Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility Process: Eligibility Certification
(webcast recorded September 2010)


Slide 1 – Hello.  I am Ellen Snowdon, one of the Nutrition Program Consultants with the School Nutrition Team at the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI). Welcome to this webcast which is the Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility Process: Eligibility Certification. 

Slide 2 – This is the second of three webcasts on the free and reduced price eligibility process. The three webcasts are 1) Getting Started, 2) Eligibility Certification, and 3) Special Approval Situations and Recordkeeping Requirements. 
The purpose of these webcasts is to provide you with the necessary information to successfully approve free and reduced price meal applications. 

If you haven’t done so already, I recommend that you download a copy of the PowerPoint for your reference, along with the script (if needed) that accompanies this presentation.  Links to these are located in the far-right hand column on our School Nutrition Team Webcasts for Training page.  It will also be helpful if you print a copy of the free and reduced price meal application materials (English Version), the income eligibility guidelines, and copies of both parent notification letters as these documents are referenced in this webcast. 
Slide 3 –All schools participating in the National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs are required to offer free/reduced price meals to eligible students. 
Slide 4 – This slide shows the main homepage address and the address for the free and reduced price meal eligibility information. For quick access, it is highly recommended that you book mark or save the Child Nutrition Program homepage and the free and reduced price meal information webpage in your “favorites.” 
Slide 5 – This slide shows a picture of our homepage. In the upper right hand corner of the home page you will see Hot Topics. This section is for new or current school meal programs information and is a quick link to information. Items listed in Hot Topics frequently change. Each summer the free and reduced price meal application is posted to Hot Topics as soon as it is available from USDA. 
The left side of the home page under Food and Nutrition also lists a number quick of links to frequently accessed school nutrition program information.  This is also where you will be able to click on the link to quickly access free and reduced price meal application information. 
Slide 6 – The USDA Eligibility Manual for School Meals (2008) is an important resource for you to download from the website at: http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/fincou1.html . This manual contains information on correctly determining and verifying eligibility for free and reduced price meals. USDA issues Guidance Memorandums when policy changes occur. These memorandums are posted to the website at: http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/index.html. 

Slide 7 – This slide is a picture of the webpage http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/fincou1.html  where you can access the free and reduced price meal application materials. 
Be sure to download the current free and reduced price meal application and the income guidelines about four weeks before the start of each school year.  The first three arrows on this slide point specifically to the free and reduced price meal application; English and Spanish versions and the link to the free and reduced price meal application in other languages. 
Be aware, for the 2010-2011 SY only the English version has been modified for Wisconsin’s Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) programs.  In Wisconsin these programs are known as Food Share and W-2 Cash Benefits. If you need to access the free and reduced meal application in other languages there is a link to the USDA website. You will need to work with an interpreter to properly modify these applications for Wisconsin’s TANF programs.

If you make changes to the application other than the school name, programs offered, and contact information you must submit the application to the Department for approval before distribution to the household.  The application is a household application.  Schools cannot require a separate application for each child in a household.  

The third arrow points to the income eligibility guidelines.  
Slide 8 – This slide is a picture to the income guidelines.

Slide 9 - The income eligibility guidelines change each year on July 1, except for the 2010-2011 SY.  All schools will continue to use the 2009-2010 SY income guidelines.  Be sure to use the current guidelines when approving applications at the start of each school year. The guidelines posted on the website clearly state these are For School Use Only.  This chart should not be included with the free and reduced meal application materials distributed to the household. These guidelines are for your use in making an eligibility determination for free or reduced price meals. The parent/guardian should only receive the page titled Federal Income Chart which is contained within the free and reduced price meal application materials. This chart contains only the upper end of the reduced guidelines with an explanation that households with incomes at or below the reduced price limits are eligible for either free or reduced price meals.  

Slide 10 – This slide and the next slide refers to the parent notification letters. Please refer to your copies of each letter. On this same website page you will find the prototype Parent Notification Letters. There are two sample letters; the first sample letter should be used to notify all households whose eligibility was determined via application.  All households must be notified of their eligibility status. Households with children who are denied benefits must be given written notification though it is recommended that you notify all households in writing. If you read through the parent notification letter you will see that the letter contains the reason for the denial; the right to appeal; instructions on how to appeal; and a statement that the family may re-apply for free and reduced price benefits at any time during the school year. 
The Direct Certification Eligibility Notification letter is a second parent notification letter format which is located here and also further down the webpage in the Direct Certification section. This letter should be used to notify the parent/guardian for students determined eligible for free meals by direct certification. Notification must be in writing for students who are directly certified. The letter notifies the household that the child is eligible for free meal benefits; no further application is necessary; and how to notify the school if they do not want free meal benefits. 
Slide 11 – What is eligibility certification?
-The eligibility certification process establishes eligibility for free or reduced price meals.  
-Must be conducted annually. 

