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Session Overview

Purpose: to share information about automated 
enrollment in free school meals, called Direct 
Certification

Topics:

• School lunch and direct certification background

• Initial barriers to direct certification in Wisconsin

• Outreach and education activities

• Program impact

• Current environment and next steps



• Initiated in 2003

• Based at UW-Madison

• Formerly Covering Kids & Families-Wisconsin (CKF)

• Mission: 
To connect residents with - and promote effective use of - insurance 
coverage and other programs that support health

• Direct certification school outreach & education since 2011

• Other projects: 

• Health insurance enrollment navigator entity

• Health insurance literacy

Covering Wisconsin (CWI)



National School Lunch Program
The National School Lunch Program is a federally assisted 
meal program operating in over 100,000 public and non-
profit private schools and residential child care institutions. 
It provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches 
to children each school day.

Established under the National School Lunch Act, signed by 
President Harry Truman in 1946.

https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp



NSLP Free & Reduced Price Meals
• Children from families with incomes at or below 130% of 

the federal poverty level (FPL) are eligible for free meals.

• Children from families with incomes between 130% and 
185% of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price 
meals.

• Children from families with incomes over 185% of poverty 
pay full price.

https://www.fns.usda.gov/nslp/national-school-lunch-program-nslp

Free lunches Reduced-price lunches Paid lunches

$3.16 $1.76 $0.30



Paper Application



Direct Certification Overview

u Began in 1986 though USDA mandated as of 2004

u Automatically enrolls children in free school meals 

u No paper application needed

u Uses administrative data from qualifying public programs: 

u FoodShare (SNAP) 

u W-2 cash benefits (TANF)

u Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations 
(FDPIR)

u Also extends to children who are in foster care or who are 
homeless

u Variety of ways states can conduct matching



Simplifies access to free school meals

Benefits to families…
uFree school meals are an additional benefit for 

households receiving FoodShare/W-2 cash benefits
uNo additional applications; ensures all children in 

household
uExtension of Benefits

Benefits to schools…
uLess paperwork; Saves time
uMore reimbursement for school meals 
uMore kids with steady access to meals

Benefits of Direct Certification



Who’s	Involved	in	Direct	Certification	in	WI?	

u Schools 

u School Food Authority (SFA)

u Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI)

u Department of Children and Families (DCF)

u Department of Health Services (DHS)



Direct Cert Process in Wisconsin

School creates & 
uploads file of all 
enrolled students

DCF match file
DCF compiles list 

file of eligible 
children

School receives & 
reviews matched 

data

School corrects 
errors and 
resubmits

School updates 
student meals 
information



State of Wisconsin DC Web portal





School Participation in Direct Cert

u Required to match 95% of SNAP children by 2013-14

u Match calculated as:

# of children directly certified through SNAP

-----------------------------------------------------

# children in SNAP-enrolled HHs

u In 2008, USDA began offering grants to improve rates

u Wisconsin was at the 72% median rate

u Qualified for funding





Covering Wisconsin and Direct Cert

u From 2007-2011, worked with Wisconsin schools to address 
Medicaid health coverage education and outreach

u Working directly with school staff, including food services

u USDA allows meals application info for Medicaid outreach

u Aware of school staff challenges in using administrative data

uTechnology skills

uStaff turnover

uCompeting priorities

uFamily information privacy concerns

uEarly direct certification efforts



Assessment of Wisconsin’s Direct Cert

u Began in 2011

u Assess current challenges and how to improve state’s rate

u Approach:

u Surveyed schools on understanding, processes, challenges, 
and questions

u Interviewed school admin, food service, DPI, and DCF staff

u Conducted school site visits and observations of direct cert 
process

u Reviewed other states’ direct cert practices



Initial Assessment of WI Challenges

Overall, very positive:

u Aware of DC and ability to run more than once per year 
(88% of survey respondents)

u Found the process “worthwhile” (interview)

u And “much less time consuming than paper applications” 
(interview)

u Say assistance provided by DPI and DCF was very helpful 
(interviews)

u Believed that DC was going well and surprised that 
Wisconsin wasn’t achieving a higher certification rate
(interviews)



Challenges

u Small schools that lack the resources to run DC

u Lack of training for new staff

u Multiple persons running DC and resulting miscommunication

u Running DC perceived to be too time consuming

u Resolving near-matches

u Misunderstanding DC versus paper application 

u Not aware that should run DC more than once per year

u Multitude of software used with varying capabilities

u Frequent changes to USDA policy





Percentage responding “No” (not aware)



Technology and Software Challenges
u Survey respondents identified at least 40 different software programs

u Many use a combination of programs: 125 respondents (16%)

u Others were not sure or didn’t answer: 41 (4.4%)



Proposal for Improvement Grant

u Informational trainings, resources, and support

u Annual trainings and new informational materials 

u Improve understanding of using various software for DC

u Enhanced DPI materials and communications with schools

u New technology

u Add new data matching fields and Soundex technology

u Add foster care data for matching

u Evaluation and accountability

u Ongoing school direct cert survey

u Address school non-compliance with direct cert



Outreach

u Print

u Electronic/Web-based

u In-Person



Print
u USDA Eligibility Manual

u Direct Certification Manual

u DPI Memos

u Direct Certification Quick Guide

u Stickers

u Magnets

u Vendor manuals



Electronic/Web

u Revised DPI website

u Covering Wisconsin Website

u Question of the Month

u FAQs

u Webinars

u Conference Calls

u YouTube Training Videos

u DPI Newsletter

u Local Newspapers (Public Announcements)

u Email

u Posting all print materials on DPI website



Electronic/Web



In-Person

u DPI Summer Trainings

u Regular Site Visits

u Phoneline

u On-site at DPI



Implementation Findings

u Completing report and review of full implementation 
project in fall 2017

u Share what we have determined so far:

u Overall impact

u Level of understanding

u Status of variability within:

uSmall schools

uSoftware



Variability: Software Used

u Between 2011 and 2016, consolidation of software programs being used

u However, still at least over 20 different programs





Variability: School Type

u Initially, Private schools more challenges by DC

u By last year, that distinction had been reduced quite a bit



Wisconsin’s Direct Cert Match Rate



Looking Ahead

u Outreach

u Policy

u Covering Wisconsin participation



Ongoing Education and Communication

u DPI DC website

u Memos

u Trainings

u Phone and in-person assistance

u Webinars on special topics

u DC manual

u Software-specific manuals



Community Eligibility Provision (CEP)

u All students are offered free lunch and breakfast
u For high poverty schools

u 40% or more must be directly certified
u Wisconsin’s first year of participation was SY 2014-15 
u Individual schools, groups of schools, or districts can 

participate
u Further reduces paperwork 

u Eliminates school meal application and even direct 
certification



FDPIR

u In the 2016-2017 school year, USDA, DPI, and Covering WI 
reached out to a number of tribes in Wisconsin to discuss 
their participation in the Direct Certification program. 

u We are currently working with the Menominee Tribe and 
hope to have FDPIR matching available to schools by the 
2017-2018 school year.



Direct Cert-Medicaid

u Including Medicaid-enrollee information for Direct Cert matching

u USDA approved Wisconsin pilot for 1 year, 2017-18

u 15 other states also doing

u In effect since 2012

u Offers opportunity to also directly certify for reduced price meals

u Ongoing national evaluation

u Thus far, 3-12% increase in DC match
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