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Determining Free and 
Reduced Price Meal 
Eligibility             

Benefit Issuance and Direct    
Certification

School Food Authority
Administrator Training

2014
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, and applicants for employment on the basis of race, 
color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, religion, reprisal, and where applicable, political beliefs, marital status, familial or parental status, sexual 
orientation, or if all or part of an individual's income is derived from any public assistance program, or protected genetic information in employment or in any program 
or activity conducted or funded by the Department. (Not all prohibited basis will apply to all programs and/or employment activities).
If you wish to file a Civil Rights complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complain Form, found online at 

http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html , or at any USDA office, or call (866) 632-9992 to request the form. You may also write a letter containing all of 
the information requested in the form. Send your completed complaint form or letter to us by mail at U.S. Department of Agriculture, Director, Office of Adjudication, 
1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, DC 20250-9410, by fax (202) 690-7442 or email at program.intake@usda.gov . Individuals who are deaf, hard of 
hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339; or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish). USDA is an equal 
opportunity provider and employer.

REFERENCES FOR ELIGIBILITY 
DETERMINATION:

 Current Eligibility 
Guidelines

 Eligibility 
Guidance for 
School Meals 
Manual, (Aug. 2013)

http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/governance/notices/iegs/EligibilityManual.pdf

Free and Reduced Eligibility

Local Educational Agencies (LEA) 
must provide free and reduced 
priced benefits to eligible children 
in accordance with the statutory 
and regulatory requirements of 
the National School Meals 
Programs.
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Free/Reduced 
Applications and Letters

LEAs must Make free/reduced price meal letters 
and applications available to each enrolled 
student;  AND

Only ONE HOUSEHOLD Application required per 
Family.

APPLICATIONS MUST BE: 
 Clear and simple in design

 Conform to federal requirements
 Approved by the State Agency
REMEMBER …no-charge telephone number  to the  SFA 

must be available for parents to contact the CN Office

Foreign Language   
Translation Applications

 Non-English letters and applications must 
be available when a significant number of 
the population needs info in a language 
other than English.

FNS website: www.fns.usda.gov/cnd
contains samples of numerous
translations

When May Letters and 
Applications be Distributed???

No earlier than the 
beginning of the new school 
year…(Year-Round Schools …June)

*Can NOT be sent home at end of prior school 
year for the next school year. 
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Submitting Free/Reduced 
Applications

Households CANNOT be 
required to submit applications 
for free/reduced price benefits 
if they do not wish to apply, 
i.e. LEA cannot force all families to 
complete an application…           

Reimbursement 

In order to claim Federal reimbursement for 
student meals, the LEA must have EITHER: 

an eligible Income application or Categorical 
Eligible application; or

a list of Directly Certified students; or                  
a list of Migrant, Homeless, or Runaway 

Students; or
a list of Head Start or Even Start

Students; or
a list of Foster Children…
•

Processing Timeframe

 Applications for the new school 
year should processed 
IMMEDIATELY, but no later than 
10 days from receipt.

 Student eligibility may become 
effective on the date the complete 
application is submitted.
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Processing Timeframe… 
(continued)

 NEW student applications must 
be processed IMMEDIATELY!!!

Eligibility becomes effective when
the student submits the 
application for free/reduced priced 
meals.

Beginning of School Year 
Procedures

You may claim meals served to children  
with approved apps on file from the 
previous year, INCLUDING 
CATEGORICALLY ELIGIBLE AND DIRECT 
CERTIFICATION…
 ELIGIBILITY status from previous year 

remains in effect for the first 30 operating 
days of the school year OR until the new 
application is processed —> (No adverse action 
notice is required when status changes due to new 
application) 

Beginning of School Year Procedures 
(continued)

 You may also carry-over eligibility for 
previously approved children 
transferring from one school to another 
within the same SFA or between LEAs.  
 Remember…Both the sending and receiving  

school districts must maintain a copy of the 
application.
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Transfer of Eligibility 
From LEA to LEA

 Student eligibility may be transferred from 
one LEA to another LEA.

