Colorado Department of Education

Office of School Nutrition

2011-2012 Free and Reduced Trainings FAQs


Public Release

1. If there is no local paper, can the public release be posted at a place the public will see it?
a. Although the public release statement regarding the availability of free/reduced priced meals is a mandatory requirement, the regulations and the Eligibility Manual for School Meals do not indicate the newspaper as the only authorized source to post the release. The Eligibility Manual indicates that the public release must be sent to the local news media (this could be the local newspaper, local radio station, or local television channels), the unemployment office, and any other major employer that may be laying off workers in the attendance area. Moreover, SFAs are required only to provide the public release statement to the local media, etc., and they are not required to pay for ad space or airtime to advertise the public release statement. As long as they can document and verify that the public release was sent, they have met this federal requirement.
2. What is the timeframe for sending the public release; when does it have to be done?
a. The public release should be published prior to the SFA releasing the meal benefit applications for each school year, as the public release provides instructions for completing the applications. At a minimum the public release should be provided to the local paper no less than four weeks prior to the first day of school.

Free and Reduced Meal Benefit Applications

3. When are free and reduced applications available from the CDE Office of School Nutrition?
a. The free and reduced program forms are posted to the CDE Office of School Nutrition website between April and May, and they are also emailed to the free and reduced contacts in the SFAs.  The CDE templates are developed from USDA guidance that is provided on a yearly basis; for this reason there is not a standard release date for the materials. 

4. Do you include the income of the foster child, even though he is free, if on an application with other students?
a. If a household where the foster child resides applies for benefits for their non-foster children, then the foster child’s personal use income (and not any payments from the foster care agency for the care of the foster child) is normally considered when making an eligibility determination. See also CN12-F-007 for more information.
5. How does a district indicate two different determinations at the bottom of the application? Is there a prescribed way?
a. There is not a set process for indicating multiple eligibility determinations for a single application. The SFA must establish its own policy for these applications.  For SFAs that are using a paper application, they may write directly on the application and indicate which student has received which eligibility determination.  The person making the determination must initial and date the application. 

6. Do foster children contribute to the household size?
a. Yes. Foster children contribute to the total household size. 

7. Several questions were received regarding temporary applications.
a. Please see the revised Eligibility Manual, p. 26, regarding the new regulation pertinent to temporary applications: Temporary approval of an application is no longer applicable because of the year long duration of eligibility provision. If SFAs/schools are concerned with the authenticity of the information provided on an application, they may, on a case by case basis, verify the application for cause.
8. If a district notifies a family of a meal benefit orally, do they have to document it with the application?
a. SFAs may notify households of benefits orally; they must document the phone call, and if the SFA is using paper applications they may write directly on the application. The person making the phone call must document whom they spoke with, the date, and their signature or initials. If the SFA is using a scanning system for their applications, they may document this communication in the notes/comments section. Households with students who are denied benefits must be given written notification of denial. 
9. What if you know someone is working, but they don’t report it on the application?
a. The SFA has an obligation to verify all questionable applications. Once an SFA has verified that application, there are no follow-up actions that the SFA may take if they continue to question the accuracy of the application.

10. What if someone’s income varies? What do they put down on the application?
a. If a household has income that varies from month to month, it is stated that the household should report their average monthly income or the amount they normally receive. 

11. If a child is on SNAP or is a foster child, what if his circumstances change? Would he still be free?
a. Once a SFA has determined a student’s meal eligibility, that status is valid for the duration of the school year regardless of changes in circumstance. If the change in circumstance would result in an improved benefit to the household, the SFA must accept the new information and make the eligibility changes.    If a household contacts the SFA and reports a change in circumstances that would result in the decrease or termination of benefits, the SFA must inform the household that the student’s benefits are approved for the duration of the school year. If the household requests that the student’s eligibility be updated based on their new situation, the SFA must honor the request. The SFA must document the communication and provide the household written notice of the decrease or termination of benefits. Ten days of adverse action must be provided in these situations.

12. If a parent turns in an application, can they later get a copy of it?
a. Yes, it is up to the SFA to determine how to handle these requests. The SFA may provide the household with copies of their own application and/or award letter.  The SFA must ensure that they are providing this information only to an adult who is listed as part of the household on the meal application.

13. If a child is on the homeless list and is therefore determined eligible for free meals, what happens if the child later becomes no longer homeless?

a. Once an SFA has determined a student’s meal eligibility, that status is valid for the duration of the school year regardless of changes in circumstance. If the change in circumstance would result in an improved benefit to the household, the SFA must accept the new information and make the eligibility changes.  If a household contacts the SFA and reports a change in circumstance that would result in the decrease or termination of benefits, the SFA must inform the household that the student’s benefits are approved for the duration of the school year. If the household requests that the student’s eligibility be updated based on their new situation, the SFA must honor the request. The SFA must document the communication and provide the household written notice of the decrease or termination of benefits. Ten days of adverse action must be provided in these situations.

