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ABOUT THIS GUIDANCE

Millions of children across the nation participate in Child Nutrition Programs, each day,
receiving benefits that make an important contribution to their overall nutrition. Eligibility
Manual for School Meals provides comprehensive information on Federal requirements to
help State and local education agencies accurately determine, certify, and verify children’s
eligibility for free and reduced price school meals and free milk.

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) understands that emphasizing flexibility in how
programs are operated, with strong accountability for outcomes, eases access for eligible
families, while reducing paperwork and administrative errors in schools. It is critical that State
and local policies and procedures support schools and encourage effective methods, including
direct certification and direct verification, to enroll children who currently qualify for free and
reduced price benefits, but are not participating.

This manual explains the basic requirements that must be addressed by State and local
agencies in modernizing the requests for benefits, simplifying the review of applications, and
properly determining and confirming eligibility. The information provides practical guidance
to assist State and local agencies in establishing free and reduced price school meal and free
milk policies and procedures that are effective, increase Program integrity, and reduce
administrative burden, without compromising access for families in need.

The chapters of this manual highlight:
e Application design and processing,
e Determining income eligibility,
e Determining categorical eligibility,
e Direct certification methods,
e Verification procedures and sources,
e Confidentiality and disclosure, and
e Recordkeeping

Although the requirements outlined in this manual are directed at local education agencies
and school food authorities, there is information for operators of other Child Nutrition
Programs that is useful when eligibility for individual children or adult participants must be
established. The sections of this manual on income eligibility, categorical eligibility,
confidentiality, and disclosure provide guidance that may also be applied to the Child and
Adult Care Food Program and Summer Food Service Program.



This edition replaces the manual issued in August 2014. FNS’ goal is to issue annual guidance
to ensure that all Child Nutrition Program agencies will have current policy information to
begin the application and certification process at the start of each school year.

Local education agencies and other Child Nutrition Program participants should contact the
appropriate State agency for additional guidance. State agencies should direct questions to
the appropriate FNS Regional Office.

A. KEY TERMS

ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS: Receipt of benefits by any household member from certain
Assistance Programs conveys categorical (automatic) eligibility for free school meals to all
children in the household. The determination is made through direct certification for
Assistance Programs or through an application with appropriate case numbers. The
Assistance Programs are:

e Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

e Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR)

e Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)

AUTOMATED DATA MATCHING: The most common direct certification method used to
directly certify students. Matches are made between student enrollment records and
benefit recipient records from Assistance Programs (SNAP, TANF, or FDPIR), foster care
agencies, or other appropriate State or local agencies to establish categorical eligibility
(Head Start, Migrant Education Program, and runaway and homeless programs). There are
two common automated data matching processes:

1. Local or LEA-level: The State agency distributes SNAP, TANF, foster care, and
other relevant data to the LEA and the LEA matches the data to the children’s
enrollment records; or

2. State or central-level matching: The State agency is responsible for a system that
matches a list of children enrolled in schools in the NSLP with a list of children
receiving SNAP benefits, and then provides relevant information to the LEA to
process at the local level.

CARRYOVER OF ELIGIBILITY: A child’s eligibility from the previous school year, carried into
the current school year for up to 30 operating days, beginning on the first operating day of
school.

CATEGORICAL ELIGIBILITY: Children automatically eligible for free meals or free milk
because they, or any household member, receive benefits under Assistance Programs; or
7



they are designated as members of Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs. There
are two ways children may be classified as categorically eligible:

1. Participation in Assistance Programs: A child or any member of the household
receives benefits from SNAP, FDPIR, or TANF, as determined either through direct
certification or an application with the appropriate case number; or

2. Other Source Categorically Eligible designation: A child is documented as meeting the
applicable definition, as defined in this section, as:

o Homeless, runaway, or migrant;

o Afoster child; or

o Enrolled in a federally-funded Head Start or comparable State-funded Head
Start or pre-kindergarten program.

