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This edition incorporates clarifications identified by the Food and Nutrition
Service and State agencies, as well as applicable guidance issued since the last
revision in July 2016. Notable changes are highlighted in yellow throughout the
manual. Formatting changes and minor changes to the language are not
highlighted, as they do not represent a change in policy.

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and
policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA
programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity (including
gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income derived from a public
assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity
conducted or funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint filing deadlines vary by
program or incident.

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large
print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA's TARGET Center at
(202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally,
program information may be made available in languages other than English.

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027,
found online at How to File a Program Discrimination Complaint and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to
USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call
(866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of
the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202)
690-7442; or (3) email: program.intake@usda.gov.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.
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About This Guidance

Millions of children across the nation participate in the
Federal Child Nutrition Programs (CNPs) each day,
receiving benefits that make an important contribution to
their overall nutrition and academic success. In 2016, an
average of 30.3 million children participated in the
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and 14.5 million
children participated in the School Breakfast Program
(SBP) each day school was in session. Seventy-three
percent of all lunches and 85 percent of all breakfasts
were served at the free and reduced price rate.

The Eligibility Manual for School Meals provides
comprehensive information on the Federal requirements,
policies, and procedures for establishing eligibility in the
Programs. This is intended to help State and local
educational agencies (LEAS) accurately determine,
certify, and verify children’s eligibility for free and
reduced price school meals and free milk.

The United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS)
understands the importance of reducing paperwork and administrative errors, emphasizing
flexibility in how the Programs operate, and maintaining strong accountability for outcomes,
all while promoting access for eligible families. It is critical that State and local procedures
encourage and support effective methods for establishing eligibility, including direct
certification, to reach children who qualify for benefits, but who are not participating.

The Eligibility Manual provides practical information for State and local agencies responsible for
administering the School Meal Programs, including guidance on determining eligibility for free
and reduced price meals and free milk, protecting student privacy, and ensuring the accuracy of
eligibility determinations through the verification process. By using this manual, State and local
agencies can ensure their policies and procedures for establishing eligibility are effective,
improve Program integrity, and reduce administrative burden, without compromising access for
families in need.

While the requirements in this manual are generally directed towards LEAS, FNS recognizes
there is wide variation in the structure of school districts at the local level. As such, in some
cases, the school food authority (SFA) may assume responsibility for certain requirements
included in this manual. Additionally, CNP operators will find this manual useful when
establishing eligibility for individual children in the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) or



for children and adult participants in the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP). The
income eligibility, categorical eligibility, confidentiality, and disclosure sections of this manual
are also applicable to the SFSP and CACFP.

The sections of the Eligibility Manual include:

e Section 1: An overview of the CNPs: the NSLP, SBP, CACFP, and SFSP.

e Section 2: Information about determining eligibility based on household size and income,
Assistance Program participation, and Other Source Categorical Eligibility designations.

e Section 3: A guide to processing and reviewing applications and notifying households of
application approval or denial.

e Section 4: An overview of application requirements and information about various
application types and formats.

e Section 5: A guide to confidentiality and disclosure requirements, including when, how,
and to whom a child’s eligibility status or other eligibility information may be disclosed.

e Section 6: An overview of the verification requirements for the School Meal Programs.

e Appendices: Additional resources LEAs may use to learn more about eligibility
determinations in the CNPs.

This edition replaces the Eligibility Manual issued in July 2016. FNS issues this guidance
periodically to ensure that CNP operators have current policy information to begin the
application and certification process at the start of each school year.

LEAs and other CNP institutions and sponsors should contact the appropriate State agency for
additional guidance. State agencies should direct questions to the appropriate FNS Regional
Office (FNSRO).

Statutory Authority
Statutory authority for the CNPs 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 in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), as follows:
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




Section 1: Getting Started

In this section, you will find information on:
e The administration of USDA’s CNPs,
e Policy requirements for operating the CNPs,
e Public outreach requirements for LEASs, and
e Alist of key terms used throughout the Eligibility Manual.

Child Nutrition Programs

At the Federal level, the CNPs are
administered by USDA-FNS. At the State
level, the programs are administered by a
designated State agency. If State law prevents
State administration, programs may be
administered by the appropriate FNSRO, often
referred to as a Regional Office Administered
Program (ROAP).

