
WISCONSIN SCHOOL NUTRITION 
IN A NUTSHELL 

Overview of Meal Eligibility  

All School Food Authorities (SFAs) participating in the USDA National School Lunch Program 
(NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) are required to provide free and reduced price meals 
to eligible students as outlined in 7 CFR 245.10(a). This document provides an overview of the 
process of certifying students for free and reduced price meal benefits.   

Methods for Determining Meal Eligibility 

Direct Certification (DC) 
• A minimum of four DC runs are required each year. 

o 1st: beginning of the school year (between July 1 and the first day of school) 
o 2nd: three months after the first run (between October and December) 
o 3rd: six months after the first run (between January and March)  
o 4th: between March 15 and April 1 (for CEP notification report) 

• DC eligibility codes determine a student’s free and reduced price meal eligibility.  
o Free meal eligibility: S, O, T, M, G, or E codes 
o Reduce priced meal eligibility:  Z code 
o No meal eligibility (paid): N code  

Application 
• After July 1st, distribute the current school year application packet to households 

including: 
o Letter to Households 
o Free and Reduced Price Meal Application 
o Instructions/How to Apply 

Extension of Benefits 
• When students match via direct certification, benefits may extend to other members in 

the same household or in an additional household where joint custody is established. 
o For the purposes of making meal eligibility determinations, a household is defined 

as: A group of related or non-related individuals who are living as one economic unit. 
The term “family” has the same definition as “household” under 7 CFR Part 245.2. 

• All DC codes may extend except the E code for foster. 
• Eligibility based on a household application does not extend to other members in the 

household. All children must be listed on the application. 
• Eligibility based on foster, migrant, homeless, or runaway does not extend to other 

members in the household. 

Carryover of Benefits 
• A meal benefit from the previous school year is carried over into the current school year 

for up to 30 operating days or until a new eligibility is determined, whichever comes first. 
• A new determination may be an increase or decrease in meal eligibility. 
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o Example: In the prior school year, a student was eligible for free meals. This 
student was matched on DC with a “Z” code before the first day of school in the 
following year. Carryover ends with this new DC match, and the student’s new 
eligibility is for reduced price meals.  

• A N code on DC is not considered a new determination. 

Determining Meal Eligibility in Special Situations 

SFAs may encounter special situations when determining student meal eligibility. In addition, to 
the situations below, there are separate nutshell documents available on the Free and 
Reduced Meal Eligibility Webpage to assist with meal eligibility determinations for 
students who are identified as homeless, migrant, or foster.  

Foreign Exchange Students 
• A foreign exchange student is a member of the household in which they reside. 

Therefore, meal eligibility is determined based on household eligibility. 

Transfer Students 
Between pricing SFAs (i.e. meals are claimed by individual eligibility)  

• To use meal eligibility from a different SFA, eligibility documentation must be received 
(e.g., application, DC run with other names blocked out) and determined to be correct.  

o SFAs are not required but encouraged to share meal eligibility documentation. 
o Meal benefits cannot be provided based on a household's notification letter from 

the determining school.  
o SFAs sharing meal eligibility documentation are encouraged to have disclosure 

agreements with each other. 

Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) to Pricing SFA.  
• In CEP, all students eat for free and do not maintain an individual meal eligibility. 

o The free meal benefit should be provided for 30 operating days. 
o After 30 operating days, meal eligibility must be determined by DC or a meal 

application. 

Deployed Personnel 
• A person who is activated or deployed is counted as a household member. 
• Money that supports the household is considered income, except combat pay.  

Visiting 
• A student can be claimed at the paid rate or at their eligibility rate from their enrolled 

school, with a copy of supporting documentation. 
• When a student's enrolled school participates in CEP, the claiming percentages must be 

obtained and applied. 

Additional Meal Eligibility Requirements 

Notification of Meal Eligibility 
• Applications must be processed within 10 days and households must be promptly 

notified of the results.  
• For determinations by application, households must be notified of their child’s meal 

eligibility by letter, email, telephone, or an automated notification system. 
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• For determinations by DC, households must be notified of their child’s meal eligibility in 
writing by letter or email.   

• When meal benefits are denied, households must be notified of the denial in writing by 
letter or email.   

Public Release 
• As part of providing meal benefits SFAs are required to annually distribute the Public 

Release at the beginning of the school year which includes information pertaining to 
meal eligibility and the steps needed to participate. 

• The Public Release must be sent to a variety of community organizations including local 
news media, grassroots organizations, and the local employment office.  

• The Public Release may not be posted on the SFA’s website or provided directly to 
households.  

Designate Officials 
SFAs are required to appoint officials to manage and ensure integrity in the meal eligibility 
process.  

• Determining Official - This person is responsible for determining free and reduced-price 
meal eligibility. 

• Confirming Official - This person is responsible for completing the confirmation review of 
applications selected for verification (cannot be the determining official).  

• Verifying Official - This person is responsible for completing the verification process. 
• Hearing Official - This person hears complaints relating to meal eligibility determinations 

(cannot be any other official). 

Additional Resources 
• Free and Reduced Meal Eligibility Webpage 
• Direct Certification Webpage 
• Eligibility Manual for School Meals  
• Verification Webpage 
• School Nutrition Online Learning Library 

https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/program-requirements/free-reduced-meal-eligibility
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/program-requirements/direct-certification
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/school-nutrition/pdf/eligibility-manual.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/program-requirements/verification
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/training/online-learning#free-reduced-verification
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