-Other certification processes must also be conducted annually.

Slide 12 – The free and reduced price meal eligibility process includes:

1.) Direct Certification – which establishes automatic eligibility for free meals. 

2.) Application – establishes eligibility by income, “categorical eligibility” - Food Share or W-2 (Wisconsin Works) Cash Benefits number, or Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) number.  

3.) Other ways to certify students for free meals that we will discuss includes homeless, migrant, runaway, and Head Start/Even Start. 

Slide 13 – The purpose of direct certification is to increase participation in the school meals programs by simplifying the certification process for low income children to receive free meals. Direct certification is discussed in the Eligibility Manual on pages 47-50. 
Slide 14- Direct certification is required for all schools participating in the Child Nutrition Programs. The Direct Certification User Guide can be downloaded at: https://www.dwd.state.wi.us/dcfdirectcert/. 
Slide 15- This slide shows where direct certification materials are located on the free and reduced meal webpage, http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/fincou1.html.

Slide 16-Benefits of direct certification:

-Students automatically receive free meal without submitting a paper application. 
-Since there is no application, children who are directly certified are exempt from the verification process. 
Slide 17-Direct Certification – How often and how long? 
-Direct certification must be conducted annually, but can be done more often. 

-Students who are directly certified are eligible for the entire school year and the 30-day carryover period. (A new eligibility determination does supersede the eligibility carryover). 

-If the students name is an “N” or No match on the new school year direct certification list, they are still eligible for the 30 operating day carry-over, giving the household time to submit an application. 
Slide 18-

-If direct certification is run more than one time, new names identified on the run become eligible from the run date for the remainder of the school year and are allowed the 30-day carryover. 

-Under the DURATION RULE - names that do not appear on subsequent direct certification runs are still eligible for the rest of the school year and the carryover period. 
Slide 19-When at least one child in the household is on the direct certification list, or there is at least one case number on the application, all other children residing in the household are also eligible to receive free meals. 
When extending free meal benefits to other children in the household be sure to document the household composition and basis for extending eligibility. 
Children who are considered “households of one” and who reside at the same address cannot extend benefits to other children living in the same household. Examples include; children living in a group home or foster children. Additionally, children living with other children who are part of a “separate economic unit” also cannot extend free meal benefits to children residing in the second household even though they live at the same address. 
Slide 20- If you have technical questions or problems about direct certification call the Department of Workforce Development Service Desk at: (608) 266-7252. 
If you have direct certification policy questions contact the DPI School Nutrition Team at: (608) 267-9228 or via email at: DPIFNS@dpi.wi.gov . 

Questions regarding a student’s eligibility should be directed to your local Food Share or W-2 Agency. 
Slide 21 –Let’s move on to discuss application certification. We already know that the first step is to find the materials on the website at http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/fincou1.html. Most of the documents and forms are in a Microsoft Word format and can easily be modified with your school information after you save them to your computer. 

Slide 22-Once again this slide shows the location of the free and reduced price meal application materials including the income guidelines. 
Slide 23-What are the steps?

1.) Download and update free and reduced price meal application materials.

2.) Distribute the materials about 4 weeks before the start of school, but not before July 1. 

3.) Approve or process the applications to ensure prompt eligibility within 10 working days after the application is received, and develop some system for documenting benefit eligibility. 

4.) Keep the benefit issuance documentation updated during the school year. 

Slide 24 – Free and reduced price meal application materials may be made available for completion via the district’s website, but must be set up to accept an electronic signature. Additionally all households must receive a written letter with information on how/where to access application materials and if there is no computer in the household how they may obtain a paper application. 

Slide 25 –This slide is a picture of the online contract where each agency indicates who is involved in the eligibility and verification processes. Be sure you check your contract to see if these individuals are correctly identified. 

Slide 26- Definition: Determining and Confirming Officials

-Determining Official-Individual responsible to review and determine eligibility.

-Confirming Official-Reviews only those applications selected for verification to assure that the original eligibility determination was correctly made. The applications are reviewed prior to sending out the notice of selection for verification. One rule-The confirming official cannot also be the Determining Official. 
Slide 27-Definition: Verifying and Hearing Officials

-Verifying Official-Completes the verification process for selected applications. 