According to 7 CFR 245.1(a), State agencies
that administer the CNPs must issue free and
reduced price policy guidance and any other
instructions necessary to LEAs and other
program sponsors to ensure awareness of Federal and State requirements pertaining to free and
reduced price meals and free milk. Participating LEAs must provide free and reduced price meal
benefits to eligible children in accordance with the statutory and regulatory requirements as
detailed in this manual.

Key Requirements

All schools participating in NSLP or SBP must make free and reduced price meals available to
all eligible children. All schools and institutions participating in the free milk option of the SMP
must make free milk available to eligible children [7 CFR 245.1(a)]. No person shall, on the
ground of race, color, or national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits
of, or be otherwise subjected to discrimination under the CNPs [7 CFR 15.1].



Policy Statements

According to 7 CFR 245.10(a), each LEA participating in the NSLP and SBP must have an
approved free and reduced price policy statement on file at the appropriate State agency (or the
FNSRO, if the LEA participates under a ROAP). Likewise, each LEA participating in the SMP
with the free milk option must have an approved policy statement on file. If some schools in an
LEA participate in the SMP and others participate in the NSLP or SBP, the LEA may submit a
single policy statement for all of its schools.

When an LEA begins participation in the NSLP, SBP, or SMP, the LEA must submit a policy
statement to the State agency for approval as part of the application process. Once approved, the
policy statement becomes a permanent document, though it must be amended when the LEA
makes a substantive change in its free and reduced price policy statement [7 CFR 245.10(c)].
The State agency provides specific instructions on the development of the policy statement and
policy approval process [7 CFR 245.10(a)(1)]. Please see Appendix A for the requirements for
the policy statement and amendments.

Public Outreach Requirements

As required at 7 CFR 245.5(a), 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. The public notice must be
provided to the local news media, the unemployment office, and any major employers
contemplating large layoffs in the attendance area of the school [7 CFR 245.5(a)(2)].

The State agency may issue the public release on behalf of all LEASs in the State. 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 [7 CFR 245.5(b)].

In addition to the required notification at the beginning of the school year, LEASs are strongly
encouraged to share information about the availability of school meals in routine contacts
throughout the school year. LEAs may post the application on school or district websites,
provide information in newsletters regularly sent to families, and use other existing notification
methods (e.g., print, telephone, email, text message, and social media) to encourage eligible
families to apply.

LEAs must ensure that communication with applicants, participants, members of the public, and

companions with disabilities are as effective as communications with people without disabilities

through the provision of auxiliary aids and services, such as alternative formats, taped text, audio
recordings, Brailed materials, large print and sign language interpreters [28 CFR 35.160].



Additionally, in order to participate in the School Meal Programs, program operators must
comply with the USDA regulation Non Discrimination on the Basis of Handicap in Programs or
Activities Receiving Federal Financial Assistance [7 CFR 15b]. This includes ensuring children
with disabilities have an equal opportunity to participate in and benefit from the NSLP and SBP.
For more detailed guidance about accommodating disabilities, please see issued SP 26-2017:
Accommodating Disabilities in the School Meal Programs: Guidance and Questions and
Answers (Q&As), https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/accommodating-disabilities-school-
meal-programs-guidance-and-gas.

LEAs also must take reasonable steps to ensure meaningful access to their programs and
activities by persons with limited English proficiency. More information about this requirement
may be found in Application Content and in SP 37-2016: Meaningful Access for Persons with
Limited English Proficiency in the School Meal Programs: Guidance and Q&aAs,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/meaningful-access-persons-limited-english-proficiency-lep-school-
meal-programs-quidance-and-gas.