An individual child’s eligibility for free benefits under any of the Other Source Categorically
Eligible Programs does not convey to other children in the household. Except for a foster
child, the household indication of Other Source Categorically Eligible status must be
confirmed through documentation prior to certifying the child’s eligibility for free meals.

DETERMINING OFFICIAL: An LEA official responsible for determining children’s eligibility for
free or reduced price benefits.

DIRECT CERTIFICATION: Determining children eligible for free benefits based on
documentation obtained directly from appropriate State or local agencies or other
authorized individuals. Direct certification of a child’s eligibility status should not involve the
household. The communication exchange should be between an appropriate agency and the
State agency, LEA, or school.

DIRECT CERTIFICATION FOR ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS: A process conducted through an
electronic match between the Assistance Program and the State agency or LEA. No
application is necessary.

Letters from TANF and FDPIR agencies submitted by households are considered direct
certification. However, direct certification for SNAP households must be conducted using an
automated data match process. If a household provides a SNAP eligibility letter to the LEA or
school, the letter must be used to establish eligibility, but it is not considered direct
certification for reporting purposes.

DIRECT CERTIFICATION FOR OTHER SOURCE CATEGORICALLY ELIGIBLE PROGRAMS: A process
conducted through an automated data match between appropriate State or local agencies
and officials from Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs, such as the LEA’s homeless
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liaison. Direct certification may also be conducted using lists of eligible children provided to
the State or LEA from appropriate officials of these programs. Letters and contacts from
officials of theses may also be used as direct certification.

DIRECT VERIFICATION: The use of public records as a means to verify children’s eligibility for
free or reduced price benefits. Direct verification may be conducted with SNAP, FDPIR, or
TANF agencies or appropriate officials of Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs to
confirm eligibility for free meals. Direct verification with Medicaid or the State Child Health
Insurance Program (SCHIP) may confirm eligibility for either free or reduced price meals,
depending on the Medicaid or SCHIP eligibility criteria in the State.

EXTENSION OF CATEGORICAL ELIGIBILITY FOR ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS: Any one child or
household member’s receipt of benefits from an Assistance Program extends eligibility for
free benefits to all children who are members of the household.

FOSTER CHILD: An Other Source Categorical Eligibility Program designation for a child who is
formally placed by a court or a State child welfare agency. This definition does not apply to
informal arrangements or permanent guardianship placements that may exist outside of
State or court-based systems.

FREE MEAL: A meal served in NSLP or SBP to a child eligible for such benefits under 7 CFR
Part 245. Neither the child nor any member of the household pays or is required to work in
the school or in the school’s food service to receive a free meal.

FREE MILK: Milk served in the SMP to a child eligible for free milk under 7 CFR Part 245.
Neither the child nor any member of the household pays or is required to work in the school
or in the school’s food service to receive free milk.

HEAD START: An Other Source Categorically Eligible Program, which refers to Federal
Head Start and any State-funded pre-kindergarten program that use eligibility criteria
that are identical or more stringent than Federal Head Start.

HOMELESS: An Other Source Categorically Eligible Program designation for a child who is
identified by the LEA homeless liaison or by an official of a homeless shelter as lacking a
fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.

HOUSEHOLD: A group of related or nonrelated individuals who are living as one economic
unit. The term “family” has the same definition as “household” under 7 CFR Part 245.2.



INCOME ELIGIBILITY GUIDELINES (IEGS): The family-size income levels prescribed annually by
the Secretary of Agriculture for determining eligibility for free and reduced price meals and
free milk. The free guidelines are at or below 130 percent of the Federal poverty guidelines.
The reduced price guidelines are between 130 and at or below 185 percent of the Federal
poverty guidelines.

