside in regions facing increased healthcare access challenges. A
DataHaven report notes that rural residents face longer driving times for accessing
healthcare.? Rural regions are experiencing accelerating losses of hospital beds and
closures of long-term care providers, including directly for rural youth. For example, the
much-publicized closure of the Connecticut Children’s Medical Center unit at Saint Mary’s
Hospital providing long-term pediatric care in the Greater Waterbury area affects not only
youth in Waterbury-proper but children in rural towns in the region extending into
Northwest Connecticut.® Children previously served at this location now must travel to
Hartford.

As such, Connecticut’s rural youth need access to a variety of school-based health
services that in turn enable them to fully participate in their education. Recognizing the
need for an array of wraparound services that support students and their communities in
their development, CEA has advocated for “community schools.”* CEA has long viewed
access to comprehensive services, such as school-based mental health services as a

1 See https://www.norwichbulletin.com/story/news/local/2022/11/01/ct-state-report-rebukes-killingly-boe-
student-mental-health-response/69607927007/ and
https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1644343356/killinglyschoolsorg/tsghmxjxwb1slinukuat/SBHCHando
ut.pdf

2 Rural Health in Connecticut (2022) — DataHaven: https://ctdatahaven.org/report/rural-health-connecticut-
2022/

3 CT Children’s inpatient unit looks to leave St. Mary’s Hospital in Waterbury — NBC Connecticut:
https://www.nbcconnecticut.com/news/local/ct-childrens-inpatient-unit-looking-leave-st-marys-hospital-
waterbury/3663335/

4 Community Schools | NEA: https://www.nea.org/student-success/great-public-schools/community-
schools
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critical component of the community schools strategy.® Furthermore, there are models for
statewide initiatives in school-based mental health services with state funding, such as
those being implemented in Colorado®, and Utah’.

CEA therefore supports SB 19, and hopes this is a start for more concretely and
comprehensively pursuing the community schools model across Connecticut, including in
rural towns facing an increased shortfall in services that in turn affect student’s academic
performance and long-term educational and workforce trajectories.

CEA also strongly supports HB 5144 AA Concerning Funding for School Meals. Universal
free school breakfast and free lunch to an expanded student population will only positively
affect student learning. Additionally, in a time of growing food insecurity HB 5144 would
complement other efforts to offset the negative impact of food insecurity on a child’s
development and education.

The 2025-26 school year marks the third consecutive school year where no-cost school
meals have been reduced. Since 2020, the food insecure population in Connecticut has
increased by 152,600 people.® One in six children are now food insecure in Connecticut,
with a 32.7% increase occurring between 2020 and 2023.° With combined continued
surges in food, housing, healthcare, and utility costs, food insecurity is likely to impact
children in our classrooms at even greater scales than the data shown from 2020 through
2023.

This multi-pronged insecurity constitutes stressors on children’s physical, mental and
social health, impacting their ability to engage at school and in their overall education. A
recent study reviewing a decade of pre-pandemic research on the negative impact of food
insecurity on child development and educational outcomes demonstrates how far
reaching the effects are: vocabulary and reading scores decrease; math scores and
working memory decrease; and external behaviors become more erratic.®

According to a March 2025 survey of teachers commissioned by HelloFresh, teachers
identified lack of focus, difficulty concentrating, sleepiness in class, and lower academic

5 ‘Extreme Need’ for Mental Health Professionals | NEA: https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-
articles/extreme-need-mental-health-professionals

6 HB24-1406 School-Based Mental Health Support Program | Colorado General Assembly:
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1406

7 https://www.nga.org/news/commentary/state-strategies-for-school-based-mental-health-services/

8 Hunger in CT | Connecticut Foodshare: https://www.ctfoodshare.org/hunger-in-ct

® https://map.feedingamerica.org/county/2023/child/connecticut

10 Gallegos D, Eivers A, Sondergeld P, Pattinson C. Food Insecurity and Child Development: A State-of-the-Art Review. Int J
Environ Res Public Health. 2021 Aug 26;18(17):8990. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18178990. PMID: 34501578; PMCID:
PMC8431639
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achievement as the primary effects of food insecurity among children in their classrooms.™
In that same survey, 40% of teachers reported their students discussed food insecurity
issues with them, and 92% of teachers said they took steps to address the problem of
hunger among their students, with nearly half of teachers bringing food to the classroom. If
food insecurity among children increases in Connecticut and we do not provide solutions
such as those proposed in HB 5144, we may see these negative impacts on educational
and child development only exacerbated. The positive impact of universal school meals is
not simply suggestive. Research demonstrates the immense positive impact of universal
free school meal programs, as well as counterpoints to those skeptical of such programs.

A Brookings Institution study, for example, demonstrates that “schoolwide free meals
improve math performance in districts where relatively few students qualified under the
income-based program.”'? Additionally, the study shows that “schoolwide free meals
increase the number of school breakfasts and lunches served.” Universal programs such
as providing a no-cost meal to all students eliminates the possibility of experiencing stigma
for participating in receiving a no-cost meal.”® Universal no-cost school meals would also
reduce administrative complexity imposed upon public schools that otherwise would be
required to monitor and recoup meal debts. Even for those students who are food secure,
universal school meal programs have provided healthier food options to such students.’®

Furthermore, neighboring states provide universal school meal programs: New York,
Massachusetts, Maine, and Vermont, with other states providing universal school meals
including California, Colorado, Michigan, Minnesota, and New Mexico.'® Delaware recently
enacted universal breakfast at school,"” and in 2025, Arkansas also passed into law a
universal free school breakfast program.' Connecticut previously provided universal
school meals with ARPA funding. It is time that we make such a program permanent and
ensure that a basic human need is fulfilled, enabling children to fully participate in the
classroom. Furthermore, Connecticut can learn from the experiences of other states in

" New Research from HelloFresh Sounds the Alarm on Rising Student Hunger Ahead of Spring Break
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20250317843890/en/New-Research-from-HelloFresh-Sounds-the-Alarm-
on-Rising-Student-Hunger-Ahead-of-Spring-Break

12 Ruffini, K. (2021, February 11). Schoolwide free-meal programs fuel better classroom outcomes for students.
Brookings. https://www.brookings.edu/articles/schoolwide-free-meal-programs-fuel-better-classroom-outcomes-for-
students/

13 https://www.future-ed.org/let-them-eat-lunch/

14 5 States Addressing Child Hunger and Food Insecurity With Free School Meals for All - Center for American Progress:
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/5-states-addressing-child-hunger-and-food-insecurity-with-free-school-
meals-for-all/

15 Challenges and Opportunities of Providing Free School Meals for All - Center for American Progress:
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providing comprehensive healthy, culturally diverse foods that in turn contribute to the
educational experience of students.™

Passage of HB 5144 AA Concerning Funding for School Meals would constitute a significant
step in this direction. However, we also advocate for universal free lunch, as opposed to
limiting expansion only to those who received reduced priced lunch. We testified in favor of
SB 6 AA Concerning Supports for Children and Families, which provides universal free
school meals in FY27. We advocate making free school meals an ongoing practice.
Universal free lunch alongside universal free breakfast would nourish each student’s ability
to engage in their own education.

19 Challenges and Opportunities of Providing Free School Meals for All - Center for American Progress:
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