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Overview 
Purpose 

The purpose of Direct Certification (DC) is to certify children who are automatically, or categorically, eligible for 
free school meals because their households participate in the FoodShare (SNAP) or W-2 cash 
benefits (TANF) program, or based on their eligibility as a foster child. The Direct 
Certification Program (DCP) does not identify students eligible for reduced price 
meals.  

DC promotes participation in school meals programs by simplifying access to free 
meals for foster children and children in households with lower incomes. DC 
decreases paperwork for school staff and families, and DC improves the integrity 
of the process by establishing eligibility without using a paper application for free 
school meals. 

DC electronically matches your student file to a state database of children in families enrolled in FoodShare, 
W-2 cash benefits or the foster care system. Each School Food Authority (SFA) is able to run DC as often as it 
wants. At a minimum, SFAs must run the process three times during federally required time periods each year: 

1. At or around the beginning of the school year (full enrollment list 
required) 

2. Three months after the first run (full or partial enrollment list) 
3. About six months after the first run, on or near to April 1 (full 

enrollment list required) 

DC runs may be done with a full student enrollment list, with only a few names, or 
even with just one name, such as when a new student enrolls. There are two 
exceptions: the first and run on or before April 1 are required to include total SFA 
student enrollment. 

It is advised that SFAs also run DC in October before the USDA collects information on the state’s overall DC 
rates via the Verification Collection Report. During subsequent mandated periods (three months after the first 
run) you must, at a minimum, submit a list containing students who did not match on previous runs and any 
new students. Or, you may submit your full student list. The state database is updated every weekend to 
improve the likelihood of having the most up-to-date information each time an SFA runs DC. 

This guide will help you run DC frequently and efficiently. Additional information on the policies and your 
responsibilities related to DC is available on DPI’s webpage: http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification 

 
Process overview 
DC uses a computer matching system to compare your list of students to the list of Wisconsin children enrolled 
in FoodShare, W-2 cash benefits, or identified through the foster care system. The process is three steps: 
 

1. Create a file with a list of currently enrolled students (student file creation instructions page 6).  
2. Log into the Direct Certification Program (DCP) (see next section) and upload the student file. The DCP 

matches the student file with a database of children whose households are currently participating in the 
state FoodShare, W-2 cash benefits programs, or who appear in the foster care system database. The 
match process takes a few minutes based on the number of enrolled students.  

3. Once complete, the matched file is available to download. The matched file shows which children 
should be directly certified for free meals because they matched, and which ones cannot be directly 
certified. No application is needed for those who are directly certified.   

If there are questions about a student's eligibility, a paper application may still be completed. 

http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=nsiauZsftd0rsM&tbnid=OR1tgIJ3wkcVrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-purple-sticky-note.html&ei=Je2DUZaUIsSbqwHe4oC4Aw&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=a5Ljwym3qoAKZM&tbnid=TpzWnEhdTq6f8M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-neon-green-sticky-note.html&ei=sO2DUYvJFsfmqwHUg4DgDg&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
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Logging Into and Requesting Access to the Direct Certification Program 
Use this link to get to the State of Wisconsin DCP: https://directcert.wisconsin.gov. The Direct Certification 

System has not changed from the last school year. If you already have access to the Direct Certification 
Program, please skip to page 6, Student File Creation. If you are using the system for the first time, you will 
need to request access to the system. 
 

1. Click on “Request access to the new Direct Certification system”  

 
 

2. Click on “Create a DWD/Wisconsin Logon” 

 
 
  

https://directcert.wisconsin.gov/
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3. Click on “Logon Creation” 

 
 

4. Read the information on the Logon Creation page, and click “Accept.”  

 
 

5. Fill in the Profile Information. Required information is indicated with a red asterisk*. 
You must create a user name and password. You can choose any user name and password. 
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6. After you have successfully created the Logon, complete Step 2, the Direct Certification Web 

Access Request Form, DPI Form PI-6014 found at: http://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/forms/doc/f6014.doc. 

 
 

When prompted to fill in the “User’s Email Address”, provide your email address. Write your email address 
legibly, as this is how you receive DC access notification from the Department of Children and Families 
Security Help Desk. If you do not receive an email after three days indicating your web access is ready, please 
call the DCF Service Desk at 608-327-0840.  
 