14. If a student is on Direct Certification and submits a meal benefit application, do we destroy the application?

a. The Eligibility Manual for School Meals indicates that “direct certification takes precedence over an application submitted by a household,” and “if a household submits an application for children who were directly certified, the LEA must disregard the paper application.” The manual says “disregard” as opposed to destroy. Per recordkeeping requirements, the SFA is required to retain ALL applications for a minimum of 3 years (plus the current year), and longer in the case of audits. Therefore the application cannot be destroyed. It has been seen, however, where SFAs/schools will just write DC at the top of an application when a child is listed on a DC list and keep these applications separated from others. [Please also note that the 3-year (plus current) record keeping requirement is a federal regulation. State auditing requires that records be kept for 5 years or until an audit is completed.]
15. Can a parent or guardian who does not have a social security number apply for free and reduced meal benefits?
a. Yes, households may apply for meal benefits if they do not have a social security number. When completing the application, the adult signing the application must indicate that they do not have a social security number by checking the “I do not have a social security number” check box.

16. Is the 10 days of adverse action determined by the date the application was received or processed?
a. The 10 days of adverse action is determined by the date the application was processed.
17. Does a social security number need to be provided on a SNAP/FDPIR application?

a. A social security number is not required for SNAP/FDPIR applications.  The student’s name, SNAP/FDPIR case number, the name of the person receiving the benefits, and a signature from the adult household member are the only required fields for SNAP/FDPIR applications. 

18. What if the county foster office says they couldn’t provide a list of foster children?

a. The county foster office is not required to provide a list of foster children to the SFA.  The CDE Office of School Nutrition has been working closely with the county foster offices to encourage this sharing of information. If documentation from the county is not obtained, the household will need to fill out an application and mark the foster box.
19. Information is housed at the registrar office, so if a foster application is submitted, the information is checked.  Is this ok? 

a. Checking a foster application against information that is kept in the registrar office is going beyond face value, so this should not be done. Applications should be determined by face value only. If the SFA has reason to believe that that application may be incorrect, they should approve the application at face value and then immediately verify the application for cause. Further, if the application is in Verification, the SFA may use records, kept at the district office, received by the county/foster agency, to verify the child’s foster status. Please see CN12-F-007 for more information about acceptable foster documentation.
20. How would the application be approved if there were foster children and a SNAP case number on the application?  
a. If an application is received and there are foster children on the application, as well as a SNAP number, then all students on the application would be free.  The foster child box should be checked for all foster children, and the SNAP number, the name of the person receiving the SNAP benefits, and the signature of an adult household member would be required before the application could be approved.
21.  Is the “no income” box required?

a. Yes, the no income box must be on every application that is distributed from the district. If a household is completing an application based on household income, every household member must provide income information by listing their monthly income, checking the no income check box, or indicating zero income. This includes all students and children residing in the household. If the application is completed for foster children only, the household no longer needs to provide income information.  For households that complete an application with a SNAP/FDPIR number, income information is not required.  

22. Is there a special circumstance in which a no income application can be approved for the entire year?
a. Yes. Temporary approval of applications is no longer applicable, per the 2011 Eligibility Manual for School Meals. From this point forward all applications including applications that have zero income reported should be approved for the duration of the current school year and up to 30 operating days into the subsequent school year. 
23. What is the definition of a “school official” who fills out an application on behalf of the child? 

a. This school official completing the application should be a person that is most familiar with the household situation.  The official could be the principal, counselor, or teacher. 
24. If a parent is not on the application and they bring legal documentation, can the application be shown to that parent? 

a. A court order would be needed, specifically stating that the application could be shown to the parent. The meal benefit applications do not fall under FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act).

25. Can you verify a foster application for cause?

a. Yes, a foster application can be verified for cause. Documentation will need to be obtained from the county certifying that the child is in the custody of the county.
26. If a family qualifies for SNAP, do they still need to apply for F&R benefits?

a. If a household is receiving SNAP benefits, they are categorically eligible for free meal benefits.  The district must upload a student enrollment list to the Direct Certification system in order to match enrolled students to a SNAP case number.  It is possible that households that are receiving SNAP benefits may not appear on the Match Report. In this case households that do not receive a Direct Certification letter may apply for benefits using a Free and Reduced Meal benefit application. The household can provide the SNAP case number and the name of the person receiving the benefits on the application.
27. If a family qualifies for free meals through SNAP, the Eligibility Manual for School Meals states to fill out an abbreviated form. Could you explain this further?