LOCAL EDUCATIONAL AGENCY (LEA): The term “LEA” refers to:

e A public board of education or other public or private nonprofit authority legally
constituted within a State for the administrative control of public or private nonprofit
schools in a political subdivision of a State;

e An administrative agency or combination of school districts or counties recognized by
the State;

e Any other public or private nonprofit institution or agency having administrative
control and direction of public or private nonprofit schools or residential child care
institutions; or

e The State educational agency that, in any State or territory, serves as the sole
educational agency for all public or private nonprofit schools.

o An employee of the food service management company may act as an agent
for the LEA in various aspects of the application, certification, and verification
processes. The company’s employee must comply with all requirements for
these processes, including limited disclosure of individual eligibility
information. However, the LEA is ultimately responsible for ensuring that all
requirements are being met and that the information on the application
remains the property of the LEA and cannot be used or possessed by the food
service management company for any use other than to determine eligibility
for free and reduced price meals

LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY (LEP): A limited ability to read, speak, write, or understand
English. Recipients of Federal financial assistance have a responsibility to take reasonable
steps to ensure meaningful access to their programs and activities by persons with limited
English proficiency.

MIGRANT: An Other Source Categorical Eligibility designation for a child who is enrolled in
the Migrant Education Program (MEP) as determined by the State or local MEP
coordinator.

MIXED HOUSEHOLDS: Those households that include children designated as Other Source
Categorically Eligible as well as other children who are not.

OPERATING DAYS: The days on which a meal or milk is provided.
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OTHER SOURCE CATEGORICALLY ELIGIBLE: Categories which make children automatically
eligible for free benefits, either through direct certification or application. A child’s eligibility
for free benefits under Other Source Categorical Eligibility does not extend to any other child
in the household. A child is Other Source Categorically Eligible if the child is:
e Enrolled in Federal Head Start;
e Enrolled in State-funded pre-kindergarten programs that use eligibility criteria that
are identical or more stringent than Federal Head Start;
e Determined to be homeless by the LEA’s homeless liaison or by an official of a
homeless shelter;
e Determined to be a migrant by the State or local MEP coordinator or homeless
liaison;
e Determined to be a runaway who is identified by the local education liaison as
receiving assistance through a program under the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act;
e Determined to be a foster child whose care and placement is the responsibility of the
State, or who is formally placed by a court with a caretaker household through which
the State retains legal custody of the child.

OVERT IDENTIFICATION: Any action that may result in a child being recognized as potentially
eligible to receive or be certified for free or reduced price school meals or free milk. LEAs and
SFAs must assure that a child’s eligibility status is not disclosed at any point in the process of
providing free or reduced price meals or free milk, including:

e Notification of the availability of free or reduced price benefits;

e Certification and notification of eligibility;

e Provision of meals in the cafeteria;

e Point of service;

e Provision of additional services, such as educational services to low income children;

or
e Method of payment.

REDUCED PRICE MEAL: A lunch priced at 40 cents or less, an afterschool snack priced at 15
cents or less, or a breakfast priced at 30 cents or less, served to a child certified as eligible for
such benefits under 7 CFR Part 245.

RESIDENTIAL CHILD CARE INSTITUTION (RCCI): Any distinct part of a public or nonprofit
private institution that:
e Maintains children in residence;
e Operates principally for the care of children; and
e |If private, is licensed by the State or local government to provide residential child-
care services under the appropriate licensing code.
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The definitions of “School” and “Child” under 7 CFR 210.2, 215.2 and 220.2, outline the
requirements for eligible RCCls and eligible residents.

RUNAWAY: An Other Source Categorical Eligibility designation for a runaway child who is
identified by the LEA’s homeless liaison or a program official as receiving assistance from a
program under the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act.

SCHOOL FOOD AUTHORITY (SFA): The governing body responsible for the administration of
one or more schools. It is the local agency that has the authority to enter into a legal
agreement with the State administrating agency to operate the School Meal Programs.

SCHOOL YEAR (SY): The period from July 1 through June 30.

TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE FOR NEEDY FAMILIES (TANF): A Federal designation for a State-
funded program under part A of title IV of the Social Security Act. Each State has its own
name and acronym for the program. Categorical eligibility for free benefits is limited to
beneficiaries in States with TANF standards that are comparable to or more restrictive than
those in effect on June 1, 1995. See SP-22- 2010, CACFP 10-2010, SFSP 08-2010: Categorical
Eligibility—Temporary Assistance to Needy Families,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/SP_22-2010 os.pdf.