DCP User Password Recovery or Reset Instructions 
If you forget your password, or are locked out of your account from typing your password incorrectly three 

times, go to https://www.dwd.state.wi.us/AccountManagement/Default.aspx and follow the account 

recovery instructions to unlock the ID or to obtain a new password.  
 

 

 

Student File Creation 
 
Whether you use special software or create your own a file, the file uploaded to 
the DCP must be a “tab delimited text” (.txt) file. Microsoft Excel is a common 
way to create a tab delimited file, but you can use any text editing software that 
can save the file as a “tab delimited text” (.txt) file. 
 

Student file layout 

The DCP requires the student file be in a tab delimited format and contain the following 
information: 
 Last Name: Character data (up to 20 characters)  
 First Name:  Character data (up to 15 characters) 
 Middle Initial: Character data (up to 1 character or leave column (extra tab) blank) 
 Date of Birth: Required date format (MM/DD/YYYY) 

 School Use: Character data (enter any information up to 28 characters or leave blank) 
School Code*: Numerical data (up to 4 digits; this is different from your agency code) 

 

About School Codes* – This is different from your 5 or 6 digit agency code. If you are not sure what your school 
code(s) are, please look up your school code on our website: http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification 
under “Direct Certification Materials”. 

http://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/forms/doc/f6014.doc
http://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/forms/doc/f6014.doc
https://www.dwd.state.wi.us/AccountManagement/Default.aspx
http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=nsiauZsftd0rsM&tbnid=OR1tgIJ3wkcVrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-orange-sticky-note.html&ei=Qu-DUan8JIGJqQG57YG4BA&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
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Creating the student file with Microsoft Excel 

 Make sure the information is placed in columns in this order: 

Last Name First Name Middle Initial Date of Birth  School Use School Code 

 A B C D E F 

Row 1 Adams Edward B 
(may leave column blank) 

11/13/2006 Southside  
(may leave column blank) 

0040 

 
 

 Once the data is entered, you must delete all headers.  
 
 
Click on File, and then Save As. In the “Save as type” box select: Text (Tab delimited) (.txt).  
You can save the file with any name – establish a systematic way to name files – to any location on your 
computer. Consider a folder named Direct Certification. Be sure to note the file name and folder location so 
you can find it when you want to upload it. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The file will look like this when using “Save As” in Excel:  

 

Write down your folder name and file naming system.  
 
Folder name _______________________________ 
 

File name example __________________________ 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=nsiauZsftd0rsM&tbnid=OR1tgIJ3wkcVrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-purple-sticky-note.html&ei=Je2DUZaUIsSbqwHe4oC4Aw&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
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Creating the student file with Microsoft Word or other text editor software 
To create a tab delimited file, do the following for each student: 

1. Type the student's last name 
2. Press the Tab key 
3. Type the student's first name 
4. Press the Tab key 
5. Type the middle initial, or press the Space Bar once for no middle 

initial 
6. Press the Tab key 
7. Type the student’s date of birth (MM/DD/YYYY) 
8. Press the Tab key 
9. Type in your school use information or hit the Space Bar to leave blank 
10. Press the Tab key 
11. Type the school code 
12. Press the Enter key and repeat steps 1-11 for each additional student 

 
A two-step process saves and converts the file. After entering all the student 
information in a tab delimited format, click File, then Save As. 
 
In the “Save as type” dropdown select: Plain Text (.txt), Text Document 
(.txt) or whatever your term software uses to designate a .txt file.  
 
You can save the file with any name and to any location on your computer. 
Note the name and location so you can find it to upload it. 

 
 

1. The file will look like this when using “Save 
As” in Microsoft Word: 

 
 
 

2. After you click Save, a file conversion 
dialog box opens. Click OK to save file. 

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=a5Ljwym3qoAKZM&tbnid=TpzWnEhdTq6f8M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-neon-green-sticky-note.html&ei=sO2DUYvJFsfmqwHUg4DgDg&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=nsiauZsftd0rsM&tbnid=OR1tgIJ3wkcVrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-purple-sticky-note.html&ei=Je2DUZaUIsSbqwHe4oC4Aw&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194
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Uploading the Student File 
 

1. After you have logged into the DCP (https://directcert.wisconsin.gov/Login.aspx) click on the “New 
Match” link from the menu on the left side of the web page to access the student file upload page 
(pictured below). Click on the “Browse” button from the upload page. 

