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• Impacts of public benefits through schools
○ School meals access
○ Out-of-school time nutrition access
○ Student funding

• Opportunities to provide public benefits through schools
○ Policy
○ Implementation
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PUBLIC BENEFITS ACCESS CASCADE: THE WHY
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• Nutrition
○ Half of students’ daily energy intake
○ More nutritious than meals brought to school

• Education
○ Eating breakfast correlated with significantly higher 

standardized test scores 
○ Breakfast After the Bell correlated with lower rates of chronic 

absenteeism
• Finances

○ Discounts on standardized tests
○ Discounts on various services for EBT cardholders
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Most states allocate funding for students identified as being “at risk.” 
Most of these utilize FR eligibility as a proxy for households with low 
incomes. Many states elect to use school meals eligibility for Title I 
funding, which provides schools with federal grant funding that is 
intended to support students from households with low incomes.
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Increasing eligibility for free and reduced-price meals alleviates the 
issues that arise from unpaid meal debt, for both school food service 
operations as well as students and their families. Requiring low or 
no co-payments for school meals can reduce the likelihood and 
magnitude of unpaid meal debt.
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The Summer Food Service Program (SFSP), which provides meals 
for children during the summer months, and the Child and Adult 
Care Food Program (CACFP), which provides meals for “at-risk 
afterschool programs,” can use FR eligibility to establish area 
eligibility for meal sites.

The Summer Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) program will 
provide grocery benefits for eligible households with children. 
Households with FR-eligible incomes will receive benefits 
automatically.*
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The E-Rate program provides funds to schools and libraries for a 
variety of technology-related products and services supporting 
internet and network connectivity, security, and maintenance. E-Rate 
funding scales with poverty levels, with schools and libraries with the 
highest identified rates of poverty receiving the greatest benefit. 
E-Rate uses FR eligibility as the basis for estimating poverty.
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PUBLIC BENEFITS ACCESS CASCADE: THE HOW
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DIRECT CERTIFICATION

Through direct certification, participation in federal, 
means-tested programs qualifies students for FR meals 
without requiring households to complete an application. 
Direct certification-eligible programs include:
● Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
● Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
● Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations 

(FDPIR)
● Medicaid, in participating states
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CATEGORICAL ELIGIBILITY

Students who are identified as homeless, runaway, foster, 
migrant, or participating in Head Start programs have 
categorical eligibility for free school meals. Lists of 
identified students may be available through state, district, 
or local government offices.
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FREE/REDUCED-PRICE SCHOOL MEAL APPLICATIONS

Schools, districts, and/or states may collect applications for 
school meals. These forms request information about 
household size and income to determine students’ eligibility 
for FR meals.
Applications must have a place for households to enter case 
numbers for direct certification-eligible programs. This can 
help to identify households that are missed in the direct 
certification process.
With consent, information collected on applications can be 
shared with state agencies to facilitate enrollment in other 
public benefits.
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THE COMMUNITY ELIGIBILITY PROVISION (CEP)

The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) streamlines 
school meal operations by allowing schools/districts with at 
least 25% identified students to provide no-cost meals to 
all students as well as forgo the collection of free and 
reduced-price applications. Identified students include those 
who participate in one of four federal, means-tested 
programs: SNAP, TANF, FDPIR, or Medicaid.

Revenue for school meals comes primarily from federal 
reimbursements and revenue is determined by the 
identified student percentage (ISP) and meal 
participation.

↑ benefits access = ↑ ISP = ↑ CEP eligibility/revenue
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OPPORTUNITIES TO PROVIDE & LEVERAGE
PUBLIC BENEFITS IN SCHOOLS
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CHILD NUTRITION POLICY CONTEXT

2010: Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act 
• Established Community Eligibility Provision 
• Authorized Medicaid Direct Certification 

demonstration projects

2012-13: First cohort of Medicaid DC 
demonstration projects (CA, FL, IL, KY, MA, NY, 
PA)
• 43 states now participating 

2023: USDA expands CEP eligibility 
• Lowers ISP from 40% to 25% 
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DIRECT CERTIFICATION IN STATE HSM4A/CEP 
LEGISLATION

Number of State Bills by HSM4A/CEP Policy Option, 
by Status, 2018-2023

33 states and DC have considered policies to allow for 
HSM4A. 28 states and DC introduced legislation in 2023
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STATE POLICY APPROACHES
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• Require the state administering agency to apply to USDA to participate in the Medicaid 
demonstration pilot program.