WORKING DAYS: The days when school is open and teachers or school administration are on-
site, but the reimbursable meal service is not in operation.

B. STATUTORY AND REGULATORY AUTHORITY
Statutory authority for the Child Nutrition Programs includes the Richard B. Russell National
School Lunch Act (NSLA) and the Child Nutrition Act of 1966 (CNA). The statutory citations
are, respectively, 42 United States Code 1751 et seq. and 42 United States Code 1771 et seq.
Regulatory authority is found, as follows, in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR):

e 7 CFR Part 210, National School Lunch Program (NSLP)

e 7 CFR Part 215, Special Milk Program for Children (SMP)

e 7 CFR Part 220, School Breakfast Program (SBP)

e 7 CFR Part 225, Summer Food Service Program (SFSP)

e 7 CFR Part 226, Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP)

e 7 CFR Part 245, Determining Eligibility for Free and Reduced Price Meals and Free Milk

in Schools
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C. ADMINISTRATION OF THE PROGRAMS

Child Nutrition Programs are administered at the Federal level by the Food and Nutrition
Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). At the State level, the programs
are administered by a designated State agency. If State law prevents State administration, the
program may be administered by the appropriate FNS Regional Office (FNSRO), often referred
to as a Regional Office Administered Program (ROAP).

State agencies that administer Child Nutrition Programs must issue free and reduced price
policy guidance and any other instructions necessary to local educational agencies to ensure
awareness of Federal and State requirements pertaining to free and reduced price meals and
free milk. Participating local educational agencies must provide free and reduced price meal
benefits to eligible children in accordance with the statutory and regulatory requirements as
detailed in this manual.

All schools participating in NSLP or SBP must make free and reduced price meals available to
eligible children. All schools and institutions participating in the free milk option of the SMP
must make free milk available to eligible children.

D. RESOURCES

To keep up to date on Child Nutrition Program regulations, policy clarifications, and prototype
application materials, sign up for GovDelivery notifications at
https://service.govdelivery.com/accounts/USFNS/subscriber/new and regularly check the FNS

web site at http://www.fns.usda.gov/child-nutrition-programs. State agencies may also

access this information through the CN PartnerWeb at https://www.partnerweb.usda.gov
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OVERVIEW OF THE SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS

A. GENERAL REQUIREMENTS

State agencies that administer Child Nutrition Programs must issue free and reduced price
policy guidance and any other instructions necessary to local educational agencies to ensure
awareness of Federal and State requirements pertaining to free and reduced price meals and
free milk. Participating local educational agencies must provide free and reduced price meal
benefits to eligible children in accordance with the statutory and regulatory requirements as
detailed in this guidance.

All schools participating in NSLP or SBP must make free and reduced price meals available to
eligible children. All schools and institutions participating in the free milk option of the SMP
must make free milk available to eligible children.

B. POLICY STATEMENTS

SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS

Each LEA participating in the NSLP or SBP must have an approved free and reduced price
policy statement on file at the State agency or the Food and Nutrition Service Regional
Office (FNSRO) if the LEA participants under a ROAP. If an LEA is just starting its
participation in the NSLP or SBP, it must submit its policy statement to the State agency for
approval as part of the application process. Once approved, the policy statement becomes
a permanent document, but must be amended when the LEA makes a substantive change
in its free and reduced price policy. See Appendix A for the requirements for the policy
statement and amendments.

SPECIAL MILK PROGRAM

A policy statement must be submitted to and approved by the State agency for LEAs
participating in the SMP with the free milk option. An LEA may submit a single policy
statement when some of its schools participate in the SMP and others participate in the
NSLP or SBP. Specific instructions on the development of the policy statement and policy
approval process are provided to LEAs by the State agency.