-Hearing Official-Conducts a hearing if an appeal is requested to determination or verification. One rule-The hearing official cannot also be the determining or verifying official.

Slide 28-As mentioned in a previous slide, applications should be approved within 10 working days of receipt. Approve applications for new students first as there is no eligibility carryover. 
Slide 29-For returning students, the Duration Rule requires 30 operating days for carryover of eligibility at the start of each school year. This does not apply to Provision 2 Schools if applications were not accepted in the previous year. A new eligibility determination supersedes the carryover of eligibility. Households are no longer required to report increases in income during the school year. 
Slide 30-Temporary approval may be warranted when a household reports zero income or has a temporary reduction in income for some of the following situations: 

-Zero Income

-Temporary Layoffs

-Strikes
-Temporary Disability

The suggested timeframe for temporary approval is 45calendar days. Be sure to mark your calendar and re-evaluate the household’s situation by contacting the household to determine if the household circumstances have changed. If the situation remains the same, the agency may either continue eligibility on a temporary basis, following up again at another interval; or make a determination based on the households circumstances that the approval is valid for the duration of the school year and would allow for carryover of that status into the next school year. 

Refer to pages 21-22 of the Eligibility Manual for more information on temporary approval.
Slide 31-Categorical eligibility is another way of saying the student is automatically eligible for free meals. The following circumstances allow students to receive free meals; FoodShare (FS) Case Number; W-2 (Wisconsin Works- Cash Benefits only Case Number); Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) Case Number; Homeless, Migrant, Runaway; and Head Start/Even Start. 
Slide 32-A complete application for Food Share, W-2, or FDPIR must include;

-Name/s of student/s who are receiving benefits  

-Current FoodShare/FDPIR/or W-2 Cash Benefits Case number listed for each student listed on the application

-Signature of an adult household member

-An adult social security number is not required. 
Refer to pages 16-17 of the Eligibility Manual for information on a complete application – Categorical Eligibility. 

Slide 33-Please refer to your blank free and reduced price meal application to understand a complete application for Food Share, W-2, or FDPIR. 

-In Part 1 of the application list the names of all household members and as applicable provide a FoodShare/W-2/FDPIR case number for any member of the household. 
In Wisconsin the Food Share number/W-2 cash benefits number is usually 10 digits in length. A valid case number is not a 9 digit social security number or a 16-20 digit Quest card number. Check with local tribal organization for length of FDPIR number.
-Complete Part 2 of the application if appropriate.

-Skip Part 3 and Part 4. 

-A signature in Part 5 is required. A written or printed signature is acceptable. A social security number is not required.
-Part 6 which asks for the child’s racial or ethnic identity is optional. 

Slide 34-A household with only an adult eligible for FoodShare, FDPIR, or 

W-2 cash assistance can extend free meals to all children attending school in the household. Document the case number of the adult listed in Part I on the application or other materials. 

Slide 35-This slide discusses extending benefits in a non-joint custody situation. A child who is extended free meal benefits either by direct certification or with a case number for FoodShare, FDPIR, or W-2 cash assistance by someone else in the household cannot extend the free meal benefits to other children in the second household if the child lives part-time in a second household. However the child can continue to receive free meals. 
Be sure to document household composition and the basis for the child’s eligibility if it is different from other children in the household. 

Slide 36 – In a joint custody situation if the child actually receives FoodShare, FDPIR or W-2 cash assistance in one household, any other children in that household are extended free benefits and when the child resides part-time with the other custodial parent all other children in that household are also extended free meal benefits. Again, be sure to document household composition and the basis for extending free meal benefits. 
Slide 37-This slide is the exception to the previous slide – If a child does not actually receive FoodShare, FDPIR, or W-2 cash assistance in one household but another person does, all children in that household are extended free benefits. When this child resides part-time with the other custodial parent the child can continue to receive free meals but all other children in that household are not extended free meals. Please be sure to document household composition and the basis for extending free meal benefits. 
Slide 38- 

-Once an eligibility determination is made:
-Complete the bottom portion of the application (For School Use Only) by checking the box Categorical Eligibility. 
-Be sure to sign and date the bottom portion of the application. 
-Notify the household of the eligibility determination. If benefits are denied the notification must be in writing. 

Slide 39-Homeless, migrant, runaway youth are automatically (categorically) eligible for free meals. In public schools these children can be certified for free meals by a designated school or local official. Pages 17, 20, and 40-44 of the Eligibility Manual discuss eligibility determinations for these categories of children. 
Slide 40-The following individuals can certify homeless, migrant and runaway youth:
-Public school districts can use their designated Homeless Liaison to certify homeless students for free meal benefits.
-The Public School District or local Migrant Education Program Coordinator may identify and document migrant children and certify they meet the requirements for free meals. 