 The new LEA may accept the eligibility 
determination from the student’s former 
LEA without incurring liability for the 
accuracy of the initial determination. 

 A copy of the application from the previous 
LEA must be provided and reviewed for 
accuracy.

What is a complete 
application?... (continued)

 Income households: 
Names of ALL household members; 
 Last four digits of SS# of adult signing 

app OR indication of no SS#; 
 Income identified by each h/h member 

and frequency OR indication of ‘0’ 
income for EACH h/h member;

 Adult signature.

What is Income?

 Earnings from work: GROSS income-
before taxes – all income/money received 
by all h/h members

 Child Support/Alimony
 Pensions/Retirements/Social 

Security: including SSI and veterans 
benefits

 Other Income: rent, disability benefits, 
interest, other available income.
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Current Income

Based on the most recent 
information available.  This 
may be:
 Current income for month of 

application, or;
 Projected income for month of 

application, or;
 Income for month prior to application


Income Eligibility

The SFA compares household size and 
income to the current Income Eligibility 
Guidelines – *do NOT annualize income if single 
income

 If multiple incomes with different pay frequencies
are listed on application, LEA must annualize all 
income received by the household by multiplying:

o Weekly income by 52
o Bi-weekly (every 2 weeks) income by 26
o Semi-monthly (twice monthly) income by 24
o Monthly income by 12

Income Eligibility

Special income situations:
 Seasonal Workers and Others:  

households may use a projection of 
earnings.

 Self-Employed:  may use last year’s 
income to project their current year’s 
income.

Wages and Self-Employment:  each 
amount must be listed separately.
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Special Situations…

Military Deployed – count only 
portion of salary made available to 
the household.  
 Deployed member may be 

considered a household member 
when calculating household size

Special Situations 
(cont.)…

Military COMBAT pay is exempt 
from eligibility determination 
calculation IF: 
 Combat pay is received in addition to 

“regular” salary;
 Is received due to deployment to a 

defined combat zone

Households That Fail to Apply…
(Emergency Situations)

Local officials may complete an 
application for a child known to be 
eligible on behalf of the student.  

…completed based on best 
information available to local officials 
re: household size and income.

***Intended for limited use***
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Households That Fail to Apply… 
Emergency Situations… (continued)

When local officials complete an application 
for a student, the following conditions 
apply:
The Application must contain:
 DOCUMENTATION of the circumstance and the best 

known reason the child is eligible, i.e. why official is 
applying for family, and

 Child(ren)’s name(s), school(s), grade(s), home 
address, etc., and

 Signature of the school official completing the 
application.

Households That Fail to Apply…
Emergency Situations…(continued)

More info…
 Names of household members, SS#, adult 

signature need NOT be secured.;
 Application is excluded from verification;
 Household MUST be notified of eligibility

What is a Complete 
Application…

Categorical Eligibility:
name of child
FNS/SNAP (food stamp), TANF/WFFA or 

FDPIR case number/identifier…  
REMEMBER…Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) 
number cannot be accepted for eligibility 
certification… must have FNS case number 
of at least one household member.
the signature of an adult household member
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Foster Children

Foster children are considered 
Categorically Eligible when formally 
placed by a State Child Welfare 
agency or court system.

Remember…you should obtain and maintain 
confirming documentation from the placement 
agency…

Temporary Approval

Temporary approval of an application is no 
longer applicable because of year long 
duration of eligibility.  

If SFAs are concerned with the authenticity of the 
information provided on an application, they may, 
on a case by case basis, verify the application for 
cause (application must be processed on “face 
value” first before verification for cause occurs)…

Child away at school….

 Children temporarily away at 
boarding school or college should 
be counted as member of the 
household…



7/15/2014

10

Foreign Exchange               
Students

 …are considered to be a member 
of the household in which he/she 
resides; ie, the household hosting 
the student.

Incomplete  Applications

If an application is missing REQUIRED information…

You may contact the household by phone or in 
writing, document the details of the contact, date 
and initial the entry…

EXCEPT in the case of a missing adult signature,  
then the application MUST be returned to the 
household. 

