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Date:	May 22, 2015
To:	Authorized Representatives of School Food Authorities (SFAs) Participating in the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Child Nutrition Programs 
From:	Jessica Sharkus, RDN, CD 
Director, School Nutrition Team 

Subject:	School Year (SY) 2015-16 Free and Reduced Price School Meal Application 


The USDA released an updated and fully revised prototype Application for Free and Reduced Price School Meals for SY 2015-16, along with accompanying prototype letter to households and instructions. The new application is designed to make it easier for families to complete and to reduce application errors. 

The School Nutrition Team (SNT) reviewed and updated the USDA template application for the State of Wisconsin. You can access the updated application, instructions, and template letter to households on our website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_fincou1#apps. Please remember that if you make changes to the application posted on our website, those changes must be approved by DPI before you can distribute applications to the households. Do not distribute SY 2015-16 Free and Reduced Price School Meal Applications prior to July 1, 2015. 

The following information provides an overview of the changes that were made in the new application. These changes will be reflected in the 2015 edition of the Eligibility Manual for School Meals, which is currently under revision and will be released in summer of 2015.

Streamlined income reporting for non-adult household members

Previously, USDA’s prototype application requested individualized income reporting for each child household member. In recognition that many children and students do not receive income on a regular basis, the updated prototype format streamlines income reporting for all children and students into a single reporting field, located in the same section that income for adults is reported. Adults must still report their income by household member and by category. The simplified process for child income reporting is intended to reduce confusion for household members completing the application and to reduce clutter on the application.

Indication of ‘No Income’

Applications must still instruct applicants to write a zero when there is no income to report, but will no longer require a separate indication of no income from each household member. Instead, applications must include a clear and easy to understand instruction that communicates to applicants that any income field left blank is a positive indication of no income and certifies that there is no income to report. As such, applications with blank income fields should be processed by the school district as complete. However, should local officials have known or available information that the household has intentionally misreported its income, they must verify any such application for cause. 

In addition to the above changes, the SY 2015-16 Application for Free and Reduced Price School Meals features a number of design features and improvements that streamline and clarify the application process, including:

· At the head of the document, households are encouraged to apply online. If your district does not offer the ability for parents to complete an application online, remove the “Apply online” information on the top right of the application and on the Frequently Asked Questions About Free and Reduced Price School Meals, delete point number 5.
 
· Adult and non-adult (children/students) household members are clearly divided into separate reporting sections to prevent household members from being listed twice, and to encourage complete reporting of all household members.
	
· The reporting fields for non-adults have been expanded to better ensure that enough space is provided to write each child or student’s full name.

· All income reporting fields ask for whole dollars only, which simplifies income reporting for the household while reducing processing burden for the school district.  

· Income descriptions on the application have been simplified to avoid confusing language.

· As an added accountability measure, a field has been added for reporting the total number of members in the household.

· Information about the Social Security Number is now requested in the same section as the income reporting field (rather than in the signature block), since applicants indicating categorical eligibility through the FoodShare, W-2 Cash Benefits, and the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) are not required to provide this information.

· The phrase “(if available)” has been added to the address line in the signature section to provide flexibility to applicants who may lack a permanent address. Applications without an address are considered complete.

· Race and Ethnic Data collection survey and the USDA Non-Discrimination statement have been updated and remain on the prototype application. Although completing the survey is optional for households, it is required to be on the application. The USDA Non-Discrimination statement must also be part of the application.




Translated Materials
The USDA is working on a Spanish translated application packet. It will be posted on our website once complete. The USDA also plans to translate these new application materials into all 34 available languages and will be made available for SY 2016-17. Until then, you may utilize an older application template version that is posted on the SNT website at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_fincou1#apps or the USDA website at http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/applying-free-and-reduced-price-school-meals, if needed. 

Online Applications 
If you are using an online free and reduced price meal application, the SNT must approve the contents of your application to ensure it contains all sections required by the USDA. To streamline this process, the SNT will be working directly with software vendors, instead of approving each school or district applications individually. 

The SNT will post on our website a list of vendors that have online applications that have been reviewed and approved for use for SY 2015-16. Please refer to this list before posting any online application for the upcoming school year. If you use an online application that has not been approved, the SNT will ask that you remove the portal immediately until we can confirm the contents meet USDA regulations. 

For SFAs Participating in the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP)
In USDA policy memo SP 16-2015 SFAs with both CEP and non-CEP schools may now utilize a single application to collect household income. Therefore, SFAs now have the ability to use the USDA application in CEP schools, as long as the required information in the memo is included. The SNT will be working on a Free and Reduced Price Meal Application that includes the required elements and will be available on the CEP webpage at http://fns.dpi.wi.gov/fns_cep. We hope to have this completed by the end of May. The Alternate Household Income Form may also still be used and can be found on our CEP webpage, but for districts with both CEP and non-CEP schools, using one application may be more streamlined. 

It is important to note that since school meal applications are not required in CEP schools to determine eligibility for free or reduced price meals, you must be able to distinguish which applications are from a CEP school. This is important because these applications will not be pulled for verification, during an independent review of applications and the Certification and Benefit Issuance portion of the Administrative Review. In addition, costs for processing applications for CEP schools may not be paid from the nonprofit school food service account. 
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