-The Homeless Liaison can also determine eligibility for children defined as Runaway. Runaway youth and youth housed in shelters can also be certified by a free and reduced price meal application completed by the shelter director. 

Acceptable documentation for children identified as homeless, runaway or migrant is a dated list with each child’s name, and a signature from the designated official, which can be in written or email format. 

Slide 41-Refer again to your free and reduced price meal application. The other way to certify homeless, migrant, and runaway children is to complete a free and reduced price meal application. This slide shows the parts of the application that must be completed. 
-The name/s of all household members, and the school and grade should be listed in Part I.

-The box-Homeless, Migrant, or Runaway should be checked in Part II and a contact should be made with the school’s homeless liaison or migrant coordinator who will complete the required documentation. 

-In Part V, the individual completing the application on behalf of the child should sign (printed or written acceptable) and date the application on behalf of the child. A social security number is not required. 
Slide 42-All children enrolled in Head Start or Even Start Programs are now eligible for free meals without further application. Documentation for both programs includes a statement of enrollment or a list of enrollment, and for Even Start children confirmation that the child has not yet entered kindergarten.  
Slide 43-By definition the following children are considered households of one:

-Emancipated Child-A child living alone and who is economically independent.

-Foster Child-A child who resides in a household by who remains the legal responsibility of the welfare agency or court.

-Institutionalized Child-A child who lives in a residential facility. This does not include boarding schools. 
For definitions refer to pages 31-32 of the Eligibility Manual.

Slide 44-Refer to your copy of the free and reduced price meal application. This slide is a picture of a complete application for a foster child. Be sure to use a separate application for each foster child. 
-In Part I of the application record the name of the child, the school attended,  and check if no personal use income.  

-Complete Part III of the application by checking the box the child meets the definition of a foster child and record any personal use (spending) money available to the child, or check the box if no income.
-The form should be signed (printed or written accepted) in Part V by a household member, officer of the court, or agency that has responsibility for the child. A social security number is not required. 
Slide 45-Now we are moving on to discuss approval of the free and reduced price meal application based on income. Income applications are approved based on household size and income indicated by source and frequency of income. i.e. how often pay is received. The income reported by the household should be gross (money earned before deductions) income for each member living in the household. 

Part 4, pages 17 and 30 of the Eligibility Manual refers to the requirements of a complete application. 

Slide 46-The definition of a household or economic unit is a group of related or unrelated individuals, living as one economic unit. The definition of an economic unit is a group or related or unrelated people sharing housing, income, and expenses. The key phrase is that the persons living in the household share living expenses. 
See page 31 of the Eligibility Manual for definitions of household and economic unit. 
Slide 47-A complete income application includes the names of all household members, current income and source of income for each household member, a signature of an adult household member, and a social security number of the adult household member signing the application (or an indication that the signer does not have a social security number).  

Page 17 of the Eligibility Manual discusses the requirements for a complete income application. 
Slide 48-Refer to your blank free and reduced price meal application as we discuss a complete application based on income. This slide shows a correctly completed income application. 

-Record the names of all members of the household, the school the child attends, and check any members that have no income in Part I. 
-In Part IV list the names of all household members with income. 
-Record the amount, source, and how often (frequency) pay is received for each household member in Part IV of the application. 

-An adult household member should sign (printed or written acceptable) the application in Part V and report his/her social security number or mark the box that he/she does not have a social security number. 

Slide 49-Page 33 of the Eligibility Manual defines gross income as income before the deduction of income taxes, social security taxes, insurance premiums, bond, and garnisheed wages. 

Slide 50-Gross income to be reported on the application includes but is not limited to:

-Earnings from work (wages)

-Welfare, Child Support, Alimony

-Pensions, Retirements, Social Security, Veteran’s Payments

-Schedule C: Self-Employed Business (net income received after the deduction of business expenses)

-Schedule F: Farming (net income received after the deduction of farming expenses)

Refer to page 33 of the Eligibility Manual

Slide 51-The following does not have to be reported as income on the free and reduced price meal application:
-Cash income or value of benefits from excluded Federal Programs. An example is the FoodShare Program. 