a. What the manual is referring to is that the family does not need to provide income information or the last four digits of the social security number. SNAP/FDPIR applications require the following: student name(s), SNAP/FDPIR number, and the signature of an adult household member.
28. Can you accept out of state applications? If so, how long are they good for? Can a parent bring in the eligibility letter to qualify them for meal benefits? At what point can the eligibility be given—only once the SFA receives a copy of the application from the out of state SFA? 
a. Per the Eligibility Manual for School Meals, eligibility can be transferred between SFAs. This is an elective action, and if the SFA accepts a transferred application, they do not incur any liability for the application, and the application is good for the remainder of the school year, plus the 30 day carry over into the new school year. However, it is recommended that the SFA review the application for meal benefit issuance accuracy, and if the application is found to be incorrect, the SFA is then obligated to notify the parent that a new application must be submitted in order for the student to receive meal benefits. As for a parent bringing in the eligibility letter to qualify them for meal benefits, this would not be allowable, as this letter is not sufficient as it does not contain the information that is provided on the original application.

29. If students enrolled in your district actually eat meals in a different district, do they need to have an application filled out?

a. Both the district of enrollment, as well as the district providing meals should have a copy of the application on file. This will allow the district providing meals to claim the child at the appropriate eligibility, and it will also allow the district of enrollment to have the information for counting purposes.

30. Does every household need to submit an application?

a. It cannot be required that families complete meal benefit applications. However, for a child to be receiving free and reduced price meals, he or she must have approved eligibility documentation on file.

31. In the student income section, is this income that comes only directly to the child, or would child support to Mom for the kids also go here?

a. In the student income section, only income that the child receives should be listed here. If Mom receives child support, it should be listed in the household income section.

32. Do you include a student’s income only if it goes to the whole household, or regardless, even if the student just keeps it for himself?

a. Any income received by the child (so long as it is not one of the income exclusions listed in the Eligibility Manual) must be reported on the application, regardless of whether the child keeps it for himself or makes it available to the whole family. Infrequent earnings, such as income from occasional babysitting or mowing lawns, are not counted as income and should not be listed on the application.
33. What if a student on Direct Certification moves into another household; does his status convey to the new household? 
a. Yes, free meal eligibility based on receipt of SNAP benefits can be extended to other children who are in the same household as the child receiving SNAP benefits. This extended eligibility must be documented.
34. What if a student on extended eligibility moves into another household; does his status convey to the new HH? 
a. No. While that child retains free meal status for the remainder of the certification period, if he/she moves to another household, eligibility is not extended to others.

35. If a family fails to fill out part two on the application, with the SNAP recipient’s name, can we call SNAP to get this information?

a. Per the Eligibility Manual, for any application that is missing required information, the SFA should make reasonable efforts to contact the household. There appears to be no prohibition of the SFA contacting the SNAP agency to obtain the missing information if the household cannot be reached to provide it. Also, if the SNAP agency verifies that the student/household resides in a SNAP participating household, that application can be considered directly certified as long as the SFA can appropriately document the call with the date and SNAP agency official’s information.

36. What if the name on the SNAP section is not also included under the household members or student section? What kind of follow-up should be done?

a. A student can be determined eligible for free meals via SNAP only if the child lives in a household with another person receiving SNAP benefits—or is a recipient of SNAP himself. Therefore, the person listed in the SNAP section must be part of the household, and as such, this person should also be listed in the student/household members section. A household’s failure to list this person in the student/household section would render the application incomplete. In this situation, the SFA would need to contact the household to obtain the missing information.

37. Does a family have to date the application?
a. The USDA does not require dates on the application. It is important to note, though, that the CDE Auditing Unit does require dates on the application. However, the processing of an application cannot be delayed if it is missing a date, as this is not a federally required field.
38. What if we see inconsistent information on the app? Can we make changes?

a. Any application that is missing required information, that contains inconsistent information, or is unclear is considered an incomplete application and cannot be processed. The SFA should make reasonable efforts to contact the household in order to obtain or clarify required information. The SFA should document the information obtained and update the application (paper or in an electronic system). This documentation should include the date, with whom you spoke, the information obtained, and your initials. The only part of the application that the SFA cannot update is the signature; the household will need to provide this.

39. Do you need to call if student income is missing?

a. Student income or an indication of none is required on the application. The SFA should make reasonable efforts to contact the household to obtain this missing information.

40. Can we add a box to the application asking whether the household had an application last year?

a. Yes, an addition such as this may be made to the application. However, as it is not a field required by USDA, it cannot be mandatory that families check this box or not; a family not completing this section cannot delay the processing of this application or render it incomplete. Further, if an SFA makes any changes to the prototype application issued by the CDE Office of School Nutrition, the SFA must send the application to this office for prior approval.
41. Can you give families reminders about returning their application, so long as they are not required to?

a. Yes, SFAs may provide reminders to households to submit their completed applications. It is highly recommended that on all reminders that are provided, there is a statement that reiterates that applications are not required and that households should complete an application only if they fall under the income guidelines that were provided on application instructions.