ADDRESSING OVERT IDENTIFICATION

SFAs and LEAs must avoid any policy or practice that has the effect of overtly identifying
children receiving free or reduced price meal benefits. LEAs and SFAs must assure that
their policy statement complies with this requirement. During an administrative review,
the State agency must ensure that the policy statement addresses ways to prevent overt

identification.
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C. PUBLIC OUTREACH REQUIREMENTS

PUBLIC MEDIA RELEASE

Near the beginning of each school year, the public must be notified that free and reduced
price meals and free milk are available. This notice must include the eligibility criteria for free
and reduced price meals or free milk. It must be provided to the local news media, the
unemployment office, and any major employers who are contemplating large layoffs in the
attendance area of the school.

e REQUIRED INFORMATION
o The public release for school meal benefits must contain the same

information supplied in the letter to households, except that the public
release must contain Income Eligibility Guidelines (IEGs) for free as well as
reduced price school meals. However, a public release that only refers to
the SMP should not contain the reduced price IEGs. The public release
must also explain the following information:

e When known to the LEA, households will be notified of their children’s eligibility

for free meals if they are members of households receiving assistance from the:

o Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP);
o Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR); or

o Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), if the State
program meets Federal standards.

e An application is not required for free meal benefits for Assistance Program
participants and all of the children in the household are eligible for free meal
benefits. If any children were not listed on the notice of eligibility, the
household should contact the LEA or school to have free meal benefits
extended to them.

e When known to the LEA, households will be notified of any child’s
eligibility for free meals if the individual child is Other Source
Categorically Eligible, because the child is categorized, as defined by law

as:
o Homeless,
o Migrant,
o Runaway,
o Enrolled in an eligible Head Start, or
o Enrolled in an eligible pre-kindergarten class.

If any children were not listed on the notice of eligibility, the household
should contact the LEA or school about their eligibility through an Other
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Source Categorically Eligible Program or should submit an income
application.

e If children or households receive benefits under Assistance Programs or
Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs and are not notified by the
school of their free meal benefits, the parent or guardian should contact the
school.

e Households notified of their children’s eligibility must contact the LEA or
school if the household chooses to decline the free meal benefits.

See Information Letters to Households in this section for a full list of criteria that must be
addressed in the public release.

ISSUANCE

The State agency may issue the public release on behalf of its LEAs. In this case, the free and
reduced price policy statement must specify the responsibilities the State agency will assume,
such as sending the public release to the local media and employment offices, and the names
of the schools covered under the policy. Copies of the public release must be made available
upon request to any interested person.

INFORMATION LETTERS TO HOUSEHOLDS

At the beginning of school, information letters must be distributed to the households of
children attending the school. This letter informs families about the Child Nutrition Programs
that free or reduced price meals or free milk may be available to children.

The information letter must be sent to households of all schoolchildren either before the
beginning or very early in the school year. Information letters cannot be sent home at the end
of the school year for the next year, nor can the LEA accept and process applications before
the federally defined school year, which begins on July 1. However, year-round schools, may
distribute the letters in June.) The letters may be distributed by the postal service, e-mailed to
the parent or guardian, or included in an information packet provided to students.

INFORMATION LETTERS FOR LATE ENROLLMENTS

Households enrolling new students in an LEA, after the start of the school year, must be
provided an information letter, application form, and materials when they enroll. If the LEA
has the capability, the status of any newly enrolled child must be checked for Assistance
Programs and Other Source Categorical Eligibility at the time of enrollment.
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REQUIRED INFORMATION
e Income Eligibility Guidelines
o For schools participating in the NSLP or SBP only the reduced price guidelines are
provided with an explanation that households with incomes at or below the
reduced price limits may be eligible for either free or reduced price meals;
o For schools participating in the SMP with the free milk option, the free guidelines
are provided; and
o For schools participating in the NSLP or SBP and also participating in the SMP with
the free milk option for their split-session kindergarten students, both sets of
guidelines are provided.
e Instructions on how to apply for free and reduced price meals or free milk, including local

contacts and mailing addresses, prominently displayed, explaining how to submit an

application to a school or LEA office and where to direct questions about the process.