-Income received for care of a foster child

-Student financial assistance

-Loans, including bank loans

-Value of in-kind compensation - In-kind is defined as non-cash benefits such as housing for clergy or a car for salespersons

-Lump Sum payments or large cash settlements - Report only the amount of money withdrawn from the payment for living expenses

-Occasional earnings (payment for occasional baby- sitting money)

Eligibility Manual – page 35

Slide 52-As noted in the previous slides income to be reported is income received before deductions and should be income received during the most recent four weeks unless the person is self employed. Self employed persons may use last year’s income as a basis to project their current year’s income, unless their current net income provides a more accurate measure of earnings. When there is a loss in the business or farm, wages cannot be used to reduce the amount of the business or farm loss. 

Slide 53-If there are multiple sources of income reported on the application and the pay is received from different time periods convert each rate of pay to arrive at the annual income for the household. Do not round values for each conversion. This slide will be helpful to you in converting income to annual. The bottom of the free and reduce price meal application also shows the annual income conversion factors.

Eligibility Manual – page 19

Slide 54-After an approval is made the determining official should record the total household size and income, the eligibility determination, and sign and date the application on the bottom portion of the application. Be sure to notify the household of the eligibility determination.
Refer to pages 23-24 for information on notification of eligibility determinations. 

Slide 55-If you use a computer to make eligibility determinations the determining official signature is not required (recommended). It is acceptable for the determining official to sign or initial and date a sheet of paper attached to each batch of applications that are processed. 
The question and answer section on page 27 of the Eligibility Manual discusses computer generated approvals. 

Slide 56-If you find that the application is incomplete or missing information first try to contact the household via telephone to obtain the information. Be sure to document the contact by noting updates and changes directly on the application with the date, person contacted, and the initials of the person taking the information. 

Applications missing an adult signature must be returned to the household. 

Be sure to keep a copy before sending.

REMEMBER-benefits cannot be approved until all information on the application is complete. 

Eligibility Manual page 18

Slide 57-All households must be notified of their eligibility status, but written notification must occur for all benefit denials.  The letter must include the reason for the denial, the right to appeal, instructions on how to appeal, and a statement that the household may apply at anytime. Keep a copy of the denial letter on file. 

NOTE: It is optional (highly recommended) that all other households (free or reduced price benefits) be notified in writing of the benefit level. 

Slide 58-Benefits are good for the entire school year and the 30-day carryover unless the application is selected for VERIFICATION resulting in a change in benefits or the parent declines the benefit level at some time during the school year. 

Pages 76-77 and page 23 of the Eligibility Manual 

Slide 59-If a change in eligibility should occur note the change in eligibility status, the date of the change, and the initials of the determining official on the application. Don’t forget to make changes in the meal counting and claiming system (benefit issuance/eligibility list or computer system).  

Page 24 of the Eligibility Manual

Slide 60-Confidentiality of students eligible for free and reduced price meals must be maintained. The school may disclose names and eligibility status without parental consent for State or Federal education programs, state health programs or federal, state or local means tested nutrition programs.
The number of students eligible for free or reduced price meals may be released without parental consent as it does not identify individual eligibility. 
Release of student information to Medicaid or BadgerCare does not require parental permission provided the parent/guardian has received the non-consent form to indicate that they do not want their child’s information shared with Medicaid or BadgerCare. The form to decline free or low cost health insurance is included with the free and reduced price meal application materials. This form is optional. 
There is a comprehensive section on confidentiality and disclosure in the Eligibility Manual, Part 7-pages 52-61 and on the free and reduced section of our website http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/fincou1.html.
Slide 61-Release of individual eligibility information for other programs such as reduced student fees – athletics, music, or book fees, etc. requires completion of the consent form. The prototype consent form is included in the free and reduced price meal application packet or schools may provide their own written consent form that households can sign to authorize release of information for other programs. Again this form is optional. 

See pages 52-61 of the Eligibility Manual for information on confidentiality/disclosure of eligibility information.

Slide 62-There is nothing to preclude a household from self-disclosing their eligibility status. However it is recommended that the person or agency receiving the free or reduced price information sign a disclosure agreement to assure that the student’s confidentiality is maintained. A prototype disclosure agreement is posted on the free and reduced price meal page of our website under Limited Disclosure of Children’s Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility and Outreach for the Wisconsin BadgerCare Health Care Coverage. 
Slide 63- This concludes the second webcast on the free and reduced price meal eligibility process. Be sure to check the training area of our website at http://www.dpi.wi.gov/fns/training.html, for additional training opportunities related to this subject. 

Slide 64- Thank you for participating in this webcast and for your support of Wisconsin students ever day! 
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