***Every reasonable effort should be made to obtain missing 
information, or clear up inconsistencies  prior to denying an 

application.

Notification of Eligibility         
Determination

 All households MUST be notified of their 
eligibility status.

 Households DENIED benefits MUST be 
given written notification of the denial 
which must advise :                                  
 -reason for denial                                       
 -right to appeal                      
 -households may reapply at any time 

during the school year

***no-charge telephone number for assistance must be available 
for contacting the SFA.
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IMPORTANT:

Retain a copy of the Notification Letter 
for School Meals and Benefits sent to 
all households which are denied 
benefits.

Head Start

Head Start children are 
categorically eligible IF in 
federally “funded enrollment” 
slot… some programs are state 
funded.
Reference: Policy Memorandum 245.03-05  Automatic Eligibility for Free 

Meals for Participants in the Head Start Program

Even Start

ENROLLMENT is the key to Even 
Start

Children enrolled in Even Start are 
categorically eligible if:
o pre-K  AND 
o enrolled in a federally funded Even 

Start Program  
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Even Start…(continued)

Adults enrolled in Even Start are NOT 
*categorically eligible AND must be:
o Enrolled in a GED program that meets in the 

school during the school day -OR-
o Enrolled in a school of high school grade or 

lower that meets during the day.
*Adults must complete an Eligibility 
application for free or reduced price meals if 
they wish to receive benefits and are enrolled 
in the program.

Head Start/Even Start 
Documentation…(in lieu of F/R 

application)

Acceptable Documentation:
-A listing of children participating in 
Head Start/Even Start – the listing 
should be signed by Head Start/Even 
Start Area Coordinator, AND
-in the case of Even Start, confirmation 
that the child has not yet entered 
kindergarten 

NC Pre-K Program 

 A North Carolina program….NO categorical 
eligibility for F&RP meals.  F/R application 
is required for all children

 Students are charged according to their 
eligibility status - Paid, Free or Reduced -
just as any other students are.
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Direct Certification

Information obtained DIRECTLY from 
NCDPI/DCV System in which children 
may be certified for free meals without 
further application based on their receipt 
of Public Assistance (FNS, TANF, FDPIR).

Direct Certification is MANDATORY and 
must be conducted at least three times 
annually.

Direct Certification AND 
Categorical Eligibility

 Direct Certification and/or 
Categorical Eligibility benefits 
must be extended to ALL school-
aged children who are considered 
members of the same household.

Direct Certification
(cont’d.)…

SFA must notify household:

That child is eligible for meals
That no further application is necessary
That household MUST notify SFA if they do 

not want the benefits for their children
*If household refuses benefits; SFA must discontinue 

benefits immediately and document the refusal

REMEMBER – Verification is NOT required for 
Direct Cert students
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Homeless Children…

Homeless students are Categorically 
Eligible for free meals…

USDA defines as “individuals lacking a 
fixed, regular, and adequate night time 
residence.”  The LEA liaison determines 
if the student meets the definition for 
homeless.

Reference: Policy Memorandum 245.3-12 Updated Guidance for 
Homeless Children in SNP

Migrant Children

Migrant students are 
Categorically Eligible for free 
meals
o MEPC maintains a list of eligible migrant 

children which is acceptable in lieu of 
free/reduced meal application

o Eligibility remains effective for entire school 
year and into first 30 days of next

Migrant Children

DEFINITION:  Any child who has moved 
across school district lines within the 
last three years in order to accompany 
his parent or guardian who has moved 
to seek or obtain temporary or 
seasonal work in the agricultural or 
fishing industry…
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Documenting Eligibility for 
Homeless, Migrant & Runaway 

Children…

You may accept info from local liaison, MEPC, or 
homeless shelter, consisting of:
o Child’s name
o Effective date
o Date of withdrawal from shelter or school if 

applicable
o Signature of local liaison, shelter director, or 

Migrant Ed Program Coordinator

Duration of Eligibility

Approved applications are good 
for the entire school year 

 No re-application or reporting of  
increase in household income is 
required…

 US Citizenship is NOT a 
condition of eligibility. SFA’s 
MUST apply the same 
eligibility criteria for citizens 
and non-citizens.
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Civil Rights…

 Poster MUST be 
displayed in a location 
clearly visible to ALL 
customers in each of 
your food service 
facilities!!!