42. How do you handle the household composition of a pastor who takes in kids? (In this case, he provided a SNAP number on the application.)

a. Meal benefit applications are completed based on the household, not on a “family.” In the case of the pastor, he would complete the application as a household and include the names and income information for all students, children, and other adults who are part of the same economic unit.  

43. If changes need to be made to an application, can we keep a copy for the district, mail the original back to the family, and ask that they send back the original with the changes?

a. The SFA must maintain the original application at all times. To expedite the process, the district may consider updating the application by calling the household and documenting changes, including adding the date of the conversation and the initials of the district staff person.
44. Can a teenager fill out an application?

a. A student may complete their own application only if they are an emancipated youth. The student must be financially independent.  Please see the Eligibility Manual for more information. 

45. What if a student moves in with another family? How can you figure out whether they are emancipated?
a. If a student moves into another household and is finically supported by the household, then an application must be completed that includes all household members and income information. If a student is “renting” space with another household and is responsible for the cost of their own housing, food, and basic needs, they would be considered an emancipated youth. Separate economic units are usually characterized by the prorating of most household expenses. An emancipated child is considered a household of one and would complete their own application. Also, the SFA should consider contacting their homeless liaison to see if the child is homeless.
46. Can an 18-year-old fill out an application?
a. If the student is still living at home and is financially supported by his guardian(s), he is considered part of that household, and an application would need to include everyone living in the household and all incomes received.  If the student is paying rent and utilities, acting as a household of one, then he would fill out an application as his own economic unit, even if it is under the same roof as his guardian(s). Separate economic units are usually characterized by the prorating of most household expenses. Most children paying room and board are usually paying a token amount and are not economically independent of their parents and are, therefore, not considered to be emancipated.
47. What if a student moves around, and you get different applications for him/her?

a. A child’s eligibility is in effect from the date of the eligibility determination through the entire current school year and up to 30 operating days into the subsequent school year.  Households are no longer required to report changes in household income or size. However, a family may voluntarily report changes. If a change is reported that will increase the household’s benefit, the SFA must make the change.  If the household submits a change that will result in a decrease or termination of benefits the SFA must explain to the household that the change does not have to go into effect, but the household may request that the lower benefits go into effect. 
48. Changes in household circumstances: what if someone wins the lottery?

a. Households are no longer required to report changes in household income or size. However, a family may voluntarily report changes; if a change is reported that will increase the household’s benefit, the SFA must make the change.  If the household submits a change that will result in a decrease or termination of benefits, the SFA must explain to the household that the change does not have to go into effect, but the household may request that the lower benefits go into effect. 
49. What if you know someone is working, and they don’t report it?

a. The SFA has an obligation to verify all questionable applications. Verification for cause may not delay the approval of the application. The SFA must first determine the application at face value, and then the SFA may verify the application. If a household does not respond to the Verification request by the set due date, the SFA must send a letter of adverse action and discontinue benefits for the household. 

50. What if the Auditing Unit does not accept extended eligibility?

a. We have provided the Auditing Unit with the USDA guidance for extended eligibility. When students are approved for free meal benefits through extended eligibility of Direct Certification, the SFA can add the students to the Direct Certification Match Report. They must add the student’s name, the child who is on the Direct Certification list, and the date the students name was added to the list.  The person making the determination must sign the list as well.

51. What if a counselor requests that you extend eligibility to a student, but you see no other basis for it (i.e., no student records, no application, no notice from the family)?

It is up to the SFA to determine identifiers for locating additional household members, but parents’ names, home addresses, and other specific household indicators, if available, may be the most useful.  Acceptable documentation includes school meal applications indicating at least one case number, school district enrollment records identifying all children in the household, custody agreements, information that may be provided by the SNAP or FDPIR agencies, or information may be obtained from school officials such as principals or teachers.
52. What if a family asks for extended eligibility for a student, but you suspect that this student is not really in the household? Can you verify them?
a. To the extent practicable, SFAs should use household composition information that may be available to the school district, such as school district enrollment information, school meal applications, custody agreements, information that may be provided by the SNAP or FDPIR agencies, or information from school officials such as principals or teachers—in order to identify other students in the household. It is up to the LEA to determine identifiers for locating additional household members, but parents’ names, home addresses, and other specific household indicators, if available, may be the most useful. LEAs also may request that an adult member attest to the household composition.

53. If you have a student on the DC match report who is not in an NSLP school (e.g., in an online school, high school not part of the NSLP, or who graduated), can you extend eligibility to other students who live in the same household who are in NSLP schools?

a. Yes, if a student is on the Direct Certification match report but does not attend a school that participates in the National School Lunch Program, benefits can still be extended to other students residing in the same household. 
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