• Require the state administering agency to assist districts/LEAs with improving direct 
certification.

• Establish reporting requirements on methods used to maximize direct certification and 
outcomes.

• Create a task force/committee/working group to study and recommend courses of action 
related to direct certification. 

• Require the state administering agency to promulgate rules related to SNAP promotion 
among students. 

• Appropriate funds to support Community Schools

• Initiate or make changes to determining student economic status for purposes of state 
funding allocations.
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PROMOTE DIRECT CERTIFICATION: 
REQUIRE MEDICAID DEMONSTRATION PILOT

HB22-1414
enacted (2022)

“As soon as practicable 
after the effective date of 
this part 2, the department 
shall apply to the federal 
secretary of agriculture to 
participate in the 
demonstration project 
operated pursuant to 42 
U.S.C. Sec.1758 (b)(l5) for 
direct certification for 
children receiving 
Medicaid benefits, with the 
intent that the 
demonstration project is 
implemented statewide to 
the extent allowable under 
federal law.” Sec. 
22-82.9-204(4))

S.B.242
introduced (2023)

“The department of 
education and department 
of health and human 
services shall submit an 
application for participation 
in the Demonstration 
Projects for states to 
evaluate the impact of 
using Medicaid eligibility 
data to directly certify 
students for free and 
reduced price school meals 
administered by the United 
States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) no later 
than September 1, 2023.” 

https://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/legacy/bs2016/bill_docket.aspx?lsr=1030&sy=2023&sortoption=&txtsessionyear=2023&txtbillnumber=SB242
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PROMOTE DIRECT CERTIFICATION:
REQUIRE AGENCY TO ASSIST LEAs/DISTRICTS H.3999

enacted (2021)

“(c) A school district that 
participates in the national 
school lunch program 
shall take steps to 
maximize federal 
revenues and minimize 
debt on families under a 
protocol determined by 
the department that 
promotes the certification 
of students for free school 
meal status. The 
department shall assist 
school districts with 
improving the direct 
certification process and 
reducing administrative 
burdens on school 
districts.” (Sec. 72A.(c))

S.8306B
introduced (2024)

4. In addition to fulfilling any other 
applicable state and federal 
requirements, the department 
shall provide technical assistance 
to assist public school districts, 
charter schools, and non-public 
schools…to maximize federal 
funding, including:
(C) Maximizing direct certification 
for specific populations as 
allowable under federal rules. 

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S8306/amendment/B
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PROMOTE DIRECT CERTIFICATION:
ESTABLISH REPORTING REQUIREMENTS

A.2368
enacted (2023)

c.     The Department of 
Agriculture, in consultation with the 
Department of Education, shall 
annually prepare and submit, to 
the Governor and, pursuant to 
section 2 of P.L.1991, c.164 
(C.52:14-19.1), to the Legislature, 
a written report that identifies, for 
each school and school district in 
the State:
     (1)   the methods that are being 
used by each school or school 
district to facilitate the prompt 
identification and subsidized meal 
certification of students who are 
categorically eligible or 
income-eligible for free or reduced 
price lunch under the National 
School Lunch Program;
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PROMOTE DIRECT CERTIFICATION:
CREATE A TASK FORCE

H.B.2 
enacted (2023) 

The committee shall study the 
impact on free or reduced-price 
meal average daily
membership in residence (ADMR) 
used in state education aid 
programs in the following ways:
I. Relative to the recent expansion 
of categorical eligibility for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistant 
Program (SNAP) from 185% to 
200% of federal poverty level.
II. If the state of New Hampshire 
should apply to participate in the 
demonstration projects to evaluate 
direct certification with Medicaid 
administered by the United States 
Department of Agriculture
(USDA)

https://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/legacy/bs2016/bill_docket.aspx?lsr=1064&sy=2023&sortoption=&txtsessionyear=2023&txtbillnumber=HB2
https://www.gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/legacy/bs2016/bill_docket.aspx?lsr=1064&sy=2023&sortoption=&txtsessionyear=2023&txtbillnumber=HB2
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PROMOTE SNAP AMONG STUDENTS: 
REQUIRE STATE AGENCY TO PROMULGATE RULES 

H.603/S.261 
introduced (2023) 

H.714/S.314 
introduced (2021)

The department, in 
consultation with the 
department of transitional 
assistance, shall promulgate 
regulations for schools to 
promote the supplemental 
nutrition assistance program 
to families by either providing 
application assistance or a 
direct referral to an outreach 
partner identified by the 
department of transitional 
assistance or department of 
elementary and secondary 
education.