Public Media Release
The public media release must include the same
information supplied in the letter to households.
Additionally, the public release must contain
the Federal Income Eligibility Guidelines
(IEGS) for free as well as reduced price school
meals. However, a public release solely for the
SMP only provides the free IEGs, and is not
required to provide the reduced price IEGs.
To view the current IEGS, please see:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/
income-eligibility-guidelines.
The public release also must explain the
following information:
e When known to the LEA, households ~
will be notified of their children’s eligibility for free meals based on their participation
(or a household member’s participation) in the:
0 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP);
o Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR); or
0 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), if the State program meets
Federal standards.
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e When known to the LEA, households will be notified of any child’s eligibility for free
meals based on the individual child’s designation as Other Source Categorically Eligible,
as defined by law. Children are determined Other Source Categorically Eligible if they
are:

Homeless,

Migrant,

Runaway,

A foster child, or

Enrolled in Head Start or an eligible pre-kindergarten program

(see: SP 40-2013: Q&As Regarding the Participation of Head Start Programs in

Child Nutrition Programs, https://www.fns.usda.gov/gas-regarding-participation-

head-start-programs-child-nutrition-programs-0).

e If children or households receive benefits under Assistance Programs or Other Source
Categorically Eligible Programs and are not listed on the notice of eligibility and are not
notified by the school of their free meal benefits, the parent or guardian should contact
the school or should submit an income application.

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

O O 0O o0 O

Information Letters to Households

To inform families about the availability of free and reduced price meals or free milk, schools
must distribute information letters to the households of children attending the school

[7 CFR 245.5(a)(1)]. LEAs are encouraged to inform households that all school-aged children in
income-eligible households can receive school meal benefits regardless of a child’s immigration
status. In addition, the letter may inform households that LEAs do not release information for
immigration-related purposes in the usual course of operating CNPs.

The information letter must be sent to households before children begin attending school. The
letters may be distributed by the postal service, e-mailed to the parent or guardian, or included in
information packets provided to students. LEAs also are encouraged to provide applications and
information about school meals in routine household contacts throughout the school year through
school newsletters, social media updates, or other household notification processes. Information
letters may not, however, be sent to households at the end of the school year for the subsequent
school year, nor can the LEA accept and process applications before the federally defined school
year, which begins on July 1. (Year-round schools, however, may distribute the letters in June.)

Direct certification allows LEAs to establish student eligibility for free meals using participant
data from other means-tested programs, eliminating the need for an application. (See: The Direct
Certification Process.) LEAs must ensure all households receive either a direct certification
notification of their child’s approval or, for those children not directly certified, an application
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for free and reduced price meal benefits [7 CFR 245.6(c)(6) and 7 CFR 256.6(c)(6)(ii)].
Notification of a child’s eligibility through direct certification may be done through e-mail if the
LEA has an e-mail address for a parent or guardian.

When distributing the application materials for those children not directly certified, LEAs must
prevent the overt identification of those children determined eligible through the direct
certification process and who do not need application materials [7 CFR 245.6(b)(10)].

See Preventing Overt Identification for more information.

As outlined at 7 CFR 245.5(a), the information letters must include:
e The IEGs, as follows:

o For schools participating in the NSLP and/or SBP only, the information letter
must include the reduced price guidelines and an explanation that households with
incomes at or below the reduced price income limit may be eligible for free or
reduced price meals.

o0 For schools participating in the SMP with the free milk option only, the
information letter must include the free guidelines.

o For schools participating in the NSLP and/or SBP, and also participating in the
SMP with the free milk option (e.g. for split-session kindergarten students), the
information letter must include the free and reduced price guidelines.

e Instructions on how to apply for free and reduced price meals or free milk, including:

0 Local contacts and mailing addresses, prominently displayed.

0 An explanation of how to submit an application to a school or LEA office.

o Instructions for where to direct questions about the application process.

o0 General application information:

= A household may apply for benefits at any time during the school year. Children of
parents or guardians who become unemployed or experience a financial hardship
mid-year may become eligible for free and reduced price meals or free milk at any
point during the school year.

= Only one application is required for all children in the household attending schools in
the same LEA.

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

= Only the last four digits of the Social Security Number of the household’s primary
wage earner or another adult household member (or an indication of “none”) is needed
when submitting the application.

= Information submitted on the application may be subject to verification.

11



= Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC)
participants may be certified as eligible for free and reduced price meals through the
application process.
An explanation of Assistance Program (SNAP, FDPIR, or TANF) household eligibility:

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

0 Households with any member who is currently certified to receive Assistance
Program benefits may submit an application with abbreviated information as
indicated on the application and instructions.

An explanation of Other Source Categorically Eligibility:

0 Households with children who are
categorically eligible through an Other
Source Categorically Eligible
designation may be eligible for free
benefits and should contact the school or
LEA for assistance in receiving benefits.