CHANGES IN ELIGIBILITY 
MUST OCCUR WITHIN:

 3 days for an increase in 
benefits

 10 days for a decrease in 
benefits

Community Eligibility (CEP)

 Alternative to processing traditional 
household applications for free and reduced 
price meals.

 Purpose of CEP is to improve access to 
nutritious meals for students in high 
poverty areas by providing meals to all 
students “at no cost” to the students.
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Community Eligibility (CEP)

 LEA must meet minimum requirements as 
prescribed in the rule  (RCCIs are not 
eligible),

 LEA must participate in both the NSLP and 
the SBP, and

 LEA must be in good standing with the 
Administrative Review

Community Eligibility (CEP)

The LEA must have a minimum of *40% 
“Identified Students” who are:
(1) directly certified, OR
(2) categorically eligible

*Certified for free meal benefits using methods other 
than free and reduced-price meal application.

This is not the same as the percent of students     
eligible for free or reduced-price meals. 

Community Eligibility (CEP)

In order to participate, the LEA must 
agree NOT to take nor process student 
eligibility applications for CEP schools 
AND must agree to:
 provide meals to all students at no 

cost, and
 cover costs with non-federal funds
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Last, but NOT least:
CONFIDENTIALITY

Free/Reduced Eligibility information 
is CONFIDENTIAL!!!

Release of free/reduced eligibility 
information is very limited and for 
specific programs on a NEED TO 
KNOW basis in order to provide a 
service or carry out an authorized 
activity…

Memorandum of Agreements 
and Confidentiality

 Prior to releasing any F/R eligibility 
information, Memorandum of 
Agreement (MOA) must be obtained.  
The State Agency has entered into MOAs 
for the LEAs.

 An MOA is not required for  Federal, State or Local 
agencies evaluating or reviewing the Child Nutrition 
Program, i.e. local auditors, CN Consultants, or 
Comptroller General, since these activities are part of 
the routine operations of the CNP. 

CONFIDENTIALITY

Remember…
“Disclosure of free/reduced eligibility 
information is always an option, not a 
requirement.” (Eligibility Guidance Manual for School Meals)

 BE AWARE…You can be fined up to $1000 or 
imprisoned for 1 year, or both, for publishing, 
divulging, disclosing, or making known in any 
manner or extent not authorized by Federal law, 
any eligibility information. 
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Parental Consent for 
Disclosure 

Parents or Guardians may provide 
specific consent for release of 
F/R eligibility information for 
programs other than those 
authorized under the NSLA by 
written consent.

The consent statement 
should be as follows…

Parental Consent for 
Disclosure… (continued)

The Written Consent Statement must
specifically include the following:

 Identify the information to be shared and how 
the information will be used,

 Be signed and dated by the parent/guardian,
 State that failing to sign will not affect 

eligibility,
 Enable the parent/guardian to limit consent to 

only program specified
 Enable the parent/guardian to withdraw 

consent at any time

Sharing of Eligibility Data

Child Nutrition Programs (CNPs) may 
disclose student-specific eligibility 
status to other CNP in order to expedite 
children’s eligibility certification for free 
or reduced-price meals
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Sharing of Eligibility Data
(continued)

CNPs may disclose aggregate data 
regarding overall student eligibility 
within a school site or groups without 
parental notification provided that 
individual/groups of student(s) can not 
be identified individually, i.e. total 
number of free/reduced students in a 
school site.  

Independent Review of 
Applications

 An independent review of applications is 
required for SFAs that demonstrate a 
higher level of risk, i.e. 2% or greater error 
rate from AR or those with new administrative 
staff.

 SFAs that are required to conduct 
independent review of applications will be 
notified by the State Agency.

THANK YOU FOR
PARTICIPATING IN TODAY’S

PRESENTATION

Please direct questions to your 
Regional Operations and Management 

Consultant