e An explanation that:
o Only one application is required for all children in the household;

o An application for free or reduced price benefits cannot be approved unless
complete eligibility information is submitted, as indicated on the application
and in the instructions;

o No application is necessary if the household was notified by the LEA that all
children have been directly certified. If the household is not sure if their
children have been directly certified, they should contact the school;

o Only the last four digits of the social security number of the household’s
primary wage earner or another adult household member is needed;

o A foster child is categorically eligible for free meals and may be included as a
member of the foster family if the foster family chooses to also apply for
benefits for other children;

o Including children in foster care as household members may help other children
in the household qualify for benefits;

o If the foster family is not eligible for free or reduced price meal benefits, it does
not prevent a foster child from receiving benefits;

o Categorical eligibility for free benefits is extended to all children in a household
when the application lists an Assistance Program’s case number for any
household member;

o Households with any member who is currently certified to receive Assistance
Program benefits may submit an application for these children with the
abbreviated information as indicated on the application and instructions;
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o Households with children who are categorically eligible under Other Source
Categorically Eligible Programs may be eligible for free benefits and should
contact the school or LEA for assistance in receiving benefits.

o Information submitted on the application may be subject to verification;
o A household may apply for benefits at any time during the school year;

o Children of parents or guardians who become unemployed may be eligible for
free and reduced price meals or free milk;

o Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC)
participants may be eligible for free and reduced price meals;

o A household may appeal the application decision, using the hearing procedure
described in the LEA’s free and reduced price policy statement;

o For up to 30 operating days into the new school year, eligibility from the
previous year will continue within the same LEA.

o When the carry-over period ends, unless the household is notified that their
children are directly certified or the household submits an application that is
approved, the children must pay full price for school meals and the school will
not send a reminder or a notice of expired eligibility.

e The following USDA Nondiscrimination Statement:

The U.S. Department of Agriculture prohibits discrimination against its
customers, employees, and applicants for employment on the bases 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 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 bases will apply to all programs and/or employment activities.)

If you wish to file a Civil Rights program complaint of discrimination, complete
the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint 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, D.C. 20250-9410, by fax (202)690-7442, or email at
program.intake@usda.gov.
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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.
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CHAPTER 1: THE APPLICATION

A. APPLICATION DESIGN

The application and all supporting materials must be clear, simple in design, and
understandable and uniform in format. The application materials must also conform to the
requirements described in this section.

NEW FNS PROTOTYPE APPLICATION

LEAs are encouraged to use the FNS prototype application to support access to school meals.
The prototype application complies with Federal requirements and meets all criteria
examined during administrative reviews.

FEATURES OF THE PROTOTYPE APPLICATION

e Income is accepted only in whole dollars.

e Income reporting is streamlined for non-adult household members, in recognition
that children do not receive income on a regular basis. Income for children is
totaled into a single reporting field.

e Applicants without income are requested to write a “zero” in the applicable field
or mark “no income.” The application must convey to the applicant that any
income field left blank is a positive indication of no income and certifies that there
is no income to report. Applications with blank income fields will be processed as
complete.

e When noincome is provided for any of the adult household members, the
application is still considered complete.

Design features and improvements streamline and clarify the application process for
households. See SP33-2015: Revised prototype Free and Reduced Price Application Materials:
Policy Changes and Design Overview, http://www.fns.usda.gov/revised-prototype-free-and-

reduced-price-application-materials-policy-changes-and-design-overview

If the LEA does not use the prototype, it may continue to accept income in dollars and cents.
The LEA may modify the prototype to include the signature of the approving official, date of
approval, and status.