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

o If non-foster children in a foster family are not eligible for free or reduced price meal
benefits, an eligible foster child will still receive free benefits.

An explanation of eligibility determinations:

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

o0 A household may appeal the application decision, using the hearing procedure
described in the LEA’s free and reduced price policy statement.

An explanation of carryover policy:

o For up to 30 operating days into the new school year (or until a new eligibility
determination is made, whichever comes first) an individual child’s free or reduced
price eligibility status from the previous year will continue within the same LEA.

0 When the carryover period ends, unless the household is notified that their children
are directly certified or the household submits an application that is approved, the
children’s meals must be claimed at the paid rate. Though encouraged to do so, the
LEA is not required to send a reminder or a notice of expired eligibility.

12



e The full USDA Nondiscrimination Statement, revised as of October 2015, as follows:

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and
employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are
prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, sex,
disability, age, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity in any
program or activity conducted or funded by USDA.

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for
program information (e.g. Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign
Language, etc.), should contact the Agency (State or local) where they applied for
benefits. Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities
may contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339.
Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other
than English.

To file a program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program
Discrimination Complaint Form, (AD-3027) found online at:
http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, and at any USDA office, or
write a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information
requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-
9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by:

(1) Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights

1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410;

(2) Fax: (202) 690-7442; or

(3) E-mail: program.intake@usda.gov.

This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

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, and materials when they enroll, and the LEA must determine
eligibility promptly [7 CFR 245.6(a)(1)]. The LEA must notify the household of the children's
eligibility and provide free or reduced price meal benefits to eligible children within 10 operating
days of receiving the application from the household [7 CFR 245.6(c)(6)(i)]. If the LEA has the
capability, the status of any newly enrolled child must be checked for participation in an
Assistance Program and in Other Source Categorical Eligibility at the time of enrollment.
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Definitions

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 that convey
categorical eligibility to all children in the household are:

e Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

e Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations

e Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

Automated Data Matching: The most common direct certification method used to directly
certify children. Matches are made between student enrollment records and benefit recipient
records from Assistance Programs, foster care agencies, Head Start Programs, Migrant Education
Programs, and agencies working with homeless and runaway children, or other appropriate State
or local agencies to establish categorical eligibility.

There are two common automated data matching processes:
e Local-level: The State agency distributes relevant data to the LEA and the LEA matches
the data to the children’s enrollment records.
e State or central-level matching: The State agency is responsible for a system that matches
a list of children enrolled in schools in the NLSP with a list of children receiving
Assistance Program benefits and then provides relevant information to the LEA to
process at the local level.

Carryover of Eligibility: When a child transitions from one standard counting and claiming
school to another standard counting and claiming school within the same LEA between school
years, the child’s eligibility status from the previous school year is carried into the current school
year for up to 30 operating days, beginning on the first operating day of school. A child’s prior
year’s eligibility remains in effect until a new eligibility determination is made or, if no
determination is made, for up to 30 operating days [7 CFR 245.6(c)(2)]. For more information,
see: Carryover of Previous Year’s Eligibility.

Categorical Eligibility: Automatic eligibility for free meals or free milk due to a child’s (or any
household member’s) receipt of benefits under an Assistance Program, or a child’s designation
as Other Source Categorically Eligible [7 CFR 245.2]. There are two ways children may be
classified as categorically eligible:
e Participation in an Assistance Program [7 CFR 245.6(b)(7)]: A child or any member of
the household receives benefits from an Assistance Program, as determined either
through direct certification or an application with the appropriate case number.
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e Other Source Categorically Eligible designation [7 CFR 245.6(b)(8)]: A child is
documented as meeting the applicable definition, as defined in this section, as:
0 Homeless, runaway, or migrant child,;
o Foster child; or
o Enrolled in a federally-funded Head Start or comparable State- or Indian Tribal
Organization-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 [7 CFR 245.6(b)(8)].
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. If documentation does not confirm eligibility for an Other Source Categorically
Eligibility, the household should be asked to resubmit the application and include income
information.

Community Eligibility Provision (CEP): Rather than collecting school meal applications to
make individual eligibility determinations, schools that adopt CEP are reimbursed using a
formula based on the percentage of students who are normally certified for free school meals
without an application, such as students who participate in the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program and homeless students. See the Community Eligibility Provision Resource
Center: https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/community-eligibility-provision-resource-center.

