Free and Reduced Price Meal Eligibility Process: Getting Started

(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: Getting Started. 

Slide 2 – This is the first 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, income eligibility guidelines, and public release 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 – 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 of quick 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 Memorandum when policy changes occur. These guidance memos are posted to the website at: http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_usdaplymem. 
Slide 7 – So, let’s get started.  Each year be sure to download the current free and reduced application materials from the DPI website. About four weeks before the start of each school year (but not before July 1) send the Public Release to a local newspaper and to community organizations that work with low-income households. Also distribute the free and reduced meal application information to households and complete direct certification.
Slide 8 – Free and Reduced application materials are found on the website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_fincou1. Most of the documents and forms are available on the website. Most are also in a Microsoft Word format and can be easily modified with your school information after you save them to your computer. 
Slide 9 –Each year you should download the free and reduced price meal application, income guidelines and the public release to be sure you are using the most current version. 
Slide 10 – This slide shows the web page titled Documents and Forms for the National School Lunch Program. This is where you will access and download the free/reduce price meal application materials. The arrows point specifically to the free and reduced price meal application - English and Spanish versions, and the link to the free and reduced meal application in other languages.  
Slide 11 – Again, be sure to send out the most current free/reduced price meal application each school year.  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 of Public Instruction for approval before distribution to the households.  The application is a household application.  Schools cannot require a separate application for each child in a household.  

About four weeks before the start of the school year (but not before July 1) at a minimum a letter must be distributed to all households telling them that depending on the programs operated meals may be available free or at a reduced price, or that milk may be available free. It is recommended that the households be provided with a complete application packet, but they must at least receive information on how they can obtain a paper application.  You must be sure to maintain confidentiality in all aspects of the eligibility and certification process. This includes distribution of the applications.  Placing the applications in a stack on a table or in the office for pick up does not maintain confidentiality of potentially eligible students. Copies of the free and reduced price meal application should be distributed along with other “required” information that the school distributes each school year. 
Please refer now to the application packet. The application materials distributed to households must contain the following: Dear Parent/Guardian letter, Instructions for Applying, Free and Reduced Price Meal Application Form, and the page with the Federal Income Chart and the Privacy Act Statement and Non-Discrimination Statement. The forms titled Sharing Information with Medicaid/Badger Care and Sharing Information with Other Programs are optional forms the district can send to households to potentially qualify their child(ren) for free health insurance or a waiver from school fees. 

The last three forms in the packet titled: We Must Check Your Application, Acceptable Papers Include, and We Have Checked Your Application should be used when completing verification. This is only a partial set of verification forms. A complete set of the verification forms can be found on the website http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_fincou1, under Verification.  
Slide 12 – As noted in slide 10 foreign language translations are available on the website. Note however that 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. `

Slide 13 – Refer now to the Documents and Forms website and locate the Income Eligibility Guidelines and the Public Release. 
Slide 14 – Income guidelines change each year on July 1. The exception is the 2010-2011 SY, when all schools will continue to use the 2009-2010 SY income guidelines. Be sure to use the correct 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 in the application packet. This chart contains only the top 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 15 – Refer to your copy of the Public Release. This release should be sent out on or about the start of each school year to the school’s local newspaper and to at least one community organization that works with low-income households. Schools are required to send the release to the media, but are not required to pay to publish the release. This does not preclude multiple schools in an area from sharing the cost to publish the release. Be sure to keep a copy of the release as sent to the media and document where/when sent. 
Slide 16 – A copy of the Public Release or similar information should also be sent to local or community grassroots organizations providing services to low income households.  These organizations can help to inform families accessing their services about free/reduced price meals in their local school and encourage the household to apply for benefits. 

Examples of community organizations might include: FoodShare office, agencies that provides assistance for utilities, rent or weatherization, WIC clinic, Boys and Girls Clubs, local Food Pantry, doctor’s offices, and Churches.  The information sent to these organizations should include the Public Release with a list of the nutrition programs offered by the school, a sample free/reduced meal application, and information on how the household can obtain a copy of the free and reduced price meal application in order to apply for school meal program benefits. 
Slide 17 – This concludes the first webcast on the free and reduced price meal eligibility process. Be sure to check the training area of our website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_training, for additional training opportunities related to this subject. 
Slide 18 – Thank you for participating in this webcast and for your support of Wisconsin students every day. 
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