Guidance on Role of Educational Agency Liaison in Documenting Eligibility of Homeless Children for Child Nutrition Program Benefits
For determining and verifying officials 
Please read and keep with Eligibility Guidance for School Meals Manual
The purpose of this guidance is to inform School Nutrition Program determining officials of the role of school districts’ local educational agency liaisons in documenting the eligibility of homeless children for free meal benefits. The January 2002 amendment to the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (42 U.S.C. 11431 et seq.) requires each public school district to designate a liaison for homeless children and youth in public schools. The homeless liaison does not have responsibility for homeless students attending private schools. See page 3 for other procedures both private and public schools may use to qualify homeless children and youth for benefits.
Each Wisconsin school district designated a homeless liaison with the submission of their ESEA applications to DPI in June 2002. The responsibilities of the homeless liaison are described briefly on the DPI website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov, click on Title X. In general, some of the duties of the homeless liaison are to ensure that homeless children and youth are identified by school personnel, that they have full opportunity to enroll and succeed in school, that they receive educational and other services for which they are eligible, and to document the eligibility of homeless children and youth for free meals. The U.S. Department of Agriculture is asking state agencies and school food authorities to be particularly sensitive to children, youth, and households who are identified by the liaison as homeless.
Although many homeless individuals will be living in emergency and transitional shelters (these services are available in larger cities), some children, youth, or households that temporarily reside with other households may meet the definition of homeless. School food authorities should work with the homeless liaison and/or the director of a homeless shelter, or where appropriate, the State Coordinator for Education of Homeless Children and Youth, to help ensure that students who are defined as homeless children or youth have access to the benefits of the school nutrition programs.
Definition of “homeless” children and youth

As specified in the statute, the term “homeless” means individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence. The definition includes

  (i) children and youth who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or a similar reason; are living in motels, hotels, trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative adequate accommodations; are living in emergency or transitional shelters; are abandoned in hospitals; or are awaiting foster care placement; 

  (ii) children and youth who have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings;

  (iii) children and youth who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings; and

  (iv) migratory children who qualify as homeless because the children are living in circumstances described above.
Documentation of free meal eligibility for homeless children

To expedite the delivery of nutritional benefits, public school determining officials may accept documentation that the children are homeless from the local educational agency homeless liaison or from directors of homeless shelters where the children reside. Documentation to substantiate free meal eligibility must consist of the child’s name or a list of names, effective date(s), and the signature of the homeless liaison or the director of the homeless shelter. This documentation is acceptable in lieu of a free and reduced price meal application in order to claim reimbursement in the free meal category. Students whose eligibility for free meals is established by this process are exempt from verification.
To implement these expedited procedures, public school determining officials must work closely with the district’s homeless liaison and directors of homeless shelters to ensure that
  (i) homeless children and youth, including unaccompanied youth, are provided free meal benefits as promptly as possible,
  (ii) school food service is promptly advised when homeless children and youth leave the school or are no longer considered homeless, and

  (iii) households or unaccompanied youth are provided with an application for free and reduced price meals when the family or youth are no longer considered homeless.
Homeless children residing with another household

A child or family may temporarily reside with another household and still be considered homeless under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. In these cases the household size and income of the host family is not taken into consideration in determining the free meal eligibility for the child(ren) and youth designated as homeless by the district’s homeless liaison. Additionally, when a host family applies for free and reduced price meals for their own children, the host family may include the homeless family as household members if the host family provides financial support to the homeless family. The term “financial support” may include shelter, utilities, clothing, or food. In such cases, the host family must also include any income received by the homeless family on their application for free and reduced price meals.
Public school determining officials must determine eligibility for the host family in the traditional manner. However, free meal eligibility for the homeless child or youth is based on the documentation provided by the school district’s homeless liaison, even when the child or youth is included on the host family’s free and reduced price meal application. If the host family meets the free or reduced price meal eligibility criteria, public school officials should provide the host family with temporary approval for free or reduced price meal benefits, as appropriate. The host family’s eligibility should be reevaluated when their household size decreases, i.e., the homeless family leaves.
Implementation of the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act in Wisconsin

The Equity Mission Team in DPI’s Division for Learning Support: Equity and Advocacy is responsible for implementing the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act in Wisconsin public schools. Information can be found on their web site at 
http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/dlsea/equity_ehcynew  and http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/dlsea/equity_ehcyint
Mary Maronek, (608) 261-6322, mary.maronek@dpi.state.wi.us, is the state coordinator for the Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program. She is available to provide support and assistance to local homeless liaisons with questions regarding educational services for homeless children and youth.
The homeless liaison is the key element in implementing the provisions described above in public schools. It is up to the homeless liaison to determine whether children and youth are homeless as defined by the McKinney-Vento Act. Once the homeless liaison determines a child or youth is homeless as defined by the Act, it obligates the public school to provide the child or youth with certain benefits. Therefore, the liaison must carefully evaluate each child’s situation.

Reminder for public and private schools

Public and private schools both can, as before, qualify a homeless student for free meals based on an application or list completed by the director of a homeless shelter at which the child resides, or based on local school officials knowledge that the child has no known address and is indeed homeless. See question #26 in the September 2002 “Frequently Asked Questions about Free and Reduced Price Meal Applications” for more details. Additional copies can be downloaded from the web at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_fincou1, click on Frequently Asked Questions About Free and Reduced Meal Applications, September 2002. And of course, both public and private schools can continue to qualify students for free or reduced price meals based on correctly completed applications that are categorically eligible or meet the current school year income eligibility guidelines. Unaccompanied youth who live alone are considered to be a household of one (see definition of “emancipated child” in the Eligibility Guidance for School Meals Manual).
We encourage Child Nutrition Program school food authorities to identify and work with the school district’s homeless liaison and directors of homeless shelters to expedite benefits to homeless children and youth.
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