 
 
A file dialog box (pictured below) will open to locate the student file you want to upload to match for eligibility. 
Browse to where you saved your file on your computer. In this example, the person who made the student file 
created a folder called “Direct Certification.” 
 

2. After locating the file, click the “Open” button on the file dialog box.  
 

 
 
 

  

Folder 

File 

https://directcert.wisconsin.gov/Login.aspx
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3. After selecting the file, click the “Submit” button and the match process begins.  

 

 
 

Number of Students Approximate Time to 
Process File 

<1000 1 minute 

1001-10,000 2 minutes 

10,001-40,000 3 minutes 

Milwaukee Public Schools 12 minutes 

 
During the matching process, your computer screen may show zero percent (0%) processing for a short time; 
don’t worry, the system is working! 
 
Once the match process is complete, the page will automatically refresh and display a link to download the 
match file. You must download and save match files to your computer. Match files are deleted from the DCP 
after 14 days.  
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Common Errors 
If you submit your student file and receive an error message, check for these problems:  

 File not saved in tab delimited format. Whether you use special software or create your own file, the 
file to be uploaded to the DCP must be a “tab delimited text” (.txt) file. 

 Missing column. Check that the student file has all the appropriate columns (Last Name, First Name, 
Middle Initial, Date of Birth, School Use, and School Code). Remember Middle Initial and School Use, 
columns can be left blank, but you must still have a column in place for these fields.  

 Headers. Be sure to delete all headers before saving as a tab delimited file. Row 1 should begin with 
student’s last name. 

 
 

The Match File 
 
Saving the match file 
It is very important to save the match file in a secure place. These files are as important as approved paper 
applications because they are your proof of eligibility. You are required to keep your match files for a minimum 
of three years beyond the current year.   

To download your file click on the “Download File” 
link for the file you want to save. When you click the 
“Download” link a file download dialog box will open. 

Click the “Save” button and use the file save dialog 
(pictured right) to select the place on your computer 
where you wish to save the file.  

 

 

 

By default the DCP system names the file with 
your school district agency code and the month, 
date and year the file was matched.  

 

  

DPI policy states that documentation for DC 
must be kept for a minimum of three (3) 
years. For the most current policy see the 
Wisconsin DPI website 
http://publicrecordsboard.wi.gov/docview.asp?d
ocid=15892&locid=165  
 

You must download and save match files 
to your computer. Files are deleted from 
the DCP system after 14 days.  
 

Note the folder location.  

Note the file name to retrieve 
it. You can rename the file by 
typing a new name in the  
File name box.  

http://publicrecordsboard.wi.gov/docview.asp?docid=15892&locid=165
http://publicrecordsboard.wi.gov/docview.asp?docid=15892&locid=165


  Wisconsin Direct Certification (DC) User Guide  

2016-2017 School Year 

12 

 

N= Not eligible. 

Error codes based 
on missing or wrongly 
formatted information. 

 
Match file layout 
The match file you download is in the same tab delimited layout as the student file with the addition of an 
eligibility or error code at the end of each record. 
 
The match file is always returned in a Notepad (.txt) file format. You may save it in another format (e.g., 
Microsoft Excel), but you must save a copy of the match file in the Notepad format in which it was received. 
Below is an example of the match file in the Notepad format as received from the DCP: 
 
999999_Match_July_1_2014 - Notepad 
School District 999999 Direct Certification File Created On 07/01/2016 
STEVENS DARREL  01122008  B 
THOMAS HUNTER     B 
THOMAS    08/09/2002  F 
  TYRELL  11/22/2007  L 
BURNS ALEC   03/01/1996  S 40 
HIGGENS DAPHNE  12/21/2009  T 40 
RICE  GAVIN   05/02/2005  O 120 
RICE  REECE  04/21/2002  E 120 
ROGERS LILLIAN  04/22/2004  E 120 
STEIN  ALBERT  12/01/1999  E 20 
WILSON ARIEL   10/02/2004  N 20 

 
  This example does not contain actual names, birth dates or school information.  