Determining Official: An LEA official responsible for determining children’s eligibility for free
and reduced price benefits. An employee of a 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, including limited disclosure of
individual eligibility information. However, the LEA is ultimately responsible for ensuring that
all requirements are met and that the information on the application remains the property of the
LEA and may not be used or possessed by the food service management company for any use
other than to determine eligibility for free and reduced price meals. This also applies when an
LEA and/or SFA contracts with an Educational Service Provider to manage these functions.
See SP 07-2008: Charter School Involvement in the National School Lunch and Breakfast
Programs, https://www.fns.usda.gov/sp07-2008-charter-school-involvement-nslp-and-sbp.

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.
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Direct Certification for Assistance Programs: A process conducted through automated data
matching or an exchange of information between the Assistance Program agency and the State
agency or LEA. No application from the household is necessary. Letters from Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families and Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations agencies
submitted by households are considered direct certification. However, direct certification for
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program households must be conducted using an automated
data matching process [7 CFR 245.6(b)(1)]. If a household provides a Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program 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 matching or an exchange of information between appropriate State or
local agencies and officials from Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs, such as the
LEA’s homeless liaison. Direct certification also may be conducted using lists of eligible
children provided to the State agency or LEA from appropriate officials of these programs.
Letters and contacts from officials of these may also be used as direct certification.

[7 CFR 245.6(b)(2)]

Direct Verification: The use of public records as a means to verify children’s eligibility for free
and reduced price benefits. Direct verification may be conducted with Assistance Program
agencies or appropriate officials of Other Source Categorically Eligible Programs to confirm
eligibility for free meals. Direct verification with Medicaid or the Children’s Health Insurance
Program may confirm eligibility for either free or reduced price meals, depending on the
Medicaid or Children’s Health Insurance Program eligibility criteria in the State. Direct
verification may be used for applications included in the verification sample or those verified for
cause. [7 CFR 245.6a(g)]

Extension of Categorical Eligibility for Assistance Programs: A child or other household
member’s receipt of benefits from an Assistance Program automatically extends eligibility for
free benefits to all children who are members of the household. [7 CFR 245.6(b)(7)]

Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR): FDPIR is a Federal program that
provides United States Department of Agriculture foods to low-income households living on
Indian reservations, and to Native American families residing in designated areas near
reservations and in the State of Oklahoma. Children from households that receive benefits from
FDPIR are deemed categorically eligible for free school meals. See Food Distribution Program
on Indian Reservations: http://www.fns.usda.gov/fdpir/food-distribution-program-indian-
reservations-fdpir.

Food Service Management Company: A Food Service Management Company is a commercial
enterprise or a nonprofit organization that may be contracted with by the SFA or LEA to manage
any aspect of the school food service.
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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. Whether placed by the State child
welfare agency or a court, in order for a child to be considered categorically eligible for free
meals, the State must retain legal custody of the child. This definition does not apply to informal
arrangements or permanent guardianship placements that may exist outside of State or
court-based systems. [7 CFR 245.2]

Free Meal: A meal served in the National School Lunch Program or School Breakfast Program
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. [7 CFR 245.2]

Free Milk: Milk served in the Special Milk Program 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. [7 CFR 245.2]

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. [7 CFR 245.2]

Homeless: An Other Source Categorically Eligible Program designation for a child who is
identified by the LEA’s homeless liaison or by an official of a homeless shelter as lacking a
fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. [7 CFR 245.2]

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 130 percent of the Federal poverty guidelines. The reduced price
guidelines are 185 percent of the Federal poverty guidelines. See School Meals - Income
Eligibility Guidelines: http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/income-eligibility-guidelines.

Local Educational Agency (LEA): According to 7 CFR 210.2, the term “local educational
agency” 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 recognized by the State;

e Any other public or private nonprofit agency with 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.
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Limited English Proficiency (LEP): A limited ability to read, speak, write, or understand
English. Local educational agencies, schools and other entities that receive Federal financial
assistance, including reimbursements for meals from United States Department of Agriculture,
must take reasonable steps to ensure meaningful access to their programs and activities by
persons with limited English proficiency. See SP 37-2016: Meaningful Access for Persons with
Limited English Proficiency in the School Meal Programs: Guidance and Q&As,
http://www.fns.usda.gov/meaningful-access-persons-limited-english-proficiency-lep-school-
meal-programs-guidance-and-gas.

