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Eligibility 101
Determining Eligibility for Free and Reduced Price Meals

Deb Linderblood, MS, RD, LD. 

Iowa Department of Education

Objectives

For new managers to:

Understand the variety of ways that students get 
free or reduced price meals

Be familiar with forms that are available on 
IowaCNP

Realize the importance of student benefit levels 
being confidential

Who Determines Eligibility?

 Is referred to as the Determining Official

Food Service Director

Authorized Representative

Business Manager

Other

Determining Official

How many of you are the Determining Official?

Training

Minimum of 4 hours per year

 If over 20 hours per week is spent performing School 
Nutrition duties more training would be required

Application Approval & Direct Certification Webinars

Every year in July

Verification Training

Every year in September

Verification Report Training

Every year in October

How It All Begins

Near the beginning of each school year

Public must be notified that free and reduced 
price meals are available

Local news media

Unemployment office

Any major employers who are contemplating 

large layoffs

Sample Public Media Release in IowaCNP



8/4/2016

2

Information Letters

Must be distributed to the households of children 
attending the school

 Informs families about the Child Nutrition Programs 
and that free or reduced price meals may be 
available to children

 There are requirements for what must be in the letter

State Agency develops a prototype letter each year

Available in IowaCNP

Schools add the name of their school, meal prices and 
contact information

How Do Students Get Free or Reduced Price 

Meals?

All children in households receiving benefits from 
Food Assistance (FA) , or the Family Investment 

Program (FIP), are eligible for free meals.

Foster children that are under the legal 
responsibility of a foster care agency or court 

are eligible for free meals.

Children participating in their school’s Head 
Start program are eligible for free meals. 

How Do Students Get Free or Reduced Price 

Meals?

Children who meet the definition of homeless, 
runaway, or migrant are eligible for free meals. 

Children may receive free or reduced price 

meals if their household’s income is at or below 
the limits on the Federal Income Eligibility 

Guidelines (IEGs) which are revised yearly.

Food Assistance (FA) or Family Investment 

Program (FIP)

These households can be identified by:

Direct Certification

Free Lunch Letter

Case number on an application

Direct Certification

Mid-July the Department of Education (DE) posts to the 
portal the new school year’s direct certification list

Late spring, school districts submit to the DE in Student 
Reporting in Iowa (SRI) students enrolled in their district

 The Department of Human Services submits a list of 
households who receive Food Assistance or FIP

 The DE matches the students on these two lists and 
produces a direct certification list for each school that 
reports in SRI

 Throughout the school year there are two direct 
certification lists posted each month

Potential and Migrant List

SFAs should also print 

Potential list identifies siblings

This is often where you will find pre-school and/or 
kindergarten students

Migrant students are identified through the DE

Free status does not transfer to other children in 
the household unless they too have been declared 
as having migrant status
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ELookUp

 For non-public schools and RCCIs that do not have 
a direct certification list 

Also for newly transferred students

Use to look up case numbers on an application

Allows schools to search for individual 
students/residents

If found, they are a student/resident from a household 
that receives Food Assistance or FIP 

They will receive free meal benefits

Are classified as directly certified

Free Meals!!!!

All students who are directly certified 
automatically receive free meal benefits

These households do not need to complete an 
application 

Eligibility for free meals is extended to all children 
in a household if any member has been identified 

Notification

The school must notify the households about 
eligibility established through direct certification

Child is eligible for free meals

No further application is necessary

An explanation of extended eligibility and how to 
notify the school of any additional children in the 
household who are not listed on the notification

How to notify the school if free meal benefits are 
not wanted

Free Lunch Letter

Application for Free and Reduced Price 

Meals

 Schools are not required to provide applications to 
parents when the household is directly certified

 If the distribution method is not individualized, the school 
must provide applications to all households

Must be accompanied by instructional materials

State Agency puts a prototype application and instruction 
on IowaCNP each spring

Spanish available on IowaCNP

Twelve translations are available at:

http://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/translated-applications

Iowa Application for Free and Reduced Price School Meals/Milk

http://www.fns.usda.gov/
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Eligibility Through An Application

An application may be used to:

1. Report a case number

2. Identify a foster child

3. Identify a homeless, migrant or runaway child

4. Document household size and income

Children in a Household

Food Assistance Participation Guidance on Case Numbers

Case numbers are normally 10 characters long

The first character may be a number or a letter 

and the rest are numbers sequenced like this:

Example:  A00000-00-0-0

Another Example:  000000-00-0-0

Household Size and Income Income Eligibility Guidelines
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Contact Information and Adult Signature For Administrative Use Only

Racial and Ethnic Identities hawk-i

USDA Nondiscrimination Statement
 In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the

USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are prohibited 
from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, sex, disability, age, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights 
activity in any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA. 

 Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g. Braille, large print, 
audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.), should contact the Agency (State or local) where they applied for benefits. 
Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service 
at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English. 

 To file a program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, (AD-3027) found 
online at: http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, and at any USDA office, or write a letter addressed to USDA 
and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-
9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: 

 (1)  Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture 

 Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights 

 1400 Independence Avenue, SW 

 Washington, D.C. 20250-9410;

 (2)  Fax: (202) 690-7442; or 

 (3)  Email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

 This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

Supplemental Worksheet
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Notification

 If a household is approved for free or reduced price 
meals, they must be notified either in writing or verbally 
of their eligibility status.

 Households with children who are denied benefits must 
be provided with written notification of the denial.  

 The notification must advise the household of:

 the reason for denial of benefits; 

right to appeal; 

instructions on how to appeal; and 

the ability to re-apply for benefits at any time during the 
school year  

Appeals

Households may appeal either the denial of 
benefits or the level of benefits

Must be given 10 calendar days written advance 
notice of the change

If they appeal, the school must continue to 
provide the original benefit status until a 
determination is made

Appeal Decision

Households must be notified in writing of the 
decision following an appeal

 If the benefits must be reduced, the reduction 

must take place no later than 10 operating days 
after the decision is made

 If the benefits are increased, the increase must 

take place within 3 operating days after the 
decision is made

Household Does Not Appeal

 If the household does not request an appeal 
during the 10 calendar day advance notice 

period, benefits must be reduced or terminated 

no later than 10 operating days after the notice 

period. 

Verification

Completed each October

 Is a confirmation of eligibility

Only required when eligibility is determined 

through the application process

Households are selected based on a sample 
pool of approved applications on file as of 

October 1st

Verification Report

All SFAs must report the results of verification 
activities 

RCCIs without day students are exempt from 
verification but still must complete the report
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Reporting Requirements

Verification Report requires reporting:

Students directly certified

Students directly certified through other programs

Letter method

Categorically Free based  on providing a case 
number

Free based on household size and income

Reduced based on household size and income

Organization is the Key

Print and keep direct cert, potential and ELookUp
lists together

Keep current applications divided into:

Free based on a case  number

Free based on income

Reduced based on income

 If a household turns in an application and then 
becomes directly certified, mark application “DC”, 
date and store separately from other applications. 

Calendar

Posted yearly on IowaCNP (NSLP040)

Contains due dates for:

Claim submissions

Verification deadlines

hawk-i submission 

As well as FFVP & SFSP applications

Dates of webinars

Confidentiality

 Information provided on the application is to 
only be used for determining eligibility for meal 

and milk benefits and verification of eligibility

Disclosing the eligibility status for other purposes 
requires informing the household

In some cases, must obtain parental consent prior 
to disclosure

Preventing Overt Identification

SFAs must assure that a child’s eligibility status is 
not disclosed at any point in the process of 
providing free or reduced price meals

Need to know

Waiver for specific school fees

Space on the Application Supplemental 
Worksheet

Space on the State Agency Prototype Notification 
Letter to use for Directly Certified households 

USDA Nondiscrimination Statement
 In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the

USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are prohibited 
from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, sex, disability, age, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights 
activity in any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA. 

 Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g. Braille, large print, 
audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.), should contact the Agency (State or local) where they applied for benefits. 
Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service 
at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English. 

 To file a program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, (AD-3027) found 
online at: http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, and at any USDA office, or write a letter addressed to USDA 
and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-
9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: 

 (1)  Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture 

 Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights 

 1400 Independence Avenue, SW 

 Washington, D.C. 20250-9410;

 (2)  Fax: (202) 690-7442; or 

 (3)  Email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

 This institution is an equal opportunity provider.



8/4/2016

8

Thank You Questions???

Deb Linderblood

deb.linderblood@iowa.gov

515-281-5663

mailto:deb.linderblood@iowa.gov