 
Eligibility Codes and Error Codes 
 
Each student record will have one of five eligibility codes. The USDA Verification Collection Report (an 
annual form that SFAs complete, due February 1, that indicates those eligible for free meals through direct 
certification) requires separate reporting of students eligible for FoodShare (SNAP).  
 

Eligibility Codes 
Code Description 

S Eligible. The child matched with FoodShare (SNAP) information and is automatically eligible 
for free meals. 

T Eligible. The child matched with W-2 cash benefits information and is automatically eligible for 
free meals. 

O Eligible. The child matched with both FoodShare and W-2 cash benefits information and is 
automatically eligible for free meals. (On the Verification Collection Report, this student will be 
reported certified based on FoodShare). 

E Eligible. Foster child matched with the state foster care system database and is automatically 
eligible for free meals. 

N Not eligible. The student is not a match in the database or is in a closed or ineligible case. 

 

Error Codes 
The codes “B”, “F”, “L” and ### are error codes due to missing or incorrectly formatted fields from the student 
record. The file is sorted so these codes will appear at the top of the match file, above the eligibility codes.  

Code Description 

B Incorrectly formatted or missing birth date 

F Incorrectly formatted or missing first name 

L Incorrectly formatted or missing last name 

### More than one error  

The two last columns 
are the Eligibility and 
the School Code. 

The first line above the 
student information is 
the SFA’s agency code 
and the date the match 
file was created. 
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For these error codes, correct the data and rerun the list, or enter the missing information and re-run those 
students. 
 

Ineligible Students 
Children’s households can be enrolled in FoodShare and W-2 cash benefits throughout the year, so it is 
possible that a student who does not match on a given DC run may become eligible and match in DC runs 
later in the year. The DCP database is updated every weekend. DC may be run with a full student enrollment 
list and may be run with only a few names or even one name (such as when a new student enrolls).  
 
If a household completes an application with a FoodShare or W-2 cash benefits case number for a student with 
an ineligible status, the application should be approved if it contains all of the required information since 
applications are taken at face value. However, SFAs may choose to verify these applications for cause if they 
think the information provided is inaccurate.   
 

Notification of Direct Certification  
The next step in the process is to send a letter to the households of directly certified students (those matched 
as S, T, O or E) informing them that the students are automatically eligible for free meals. You can use this link 
to view a letter template on the DPI DC page: http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification 
 
Letters are required to include the following: 

 The name(s) of the eligible student(s) 
 Space to list additional students in FoodShare or W-2 cash benefits households who were not directly 

certified 
 A sentence clearly indicating that they do not need to fill out a paper application 
 Information about how to opt out of receiving free meals 
 School contact information if the parent(s)/guardian(s) has questions 
 The USDA non-discrimination statement must be included in all written communication to households 

regarding the school meals program(s) 

 

Household Categorical Eligibility 
When households receive a letter informing them that one or more of their 
children have been directly certified, the parent/guardian may ask about the 
status of other children in the household. Schools are required to extend 
eligibility to other eligible students/siblings in the household.  

You may be able to use enrollment records to determine additional children who 
are part of the household but were not identified through DC. 

A child who is a member of a household that is enrolled in FoodShare or W-2 cash benefits is “categorically 
eligible” for free school meals. Categorical eligibility is extended to all children in a household if any member of 
the household is enrolled in these programs. Except free meal benefits do not extend to children in households 
with a foster child unless the household is also receiving FoodShare or W-2 cash benefits. 

Wisconsin Direct Certification Contact Information 

DPI School Nutrition Team 
Email: dpifns@dpi.wi.gov 
Phone: 608-267-9228 

 
 

Remember, you can run DC as often as you need. 
And, we’re here to help! 

http://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/direct-certification
mailto:DPIFNS@dpi.wi.gov?subject=Direct%20Certification%20Question
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=nsiauZsftd0rsM&tbnid=OR1tgIJ3wkcVrM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-purple-sticky-note.html&ei=Je2DUZaUIsSbqwHe4oC4Aw&bvm=bv.45960087,d.aWM&psig=AFQjCNEpMt6RSwL-F_xuKFEHLrzhutqPvg&ust=1367686777768194