Migrant: An Other Source Categorical Eligibility designation for a child who is enrolled in the
Migrant Education Program as determined by the State or local Migrant Education Program
coordinator or as documented by an appropriate local educational agency official, such as the
homeless liaison. [7 CFR 245.2]

Mixed Households: Those households that include children designated as Other Source
Categorically Eligible and other children who are not. [7 CFR 245.2]

Operating Days: The days on which reimbursable meals or milk are provided by a school or
another program sponsor. [7 CFR 245.2]

Other Source Categorically Eligible: Categories that 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 they are:
e Enrolled in Federal Head Start;
e Enrolled in State- or Indian Tribal Organization-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 Migrant Education Program 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; or
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 certified for
(or potentially eligible to receive) free or reduced price school meals or free milk. Local

educational agencies and school food authorities must assure that a child’s eligibility status is not

18


http://www.fns.usda.gov/meaningful-access-persons-limited-english-proficiency-lep-school-meal-programs-guidance-and-qas
http://www.fns.usda.gov/meaningful-access-persons-limited-english-proficiency-lep-school-meal-programs-guidance-and-qas

disclosed at any point in the process of providing free and reduced price meals or free milk,
including:
e When the child or household is notified of the availability of free and reduced price
benefits;
e During certification and notification of eligibility;
e During the provision of meals in the cafeteria;
e At the point of service;
e During the provision of additional services, such as educational services to low income
children; or
e When the child pays for their meals.

See SP 45-2012: Preventing Overt Identification of Children Certified for Free or Reduced Price
School Meals, http://www.fns.usda.qgov/preventing-overt-identification-children-certified-free-
or-reduced-price-school-meals.

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.

The definitions of “School” and “Child” in 7 CFR 210.2, 215.2 and 220.2, outline the
requirements for eligible Residential Child Care Institutions and eligible residents.

Runaway: An Other Source Categorical Eligibility designation for a 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. [7 CFR 245.2]

School Food Authority (SFA): The governing body responsible for the administration of one or
more schools. The SFA has the authority to enter into a legal agreement with the State
administrating agency to operate the School Meal Programs. [7 CFR 210.2]

School Year (SY): The period from July 1 through June 30. [7 CFR 210.2]
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Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): SNAP offers nutrition assistance to
millions of eligible, low-income individuals and families and provides economic benefits to
communities. Children from households that receive benefits under SNAP are deemed
categorically eligible for free school meals. See Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program:
http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap.

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/sp22-2010-categorical-
eligibility%E2%80%94temporary-assistance-needy-families.

Without Further Application: “Without further application” means that no action is required by
the household of a child who has been directly certified to receive free meal benefits.
[42 U.S.C 1758(b)(4)(G)(i)]

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.

A Glossary of Acronyms is also included at the end of the manual.
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Section 1: Questions and Answers

1. When should schools distribute information about the application, and when should
schools distribute the household application itself?

Schools should send the information letter to households very early in the school year, which
begins July 1. Applications should also be distributed on July 1 or soon thereafter.
Distributing applications early in the school year ensures households have sufficient time to
complete and return the application prior to the first day of school.

Additionally, schools are encouraged to provide families with information about the School
Meal Programs in routine contacts throughout the school year, and remind families that
applications may be submitted at any time during the school year.

Information letters may not, however, be sent to households before the end of one school
year for the subsequent year, nor can the LEA accept and process applications before the
federally defined school year. (Note: Year-round schools may distribute the letters in June.)

2. May schools require all households to complete and submit an application for free and
reduced price meals?

No. Schools may not require households to complete and submit an application. It is the
household’s choice to complete and submit an application for meal benefits. However, LEAS
must inform households that they may receive meal benefits if they are eligible.

3. May schools include IEGs for free school meals, in addition to including the IEGs for
reduced price meals, when sending out the application and any descriptive materials?

No. The application and any descriptive materials distributed to households may only contain
the income levels for reduced price school meal eligibility. This requirement is statutory
[42 U.S.