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Eligibility

 

Eligibility is important for a sponsor 
participating in the NSLP and SBP to be 
in compliance with program 
regulations.  It is at the center of 
assuring that meals are served to 
eligible children.  Let’s take a look at 
the important steps in correctly 
determining eligibility.  
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TOOLS TO DETERMINE ELIGIBILTY

Eligibility Guidance Manual
August 2012

ODE Eligibility Webpage
 “Quick Reference”
USDA Annual Income Eligibility 

Guidelines

USDA School Meals Website

 

The Eligibility Manual for School Meals 
is guidance in understanding the 
federal regulations for determining 
eligibility for free and reduced price 
meals and free milk in schools.  The 
regulation is found in 7CFR (Code of 
Regulation) Part 245.  It is important for 
the person who is responsible for 
determining eligibility for each school 
district , school or sponsor be familiar 
with the information in this manual. 
There are many  special situations that 
you might encounter.  Many are 
addressed in the Eligibility Manual.  
Each year the Child Nutrition Office at 
Oregon Department of Education 
(that’s us!) develop a quick reference 
that highlights the most important 
points in determining eligibility.  Click 
on the link for the most recent quick 
reference. 
 
USDA determines new eligibility 
guidelines every year.  The Income 
Eligibility Guidelines are the household 
size and income levels that are to be 
used to determine eligibility for free 
and reduced price meals.  Be sure to 
only use the Income Guidelines for the 
current school year. 



You can also find recently posted 
regulations, policy clarifications and 
other information on the USDA 
website. 
 
These 3 tools are essential to have to 
be sure you are accurately determining 
eligibility.  If you can’t find the answer 
in this information or you need some 
clarification, be sure to contact your 
specialist. 
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Distribute New Applications

EVERY YEAR 
application 
information must 
be made 
available to all 
households in 
the school or 
district.

 

Each year at the beginning of school, 
letters must be distributed to the 
households of children attending the 
school or school district.  The letter tells 
families which school nutrition 
programs are available and that meals 
may be available free or at a reduced 
price.  All LEAs must be able to provide 
households with paper applications and 
materials.  The letter and applications 
would be sent to households before the 
beginning of the school year or as early 
as possible in the school year so that 
eligibility determinations may be made 
and free and reduced price benefits 
provided as soon as possible.  Although 
the new year’s applications will be 
available on our website before the end 
of the current school year, the LEA 
cannot begin accepting and processing 
applications before the beginning of 
the new school year which is July 1st 
through June 30th.   
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Receiving Applications

• Date stamp/mark applications as you receive 
them
– Applications must be processed within 10 

working days
• Sort NEW YEAR applications by

– New Students – Process these 1st!
– Returning Students

All students must have a 
new application each year.

 

Remember that the applications are 
new each year.  The current SY 
application has income information for 
households.  Be sure to work with each 
school to be sure they are distributing 
only the current year applications.  An 
easy way to do this is to each year print 
the application on a different color of 
paper. 
Here are some additional hints: 
You should date stamp applications as 
you receive them – you have 10 
working days to process a new 
application. 
Sort the applications for the current 
year 
 Put the Newly Enrolled Students 
on the top of the pile and process these 
applications 1st.  Students that  
 qualified from the last school 
year can continue receiving benefits for 
the first 30  
 operating days of the new 
school year. 
 All students must have a new 
application each year. 
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Application Processing Timeframe

• Households should be notified immediately if 
benefits are denied or reduced from the level 
of the previous year.

• A new lower eligibility determination should 
be implemented only after the family has 
been notified. 

 

Households should be notified 
immediately if benefits are denied or 
reduced from the level of the previous 
year in order to provide adequate time 
for the family to make appropriate 
arrangements for payment to prevent 
the household from accumulating meal 
charges. 
 