A.9518/S.9144
introduced (2022)

The department in consultation 
with the office of temporary and 
disability assistance shall 
promulgate any rule or regulation 
needed for public school districts, 
charter schools and non-public 
schools to promote the 
supplemental nutrition assistance 
program to a student or person in 
parental relation to a student by 
either providing application 
assistance or a direct referral to 
an outreach partner identified by 
the department to the office of 
temporary and disability 
assistance to increase the 
number of students directly 
certified for free or reduced price 
school meals.



PUBLIC BENEFITS THROUGH SCHOOLS CONVENING 2024

PROMOTE SNAP AMONG STUDENTS: 
REQUIRE SCHOOLS TO DISTRIBUTE INFORMATION 

H.B.253
introduced, 2023

Each school board shall:

12. Ensure that the 
information sheet on the 
SNAP benefits program 
developed and provided by 
the Department of Social 
Services pursuant to 
subsection D of § 63.2-801 is 
sent home with each student 
enrolled in a public 
elementary or secondary 
school in the local school 
division at the beginning of 
each school year or, in the 
case of any student who 
enrolls after the beginning of 
the school year, as soon as 
practicable after enrollment



STATES EXPANDING 
COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 

• Establishing grant programs (AZ, HI, MS, NJ, 
NY, OK, RI, TX, WA)

• Appropriating funds (e.g., CA, DC, MN, NY)
• Amend current community schools statues 

(e.g., MD, MN, OK)
• Establishing broad support for Community 

Schools as a strategy (HI, IL, IN, NY, MO)

https://www.communityschools.org/news/community-schools-gain-traction-in-state-legislatures/ 

https://www.communityschools.org/news/community-schools-gain-traction-in-state-legislatures/
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COST FACTORS IN STATE EDUCATION FUNDING

F/RP 
Eligibility

Medicaid
CHIP
TANF
SNAP
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STATE EDUCATION FUNDING

Almost all states provide increased funding 
based on poverty and/or concentrated poverty

20% of states use direct certification in 
education funding formula

Source: EdBuild. FundEd: National Policy Maps Source: Education Commission of the States, 2021

http://funded.edbuild.org/national#poverty
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/k-12-and-special-education-funding-06
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How Federal Benefits Support Schools - Impact & Opportunities

Alternative “At-Risk” Measures in Colorado 
& Implications for Nutrition and Policy

Emily Gutierrez
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Free and Reduced Price-Meals Eligibility as a Measure of 
Student Poverty
▪ Policymakers have used the share of students 

certified eligible for free and reduced-price 
(FRP) meals via income applications as a 
proxy for the share of low-income students
▪ Free: Students whose families earn up to 

130% of the Federal poverty line
▪ Reduced-Price: Students whose families earn 

between 130-185% of the Federal poverty line

2023-24 School Year 
Income Eligibility Guidelines

Source: USDA-FNS 2023

https://www.fns.usda.gov/cn/fr-020923
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What has the FRP measure been used for?

▪ Accountability & Data Reporting

▪ ESSA requires states (schools) to report things like test scores and graduation rates 
by student economic disadvantage 

▪ Funding

▪ State funding formulas have used the share of FRP students in a district to allocate 
additional dollars

▪ Federal funding (Title I) typically uses poverty measures from the Small Area Income 
and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) 

▪ While districts have historically used FRP to distribute Title I funds to schools within the 
district, there is new guidance based on recent changes to FRP data

https://www.ed.gov/essa
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/13-0381guidance.doc
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Changes in the National School Lunch Program

▪ Universal Free Meals 
▪ all students are eligible to receive free breakfast and lunch

▪ Provision 1 (1980) & Provisions 2 & 3 (1995)
▪ Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) (2015)

▪ Automatic certification for free meals
▪ Direct Certification: 

▪ Link between student rosters and public benefit program databases
▪ SNAP, TANF, FDPIR, and/or Medicaid
▪ Identifies students from household earning up to 130% of the Federal poverty line 

▪ Better now with Medicaid states
▪ Direct certification systems were allowed as of 1989, and required as of 2004 to verify FRP forms