HOUSEHOLD APPLICATIONS
LEAs must provide household applications to families applying for free or reduced price meals
or free milk benefits, unless the household has been directly certified.
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e Applications provided to households must be accompanied by instructional materials
similar to those included with the FNS prototype application.

e One household application is submitted for all children in the household who attend
schools in the same LEA.

e The LEA cannot require a separate application for each child in the same household or
multiple applications from a mixed household that includes children who are Other
Source Categorically Eligible and others who apply based on household income.

e The LEA may scan or photocopy an application submitted by a household in order to
process different eligibility determinations in mixed households and to share with the
different schools and LEAs that children in the household attend.

e The application provided to a household may only be pre-filled with the child’s name.
All other data required on the application must be completed by the household.

e The LEA cannot require a household to submit an application.

FAMILY FRIENDLY APPLICATION

FNS provides a simplified prototype “Family Friendly” application that includes only the
information that families need when first applying for free and reduced price school meals. It
is part of a package that is intended to assist State agencies and LEAs in ensuring that the
application and other household materials are available in languages which LEP households
can understand.

This package has been translated into 33 languages. Each translation includes:
e Letter to household,
e Application instructions,
e Application form, and
e A form to share information with MEDICAID or SCHIP for additional benefits.

Although FNS fully revised the prototype application materials for SY 2015-2016, work is still
being done to translate those materials into every language for which the Family Friendly
application is currently available. A Spanish version of the prototype application is currently
available. See http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/applying-free-and-reduced-price-

school-meals. FNS anticipates that all of the translations of the updated prototype application
materials will be completed for SY 2016-2017.

LEAs are encouraged to continue to use the existing Family Friendly Foreign Language
Translations, as appropriate, to assist households whose language needs are not met by the
updated materials. See http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/family-friendly-application-

translations.
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE TRANSLATIONS

Application materials and other communications with households concerning eligibility
determinations must be in a language that parents or guardians can understand in order to
diminish any language barriers to participation for LEP families. Under title 6 of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, LEAs are required to assist LEP families, be aware of their language needs and
ensure that these households have access to the same information other parents have in a
manner they can easily understand.

State agencies and LEAs are responsible for ensuring that all application and other household
materials used in the application process are available in a language the LEP household can
understand. Where households need information in a language other than English, LEAs must
make reasonable efforts, considering the number of such households, to provide household
letters and application forms to them in the appropriate languages. Additionally, liaisons
proficient in foreign languages may assist households with completing the application
process.

To summarize, State agencies and LEAs must:

e Be familiar with the translated application materials available through FNS.
State agencies must ensure that FNS prototype applications are available to
their LEAs, and that LEAs that do not have their own translations make the FNS
applications available to the families who need them.

e Use the Home Language Survey, USDA’s “I Speak” survey or other surveys to
help identify LEP families and language needs.

e Be familiar with languages used in the community and the potential need for
materials in those languages.

e After assessing potential language needs, determine where information or
translation services in those languages may be obtained.

e After identifying LEP households, provide language services to assist with meal
benefit applications.

e Provide the necessary services so that parents or guardians, who are unable to
read or have limited literacy, are assisted with completing the application
process. This may entail providing oral interpretation services. Parents should
not be expected to rely on family members, especially children, or friends as
interpreters as they may not be able to provide quality and accurate
interpretations.

e Have systems in place to assist LEP households through the verification
process. Follow up with LEP households that do not respond to the initial
verification request.
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e When possible, partner with State and local resources, such as migrant or
refugee assistance agencies.

PAPER APPLICATIONS
If the LEA only uses paper applications, an application form and instructions must be
included with the letter to households.

A sample household letter and instructions are included with the Prototype Household
Application developed by FNS. See Applying for Free and Reduced Price School Meals,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/applying-free-and-reduced-price-school-meals.

ELECTRONIC AND SCANNED APPLICATIONS
The LEA may make available and accept applications electronically. The LEA may also scan
paper applications.

e All disclosure restrictions must be met and acceptance of the application and
electronic signatures must conform with FNS policy. See SP 10-2007, SFSP 06-2007,
CACFP 07-2007: Update on Electronic Transactions in the Child Nutrition Programs,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/update-electronic-transactions-child-nutrition-programs-1.

e The system should include a statement which explains how to obtain a paper
application if households decide they no longer want to complete an application
electronically.

e The process for scanning applications must meet all requirements as well as
perform functions as outlined in this guidance. For example, the software or
scanner system must be able to recognize and accept less than whole dollar
amounts.