A new lower eligibility determination 
should be implemented only after the 
family has been notified. For example, 
in the case of a household that received 
free benefits the previous year and will 
now receive reduced price benefits for 
the new school year; adequate notice 



should be provided. (ODE CNP has 
defined adequate time/notice as 10 
operating days, the same length as for 
changing benefits after an appeal). 
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Benefits Prior to Processing

• Until the application is approved for benefits 
the children are considered at their previous 
benefit level.  Once an application has been 
approved, meals that have already been served 
cannot be claimed at the new benefit level.

• The new eligibility determination supersedes 
the carryover (30 operating days) eligibility.

• Local officials are encouraged to expedite 
eligibility determinations for all new enrollees.

 

Read the information on this slide!  It 
will help you to understand when 
benefits begin.   Then we will practice.  
(PAUSE!) 
 
 

Slide 7 I Love School Meals!I Love 
School 
Lunch!

 

What would you do in this situation?   
Merrie Sue Merriman>>>>> 
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Benefits Prior to Processing

• Until the application is approved for benefits 
the children are considered at their previous 
benefit level.  Once an application has been 
approved, meals that have already been served 
cannot be claimed at the new benefit level.

• The new eligibility determination supersedes 
the carryover (30 operating days) eligibility.

• Local officials are encouraged to expedite 
eligibility determinations for all new enrollees.

 

You are right!  Since Merrie is coming 
from another state you would claim all 
of the meals served from 9/5 to 9/30 as 
paid and begin claiming meals as free 
as of 10/1. 
Also remember that as soon as a new 
year’s application is processed, you will 
change the students benefits to the 
new benefit level – even if it is still 
within the 30 day carryover time 
period. 
 
One new aspic in the timeline for 
approving applications is - A new lower 
eligibility determination should be 
implemented only after the family has 
been notified. For example, in the case 
of a household that received free 
benefits the previous year and will now 
receive reduced price benefits for the 
new school year; adequate notice 
should be provided. So after making a 
new downward determination of 
eligibility, the sponsor should give the 
household at least 10 days before the 
new status goes into effect.   
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Determining Eligibility

• One application per household
• Check the definition of a household in the 

Eligibility Guidance Manual 

• Applications are determined based on:
• Direct Certification

• SNAP (Food Stamps) or TANF

• FDPIR 

• Income

• Foster Child

• Homeless and Migrant Eligibility

 

A household application should be 
submitted by a household/family for all 
children in that household that attend 
schools in the same district.  The 
district cannot require one application 
for each child.  You will want to check 
the definition of a household in the 
Eligibility Guidance Manual. Household 
composition for the purpose of making 
an eligibility determination for free and 
reduced priced benefits is based on 
economic units. 
Households are determined eligible for 
meal benefits based on the type of 
application.  The students can be 
directly certified and the household 



does not need to complete an 
application.  Homeless and Migrant 
children can be certified for benefits by 
the district liaison.  Applications can be 
determined based on categorical 
qualification: SNAP, TANF & FDPIR or 
Income. 
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DIRECT CERTIFICATION

Direct Certification Secure Website

• Available Weekly

• Sponsors retrieve 
files at least 
3 times a year

• Send out Direct Certification Eligibility Notification

• Household has the right to decline benefits.

 

Direct certification is the process where 
school districts certify children who are 
members of households receiving 
assistance under the SNAP (former food 
stamps) as eligible for free school 
meals, without further application, 
based on information provided by the 
agency that administers the program. 
The list of students eligible to be 
directly certified is on the ODE website 
– district page.  Sponsors must 
download the list at least 3 times 
during the school year.  Households do 
not need to submit applications, 
however, they must be notified that 
they qualify for benefits.  The 
household has the right to decline 
benefits. 
 
 
 



Slide 11 I Love School 
Meals!