▪ Categorical Eligibility: 
▪ Medicaid/CHIP, Head Start, means-tested pre-K, SSI, refugee assistance, EITC, LIHEAP, 

homeless status, runaway status, migrant status, incarcerated status, student in foster program

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-1999-12-28/pdf/99-33179.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/108th-congress/senate-bill/2507
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CEP & Changes to FRP

▪ CEP schools & districts experience a decline in FRP applications

▪ This is for two reasons:

▪ 1) One of CEP’s initiatives is to reduced administrative burden created by collecting 
free and reduced-price meal applications

▪ Therefore, CEP schools or districts are not allowed to use school meal funds to collect 
applications

▪ 2) When all students eat for free, the incentive for families to return the forms 
decreases dramatically
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COVID & the FRP Measure

▪ In addition to the inconsistencies brought on by CEP, schools across the nation 
provided free meals for two years thanks to child nutrition waivers

▪ Students were 
▪ remote, and less likely to turn in FRP forms
▪ already receiving free meals, reducing the incentive for families to turn in forms

▪ Post pandemic, schools went back to paid programs, and school meal debt has 
skyrocketed

▪ Moreover, because many districts receive state aid based on the share of 
FRP students, districts hesitate to adopt CEP

https://www.fns.usda.gov/disaster-assistance/child-nutrition-covid-19-waivers
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2023/05/03/1173535647/schools-ended-universal-free-lunch-now-meal-debt-is-soaring
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2023/05/03/1173535647/schools-ended-universal-free-lunch-now-meal-debt-is-soaring
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State Funding – Colorado Case Study 
▪ CO decided in 2020 that they needed a new, consistent “at-risk” measure for 

their funding formula that wasn’t a barrier to universal free meal programs
▪ Only 4% of Colorado’s students attended a CEP school

▪ CO Legislative Interim Committee on School Finance contracted with the Urban 
Institute 

▪ We conducted a survey, interviewed 30 CO stakeholders, and modeled 7 
alternatives using publicly available data

▪ A strong at-risk measure for district funding would:
▪ improve free meal access
▪ capture all students
▪ align in scale with the current free and reduced-price lunch share
▪ reflect actual student enrollment
▪ minimize school burden and cost
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7 Alternative “At-Risk” Measures

▪ Identified Student Percentage 
▪ (direct certification + categorically eligible)

▪ Urban Institute Report / Fact Sheet

▪ Identified Student Percentage + Medicaid
▪ CO was not a Medicaid state at the time 

▪ State tax/IRS records
▪ New Mexico

▪ Students’ residential neighborhood socioeconomic characteristics
▪ Texas and Maryland

▪ SAIPE
▪ Oregon

▪ School Neighborhood Poverty Estimate
▪ Alternative income information forms

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/identifying-new-risk-measure
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/alternative-risk-measures-colorado
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Based on Colorado Specific Context

▪ 3 Final Recommendations for CO
▪ ISP + SES neighborhood context
▪ Link to state revenue/IRS data
▪ ISP (including Medicaid) + SES neighborhood context

▪ CO DOE to use ISP data multiplied by an equalization factor
▪ CO added Medicaid in 2022
▪ Can either increase the dollar amount allotted per child or multiply the share of 

students by a number to reach similar FR levels in one year
▪ Districts submit number of students in geocoded census block groups, census block 

groups ranked into 5 tiers based on socioeconomic characteristics (CO 2023 Memo)

https://go.boarddocs.com/co/cde/Board.nsf/files/CNL8GB1E36EF/$file/At-Risk%20Measure%20Memo.pdf
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Reasons why

▪ Why ISP + SES neighborhood context?
▪ Direct Certification is promising, but sensitivities remain

▪ noncitizen, undocumented, or mixed status families
▪ stringent work or other eligibility requirements for public benefit programs
▪ limited literacy or English proficiency, inability to prove income, or other barriers to participation in 

public benefit programs
▪ those with varied name spellings

▪ Why not the others?
▪ State tax/IRS records

▪ State would have had to change statutes
▪ Students’ residential neighborhood socioeconomic characteristics

▪ Not student specific enough
▪ SAIPE/School Neighborhood Poverty Estimate

▪ CO has considerable school choice options
▪ Alternative income information forms

▪ Already trying to eliminate the need to collect these
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CO Passed Statewide Free Meals in November 2022

▪ CO Department of Education is still transitioning to the new measure, likely 
implementing in 2024-25
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Thank you

Emily Gutierrez
egutierrez@urban.org
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