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Community eligibility is a powerful new federal option that allows school districts to offer meals at no
charge to all students in high-poverty schools. After the first two years of implementation, more than
2,200 schools serving nearly 1 million children have adopted the option in the first seven states that
offered it. In schools that have operated under community eligibility for two years, lunch
participation increased by 13 percent and breakfast participation increased by 25 percent.

More information about how community eligibility works and the benefits for participating school
districts is available in Community Eligibility: Making High-Poverty Schools Hunger Free.1	
  
Community eligibility will be available nationwide at the beginning of the 2014-2015 school year. By
preparing now, stakeholders can ensure smooth implementation of community eligibility. This model
workplan highlights the steps that state agencies, school districts, and advocates can take over the
next year to implement community eligibility.

Promote community eligibility and provide multiple opportunities
for school districts to learn about it
It is important to build excitement around this powerful new option and help spread the word about
it. States can work with advocates and other stakeholders to help publicize and explain community
eligibility. Effective promotion activities include issuing a press release, using social media, offering
webinars or conference calls for school districts, and encouraging them to participate in the national
webinars being organized by the Food Research and Action Center and the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities. States can also post materials on websites, such as fact sheets, calculators, and
sample forms adapted from the excellent materials that participating states already have developed.
For example, Illinois and Kentucky have webpages devoted to community eligibility that house a wide
assortment of informative materials for school districts.
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Improve direct certification systems to locate more Identified Students
Community eligibility is available to any school district with at least one school where 40 percent or
more of the students are approved for free meals without an application, known as “Identified
Students.” Schools and districts can improve their chances of qualifying for community eligibility or
increase their free claiming percentage under community eligibility by using effective strategies to
find all Identified Students in the district. Such mechanisms include frequent data matches between
student enrollment lists and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families cash assistance (TANF) data, extending eligibility to all children in
households receiving SNAP and TANF benefits, individual student look-ups, and close coordination
with homeless liaisons, local shelter directors, migrant education coordinators, foster care agencies,
and Head Start agencies to update lists of certified children. In addition, school districts can work
with advocates to conduct SNAP outreach to ensure that eligible children are receiving SNAP
benefits and to ensure they are counted as Identified Students.
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Set up a workgroup of staff from the state child nutrition agency and different
offices within the state education department to address any issues that might
arise when school meal applications are not collected
Schools implementing community eligibility no longer collect school meal applications, an important
simplification for school nutrition. Most school districts and state education agencies, however, have
been using the household income data from school meals applications for purposes in addition to
qualifying children for free or reduced-price meals. These purposes include allocating federal, state,
and district-level funding and tracking educational progress based upon students’ income.
Alternative data sources are readily available to fill these needs, such as the school’s free meal
claiming percentage. By establishing a workgroup states can work through the implications of not
collecting school meal applications for programs that currently rely on the data. Ideally, this group
will be led by a high-level administrator within the state education department who can bring staff
together from multiple areas, including school nutrition, Title I, assessment, school funding,
accountability, and E-rate. Smaller sub-groups can meet on various issues as needed, with the
whole group meeting monthly or even quarterly. States may have an existing workgroup that they
can utilize for this purpose or find that once it is set up, it can address other challenges facing the
education department. Through careful planning, the states that have implemented community
eligibility have been able to resolve issues that arise when schools stop collecting meal applications.
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Prepare to publish lists of eligible schools
By May 1, 2014, and each subsequent year, school districts are required under federal law to submit
to state agencies, and state agencies are required to publish, lists of eligible schools (those with
Identified Student Percentages of 40 percent or more) and near-eligible schools (those with
Identified Student Percentages below 40 percent but at or above 30 percent). States can establish
a process for collecting and compiling data on the percentage of children enrolled at each school
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who are approved for free meals without an application so they will be ready to publish a statewide
list by May 1, 2014. If school districts are not already reporting school-level data, they will need
guidance on how to submit the lists or Identified Student Percentage for each school.
Michigan’s eligible districts and schools12	
  

	
  

Calculate the financial impact
School districts considering adopting community eligibility will want to calculate its impact on their
federal reimbursements and food service revenue. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has
developed a calculator that allows schools to estimate their federal reimbursements under
community eligibility, taking into account anticipated participation increases and meal costs.
USDA’s Community Eligibility Option Federal Reimbursement Estimator13

	
  

Determine if district-wide implementation is possible or which schools or groups of
schools will participate
Eligibility to participate in community eligibility and participating schools’ free claiming percentages
must be based on the Identified Student Percentage on or before April 1. Once those are
determined, school districts will have to decide whether they can implement community eligibility
district-wide or only in certain schools. Schools can participate individually or as part of a group. If
schools are grouped, the Identified Student Percentage and claiming percentage are calculated
across the entire group for school meal purposes. Schools may be grouped any way a district
chooses, such as all elementary schools or all schools in a particular neighborhood. Districts also
can group schools based on their Identified Student Percentages to maximize federal
reimbursements and to include schools that might not be able to implement community eligibility on
their own.
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Adjust administrative processes
States can facilitate implementation by providing guidance on claiming and reporting for community
eligibility schools. School districts planning to implement community eligibility will need to adjust
their administrative processes accordingly. In particular, district and state claiming processes must
be revised so that claims for meals served in community eligibility schools are based on their free
claiming percentage (Identified Student Percentage x 1.6, capped at 100 percent) and meal counts.
Illinois’ Model Meal Count Edit Form15	
  

Sign up
The decision whether to participate in community eligibility lies with each school district, but districts
will need to notify the state agency if they will have participating schools. State agencies can
facilitate participation by creating a simple form for districts to use to elect community eligibility, like
the one Ohio has developed.	
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Inform the press and parents
Schools implementing community eligibility have an opportunity to publicize the option using
traditional media and social media. They will also need to inform parents that their children will
receive free breakfasts and lunches and that they do not need to complete a school meal
application. Districts that choose to collect household income information using an alternative form
will need to establish new practices for distributing and processing those forms unrelated to school
meal program administration.
West Virginia’s Press Release17
Boston Globe Article about Community Eligibility18	
  
Television Coverage of Atlanta’s Community Eligibility Implementation19	
  
Ohio’s Sample Letter to Households20
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