 

Meet Jonas!  An application for the 
Jones family is >>>>>>>> 
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You are right!  If a household submits 
an application for children who are 
directly certified, the district must 
disregard the paper application. Direct 
Certification takes precedent over an 
application submitted by the 
household.  The eligibility official 
should re-process Jonas as Directly 
Certified.  The paper application should 
be kept to document meals served 
prior to direct certification. 
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Categorically Eligible - SNAP

Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) 
formerly Food Stamps

A case number =  
1. F+8 digits 
OR 
2. Social Security number of the person who 

applied for SNAP (food stamps)
3. Temporary - T+8 digits

 

Categorical eligibility is determined on 
an individual basis.  Be sure when you 
have an application submitted with a 
SNAP (food stamp) case number that 
the number meets one of the formats 
on this slide – 
 F + 8 digits 
 SS # of the person who applied 
for SNAP 
 or a Temporary  that is T+ 8 
digits or occasionally there will be 
another letter and then 3 digits at the 
end of the series. 
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Categorically Eligible - TANF

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families  
(TANF)  

A TANF number is:
2 alpha + 4 numeric

Or
3 alpha + 3 numeric

Any additional letters or numbers are for other 
programs and do not qualify the child for 
NSLP meal benefits

 

Another type of categorical eligibility is 
TANF which stands for Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families.  A valid 
TANF number is 2 alpha + 4 numeric or 
3 alpha + 3 numeric.  It should be no 
more that a total of 6 characters.  Any 
additional letters or numbers are for 
other programs and do not qualify the 
child for NSLP meal benefits. 
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Categorical eligibility is not extended 
to children receiving assistance 

from the State’s Medicaid Program

• INVALID - Oregon Trail Card Number
• INVALID - Oregon Medical Card Number

 

Oregon has some additional benefit 
programs that do not use the same 
eligibility guidelines as the federal 
requirements.  Categorical eligibility is 
not extended to children or households 
receiving assistance from the State’s 
Medicaid Program. 
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Food Distribution Program for 
Indian Reservations (FDPIR) 

• No case number is needed
• Household checks the box on Meal 

Application
• Name will be on Tribal List if selected for 

Verification

 

FDPIR stands for Food Distribution 
Program for Indian Reservations.  
Households simply check the box  on 
the application.  No case number is 
needed.  If the application is selected 
for verification, the family name will be 
on the Tribal List as proof of eligibility in 
this category. 
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Homeless & Migrant

• Homeless & Migrant liaisons can submit lists 
of students eligible.  The list must be signed 
and dated.

• Email from liaison is OK. Print & put with 
applications.

• Migrant requires written notification to 
household.

• Homeless does not require written 
notification.

 

It is not necessary for the eligibility 
official to make the determination 
about whether a child is considered as 
a migrant .  The school nutrition 
program should work closely with the 
district’s Migrant Education Program 
liaison. 
This is also true for students who can 
qualify for eligibility  as homeless.  You 
should work with the district’s 
Homeless liaison.  These liaisons should 
submit lists of students who are 
considered homeless or migrant as 
determined by the school district.  The 
list needs to be signed and dated.  The 
school nutrition eligibility official must 
keep a list of all students who qualify 
for free meals, and their date of 
eligibility,  in each of these categories 
and all the documentation that has 
been provided by the district liaisons.   
Students who qualify for free meals as 
migrant require written notification to 
the household.  Student’s who qualifies 
based on homeless do not require 
written notification to the family. 
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Foster children can be included as 
part of the household on 
applications that includes their 
non-foster children.

• Foster children are categorically 
eligible and are no longer considered 
a household of one.
• Directly certified with out application 
by state or local foster agency.

 

A foster child is a child who is living 
with a household but who remains the 
legal responsibility of the welfare 
agency or court. The Healthy, Hunger-
Free Kids Act of 2010 allows 
certification of a foster child for free 
meals, without application if the local 
educational agency or other child 
nutrition program institution obtains 
documentation from an appropriate 
State or local agency indicating the 
status of the child as a foster child 
whose care and placement is the 
responsibility of the State.  
 
