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Date: August 23, 2017 

To: Food Service Directors 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 (SNT) 

 

Subject: School Meal Flexibilities for School Year (SY) 2017-18 

 

The USDA Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) recognizes that school nutrition professionals work 

diligently to overcome operational challenges in providing meals that encourage student 

participation and enhance their educational experience throughout the school day. However, schools 

and industry have expressed the need for additional time and assistance to effectively achieve 

changes in the school meal patterns, including those related to whole grains, sodium, and milk.  

 

Therefore, on May 1, 2017, USDA Secretary Sonny Perdue issued a proclamation announcing 

several menu planning flexibilities that emphasize USDA’s commitment to assist schools in serving 

healthy and appealing school meals. The U.S. Congress, on May 5, 2017, included in the 

Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2017 (P.L. 115-31; the Appropriations Act; Section 747) 

flexibilities related to whole grains, sodium, and flavored milk for SY 2017-18. This was followed 

by USDA releasing Guidance Memorandum SP 32-2017, which implements flexibilities for SY 

2017-18 as required by Congress. Note that FNS will continue to work towards more permanent 

regulatory changes in these areas. 

 

Although some SFAs may find these three flexibilities helpful, there are many SFAs that have made 

the required changes, and students have adapted to them. We encourage SFAs to keep the best 

interests of the students in mind and provide our school children with the most healthful and 

nutritious meals possible. 

 

Whole Grain-Rich Regulations 

 

Based on Section 747(a) of the Appropriations Act, for SY 2017-18, the Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction (DPI) School Nutrition Team (SNT) will continue offering exemptions from the 

whole grain-rich requirements in the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast 

Program (SBP). Specific product exemption requests from SFAs will be approved by the SNT if the 

SFA can demonstrate hardship(s) in procuring, preparing, or serving compliant whole grain-rich 

products that are accepted by students. Exemptions are allowed for any type of grain product(s) 

(e.g., pasta, bread, rice, etc.) and for one or more different products (e.g., lasagna noodles, penne 

noodles, elbow macaroni, etc.). 

 

Foods that meet the whole grain-rich criteria for the school meal programs contain 100 percent 

whole grain or a blend of whole-grain and enriched meal and/or flour. At least 50 percent of a blend 

must be whole grain. The remaining 50 percent or less of grains, if any, must be enriched. 



Food Service Directors 

Page 2 

August 23, 2017 

 

 

Alternatively, crediting documentation in the form of a product formulation statement (PFS) may 

show that the combined weight of multiple whole grain ingredients exceeds the weight of the 

enriched grain ingredients. Note, a recipe that includes 50 percent whole grain and 50 percent 

enriched grain by weight is considered whole grain-rich. USDA’s Whole Grain Resource for the 

National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs is an excellent resource that provides tools and tips 

for identifying whole grain-rich products.  

 

Applying for a Whole Grain-Rich Exemption 

SFAs that apply for and receive an exemption are considered compliant with the whole grain-rich 

requirements during an Administrative Review or a performance-based certification review if grain 

offerings are consistent with the exemptions granted by the SNT and at least half of the grains 

offered weekly are whole grain-rich.  

 

SFAs that were granted an exemption for SY 2016-17 and would like to continue the exemption 

should indicate their desire for an exemption extension on the Exemption Request Application. The 

request should be submitted along with documentation that shows continued hardship with 

procuring, preparing, or serving compliant whole grain-rich products that are accepted by students. 

Note that while there are over 700 SFAs in Wisconsin, only six whole grain-rich exemptions were 

approved for SY 2016-17.  

 

Required Documentation for a Whole Grain-Rich Exemption 

Separate documentation is required for each site (e.g., a middle school and a high school must 

submit separate records) and for each different product (e.g., lasagna noodles and penne noodles 

need separate records). Documentation requirements for new and existing exemption requests 

should include the following, dependent upon the request: 

 If the SFA is unable to procure whole grain-rich product, submit 

o Grain listings or communications from your supplier stating they do not have the 

desired whole grain-rich product(s) available or whole grain-rich product(s) are 

significantly more expensive. 

 If the SFA is unable to prepare a product that is acceptable to students, submit one or more 

of the following: 

o Taste test documentation – guidelines for taste testing and the required 

documentation is posted to our website on the Meal Pattern Components web page, 

under the Grains heading. 

o Photographs showing whole grain-rich products that are of unacceptable quality. 

o Production records from service of enriched, then whole grain-rich products showing 

a significant decrease in participation. 

o Explanation that details a production limitation that prevents a whole grain-rich item 

from being used.  

