ost teachers could
fill a book with the
excuses they hear
from their students
about why they were late or
missed school entirely. One
day they blame traffic and the
next they couldn’t find their
backpack. Maybe mom lost her
keys or the car wouldn’t start.
Sometimes those excuses are
a window to a larger issue.
Timothy Johnson, vice
president of community
impact at United Way of the
National Capital Area, recalls
such a story involving Greg*,
a student who was attending
one of United Way’s community
middle schools. These middle
schools are funded through
partnerships to provide
resources – like food, clothing
and school supplies – to the
students and their families, who
typically have a low income and
are oftentimes at poverty level.
Greg was arriving late to
school and sometimes not even
coming in at all. His excuse was
a common one – his alarm clock
wasn’t working.
One of Greg’s community
school coordinators thought
there was a little more to the
story than a faulty alarm clock,
so he dug deeper. It turned
out that Greg’s household was
food insecure, and his mom
struggled to provide meals for
Greg and his siblings when
school wasn’t in session.
“So that meant that Greg was
coming to school, sometimes on
Monday, sometimes throughout
the week and maybe sitting in
class with an empty stomach,”
Johnson says. “If you’re like me,
it’s very difficult to focus if you’re
hungry. Especially for our kids
who are developing, that empty

stomach is really going to serve
as an impediment. So not only
are you not focused on what’s
going on in class, but who
wants to have that particular
stigma associated with them?”

They first tapped their nonprofit
partners to connect the family
with a means to accessing
nutritious food on a consistent
basis. Next, they discovered
that as a single parent,
A middle school student in
United Way NCA’s Middle
School Success Program
receives a new backpack
ﬁlled with school supplies to
start the year.
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In many traditional schools,
this issue may not have been
identified, much less solved.
Maybe a teacher would’ve
helped connect the family
to a food pantry, but that
unfortunately wouldn’t have
been enough for Greg’s
situation, which went deeper
than food insecurity.
Luckily for Greg and his
family, United Way’s community
schools are organized to
handle situations like this in an
holistic way.

Greg’s mother had monetary
challenges that prohibited her
from buying school uniforms
and even warm winter clothes.
United Way’s staff used their
local resources to provide the
necessary clothing to Greg and
his siblings. The last step was
to arrange a tutoring schedule
to help Greg catch up on his
missed school work.
“We had a student who was
slipping behind, not coming to
school and, at the rate that he
was going, was probably going
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