Households with foster and non-foster 



children may choose to include the 
foster child as a household member, as 
well as any personal income earned by 
the foster child, on the same household 
application that includes their non-
foster children.  The monthly subsidy to 
the foster parent is not considered 
when making the determination. 
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Eligibility  for FREE or REDUCED PRICE meals is 

based on: 
household size & 
total household income

Household is based on economic unit 
(Part 4-B Eligibility Manual for definition)

Use the Current Year 
Income Eligibility Guidelines

Determining Household Income
( Part 4-C Eligibility Manual)

Income Eligible 

 

To determine if a household meets the 
income eligibility requirements for 
benefits, the eligibility official must 
compare the household size and the 
total household income to the Income 
Eligibility Guidelines.  The Income 
Eligibility Guidelines change each year 
so be sure you are using the current 
year information.  It is also very 
important to review all income 
calculations as reported by the 
household.  Household composition for 
the purpose of making an eligibility 
determination for free and reduced 
priced meals is based on economic 
units.  An economic unit is a group of 
related or unrelated individuals who 
are living as one economic unit, and 
who share housing and/or income and 
expenses of its members.  Generally, 
individuals residing in the same house 
are an economic unit.  However, more 
than one economic unit may reside 
together in the same house. 
Income is any money received on a 
recurring basis.  It is based on the gross 
earned income which means all money 
earned before deductions.  Households 
must report current income on the 
application.  Current income means 



income received by the household for 
the current month, the amount 
projected for the first month the 
application is made for or the month 
prior to application.  It is important for 
you to become familiar with part 4-C of 
the Eligibility Manual if you are an 
eligibility official. 
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All households must be notified of their 
eligibility status

• Denied Benefits
– Written notification required

• Reason
• Right to Appeal
• May re-apply

• Approved
– Notified in writing or orally

 

All households must be notified of their 
eligibility status.  Households with 
children who are denied benefits must 
be given written notification of the 
denial.  The notification must advise 
the household of; 
 the reason for the denial of 
benefits 
 the right to appeal and 
instructions on how to appeal 
 a statement that the family may 
re-apply for free and reduced price 
benefits at any time during the 
 school year. 
Households with children who are 
approved for free or reduced price 
benefits may be notified in writing or 
orally. 
 
 
 
 



Slide 21 Changes in Household 
Circumstances

Year-Long Eligibility
• Households not required to report changes or 

household size
• May voluntarily report changes

– Increase Benefits – Sponsor makes changes
– Decrease or Terminate Benefits –

• Sponsor explain change do not have to report
• Household request lower benefits

– LEA provides notice of adverse action

 

Because of year-long duration of 
eligibility, households are no longer 
required to report changes in income or 
household size or changes with regard 
to participation in a program that make 
the children categorically eligible.  
However, families may voluntarily 
report changes.  If a change is reported 
that will increase benefits, the sponsor 
must put that change into effect.  
However, if the change will decrease 
benefits or terminate benefits, the 
sponsor need to explain to the 
household that the change does not 
have to go into effect.  The house hold 
may request that the lower benefits go 
into effect.  If so, the household would 
then be provided with a notice of 
adverse action. 
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• Eligibility is in effect from the date of 

eligibility for the current school year and for 
up to 30 operating days in the next school 
year.

• This does not apply if:
– Initial eligibility determination was incorrect
– Verification does not support benefits
– Eligibility officials must make appropriate 

changes in eligibility

 

A child’s eligibility is in effect from the 
date of approved eligibility for the 
current school year and for up to 30 
operating days in the next school year.  
This does not apply if the initial 
eligibility was incorrect or when 
verification of household eligibility does 
not support the level of benefits for 
which the household was approved.  In 
those cases, officials must make 
appropriate changes in eligibility. 
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Confidentiality

 

Maintaining Confidentiality of Free and 
Reduced Price Eligibility Information is 
of the utmost importance! 
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Be sure to refer to Part 7 of the 
Eligibility Guidance Manual 

regarding Disclosure of 
Confidential Meal Application 

Information.