COMPUTER OR WEB-BASED APPLICATIONS

If the LEA uses a computer or web-based system as one of their application processes, the
letter to households must inform the household how to access the system in order to apply
for benefits. It must also explain how the household may obtain and submit a paper
application, such as including a telephone number or a form to request an application.

The system must include a question or data field to indicate a child’s Head Start, migrant,
runaway, foster, or homeless status.

The system may ask for a student identification number or a child’s birth date. However,

the household must be informed that these data fields are not required by NSLP, SBP, or
SMP.
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The LEA does not have to amend the system to reflect the FNS prototype application.
However, if modifications are made, the system must be able to recognize and accept
whole dollar amounts.

Note: USDA and FNS do not evaluate, recommend, approve, or endorse any software used for certification or
verification purposes. There are no Federal specifications for software vendors. LEAs are responsible for assuring
that any automated certification and verification processes meet all regulatory requirements and policies,
including the calculation of income frequencies, and that the software used is performing correctly and meets all
requirements.

APPLICATIONS FOR RESIDENTS OF RCCIS

Each child residing in an RCCl is considered a household of one. An application is
completed for each child unless the RCCI uses an eligibility documentation sheet for all
children residing in the RCCI. The documentation sheet must be signed by an appropriate
official and include:

e Child’s name

e Personal income received by the child,
e Child’s date of birth,

e Date of admission,

e Date of release,

e Official’s title, and

e Official’s contact information.

Children attending but not residing in an RCCl are considered members of their household.
Their eligibility is determined using a household application or through direct certification.

B. APPLICATION CONTENT

Except for the information in the attesting statement, the required information on the
application form may be separate from the signature block and organized at the LEA’s
discretion. For example, the Use of Information Statement may be referred to in the signature
block but may be on the reverse side of the application or included with the instructions on
how to complete the form.
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REQUIRED INFORMATION

USE OF INFORMATION STATEMENT

Because of the statutory change requiring only the last four digits of a social security
number, the Privacy Act statement is no longer required. The Use of Information
Statement must be provided on the application instead, exactly as follows:

The Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act requires the information on
this application. You do not have to give the information, but if you do not
submit all needed information, we cannot approve your child for free or
reduced price meals. You must include the last four digits of the social security
number of the adult household member who signs the application. The social
security number is not required when you apply on behalf of a foster child or
you list a Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Program or Food Distribution Program on
Indian Reservations (FDPIR) case number or other FDPIR identifier for your
child or when you indicate that the adult household member signing the
application does not have a social security number. We will use your
information to determine if your child is eligible for free or reduced price
meals, and for administration and enforcement of the lunch and breakfast
programs.

We may share your eligibility information with education, health, and nutrition
programs to help them evaluate, fund, or determine benefits for their
programs, auditors for program reviews, and law enforcement officials to help
them look into violations of program rules.

ATTESTING STATEMENT
A statement, directly above the signature block for the signing adult, to certify that:

e The person signing is furnishing true information and to advise that person that
the application is being made in connection with the receipt of Federal funds;

e School officials may verify the information on the application; and

e Deliberate misrepresentation of the information may subject the applicant to
prosecution under State and Federal statutes.

CHILDREN'S RACIAL AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES

Although survey questions on children’s ethnicity and race are optional for households
to complete, they must be included on the application. The categories and format
must be identical to that listed on the USDA Prototype Application for Free and
Reduced Price School Meals, at http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/cn/SP33-
2015a4.pdf.
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See FNS Instruction 113-1, Civil Rights Compliance and Enforcement — Nutrition
Programs and Activities, at http://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/files/113-1.pdf

CATEGORICAL ELIGIB