 

The Exemption Request Application 

The online Whole Grain-Rich Exemption Request Application for a new or extended exemption is 

available on our Meal Pattern Components webpage, under the Grains heading, along with more 

information on the required documentation. After the SNT has reviewed the application and 

documentation, you will be notified if your exemption is approved. Until your SFA has received an 

https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/school-nutrition/pdf/wgr_nslp_sbp.pdf
https://dpi.wi.gov/sites/default/files/imce/school-nutrition/pdf/wgr_nslp_sbp.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeU2lb9zEJTHCzwQk1xm0lV7nz8nIKATkLku6tX-Dh3Xijptg/viewform
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/national-school-lunch-program/menu-planning/meal-pattern
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/national-school-lunch-program/menu-planning/meal-pattern
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approved exemption from the SNT, the site must continue to serve whole grain-rich products to 

meet meal pattern requirements. Once approved, the SFA is required to submit to the SNT a 

monthly list of actions taken to move towards 100 percent compliance. It is important to know this 

exemption is available only while acceptable products cannot be procured and while you can 

demonstrate a continued hardship.  

 

For a current list of available whole grain-rich products, SFAs may search: 

 The USDA Foods available to Wisconsin SFAs found on the Annual Order (Survey) web 

page, 

 CN Labeling authorized list available on the USDA CN Labeling webpage, and 

 The Alliance for a Healthier Generation website available. 

 

Per DPI’s discretion, SFAs granted exemptions may be paired with another SFA for mentoring on 

how to successfully serve 100 percent whole grain-rich products. 

 

Questions regarding the whole grain-rich exemption process can be directed to Tracy Huffman, 

(608) 266-7112, tracy.huffman@dpi.wi.gov or Rebekkah Plano, (608) 264-6715, 

rebekkah.plano@dpi.wi.gov. 

 

Sodium Regulations 

 

Under Section 747(b) of the Appropriations Act, for SY 2017-18, the USDA is delaying the time 

table progression of the sodium targets. SFAs must continue meeting Sodium Target 1 (as defined 

in 7 CFR 210.10(f)(3) and 220.9(f)(3)). Schools are not required to meet the Sodium Target 2 until 

2020. The delayed time table provides SFAs and the school nutrition industry the certainty and 

predictability they need to make appropriate plans for meeting sodium targets.  

 

SNT will provide any needed technical assistance to SFAs to develop menus that are low in sodium 

and appealing to students. FNS will continue to support program operators in sodium reduction 

efforts with resources, technical assistance, and information through the FNS initiatives: What’s 

Shaking? and Team Up for School Nutrition Success, as well as through USDA Foods and USDA 

recipes.  

 

 

Low-Fat, Flavored Milk Regulations 

 

Under Section 747(c) of the Appropriations Act, through SY 2017-18, SNT is able to grant SFAs 

exemptions allowing service of low-fat (1-percent milk fat), flavored milk through the NSLP and 

the SBP and as a competitive food available for sale on campus during the school day. Therefore, a 

low-fat, flavored milk exemption application is available. In order to qualify for the exemption, 

SFAs must complete and submit the online exemption request with documentation demonstrating a 

hardship as evidenced by a reduction in student milk consumption or an increase in school milk 

waste. Acceptable documentation of hardship(s) includes, but is not limited to, the following: 

 

https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/usda/annual-survey
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cnlabeling/usdausdc-authorized-labels-and-manufacturers
https://schools.healthiergeneration.org/tools__resources/
mailto:tracy.huffman@dpi.wi.gov
mailto:rebekkah.plano@dpi.wi.gov
https://healthymeals.fns.usda.gov/whatsshaking
https://healthymeals.fns.usda.gov/whatsshaking
http://teamup.theicn.org/
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/usda/task-force/recipes
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/usda/task-force/recipes
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/11wcjNWjqPXG78O-nxi4HkrnggLyioL724sUpg5OGOwI/viewform?ts=5978b74a&edit_requested=true
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 Milk counts showing a significant decrease in milk sales since implementation of the current 

meal patterns. 

 Milk counts showing declining milk sales despite offering alternative products and brands.   

 A food waste study indicating significant waste of fluid milk. Guidelines for conducting 

food waste studies/audits may be found at The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

website. 

 Logs indicating significant negative feedback from students and parents regarding lack of 

availability of low-fat, flavored milk.  

 Logs indicating significant negative feedback from students regarding the palatability of fat-

free, flavored milk.  

 

The survey to apply for a low-fat, flavored milk exemption, including more information on the 

acceptable documentation, is available on the Meal Pattern Components page of our website at, 

under the Milk heading. After the SNT reviews the application for exemption and the necessary 

documentation, you will be notified if your exemption has been approved. Until your SFA has 

received an approved exemption, continue to serve milk varieties that meet meal pattern 

requirements. 

 

Questions regarding the low-fat, flavored milk exemption process can be directed to Hannah Snider, 

(608) 267-9286, hannah.snider@dpi.wi.gov. 

  

If you have questions or need assistance with any of these flexibilities or menu planning, please let 

us know. We are here to support you. 

 

 

https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-management-food/guide-conducting-student-food-waste-audits-resource-schools
https://dpi.wi.gov/school-nutrition/national-school-lunch-program/menu-planning/meal-pattern
mailto:hannah.snider@dpi.wi.gov