 

The issues of privacy and confidentiality 
of personal data are complicated as 
well as sensitive.  Be sure to become 
familiar with the information in Part 7 
of the Eligibility Guidance Manual and 
follow the guidance carefully when you 
disclose any eligibility information.  If 
you have any questions please contact 
our office BEFORE you disclose any 
information. 
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AN OPTION, 

NOT A REQUIREMENT

• Aggregate information

• Programs, activities and 
individuals that are specifically 
authorized access under the 
National School Lunch Act

 

• The school or school district may 
disclose aggregate information to 
any program or individual when 
children cannot be identified by 
name, and households can not met 
identified through release of the 
aggregate date or by means of 
deduction.  This would mean you can 
disclose numbers or percentages but 
not names of students or 
households. 

• School districts may disclose 
individual children’s free and 
reduced price meal eligibility 
information to programs, activities 
and individuals that are specifically 



authorized access under the National 
School Lunch Act.  It is important to 
remember that there must be a 
legitimate ‘need to know’ of the 
information.  Be sure to refer to the 
list of programs in the Eligibility 
Guidance Manual. 
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• Distribution and processing applications 

solely for information about household 
income to determine funding, benefits, or 
eligibility for programs other than the school 
meals programs is not permitted. 

• Funds in the nonprofit school food service 
account cannot be used to pay the costs 
associated with collecting and processing 
such information.

 

Distribution and processing 
applications solely for information 
about household income to determine 
the funding or benefits for programs 
other than the school meals programs 
or to determine eligibility for other 
programs is not permitted. Therefore, 
funds in the nonprofit school food 
service account cannot be used to pay 
the costs associated with collecting and 
processing such information. 
 
A school or LEA must obtain the 
household income information for non-
program purposes through means 
other than the household's application 
for free or reduced price school meal 
benefits. If schools or LEAs collect such 
information for nonprogram purposes, 
the applications may not be labeled as 
applications for meal benefits under 
the school meals/milk programs or give 
any indication that such benefits are 
contingent upon a household returning 
the application. 
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Parental Consent

• Parents or guardians may always provide 
consent for the disclosure of information 
related to their children’s eligibility status.

• Disclosure of eligibility information to any other 
Federal, State or local program or individual not 
included in the NSLA list requires parental 
consent.

Confidentiality Disclosure Guidelines and Agreement

 

Children’s parents or guardians may 
always provide consent for the 
disclosure of any or all of the 
information related to their children’s 
eligibility status.  A disclosure of all 
eligibility information to any other 
Federal, State or local program or 
individual not included in the NSLA 
requires parental consent.  Other 
programs that require parental consent 
are local health and local education 
programs and other local level 
activities.    For example, the disclosure 
of children’s eligibility for free or 
reduced price meals to determine 
children’s eligibility for free dental 
examinations or reduced fees for 
participation in sports activities  
requires consent when these are local 
initiatives and not State programs.   
The disclosure of information other 
than names and eligibility status to the 
programs authorized only to receive 
participants’ names and eligibility 
status also requires written consent.   
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• Eligibility and Confidentiality always have 
many questions for individual situations 

• If you have questions, please do not 
hesitate to contact the state office 

• We’re happy to help!

 

Eligibility and Confidentiality always 
have many questions for individual 
situations, 
If you have a question, please do not 
hesitate to contact the state office, 
We are happy to help! 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, 
and applicants for employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, 

gender identity, religion, reprisal, and where applicable political beliefs, marital status, familial or 
parental status, sexual orientation, or all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any 

public assistance program, or protected genetic information in employment or in any program or 
activity conducted or funded by the Department.  (Not all prohibited bases will apply to all 

programs and/or employment activities.)

If you wish to file a Civil Rights program complaint of discrimination, complete 
the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint form, found online at 

http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, or at any USDA office, 
or call (866) 632-9992 to request the form.  You may also write a letter containing all of the 

information requested in the form.  Send your completed complain form or letter to us by mail at 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Director, Office of Adjudication, 1400 Independence Avenue, 

S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, by fax (202) 690-7442 or email at program.intake@usda.gov

Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through 
the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339; or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish). USDA is an equal 

opportunity provider and employer.

 

 

 


