
INTRODUCTION

The goal of USDA’s Child and Adult Care 
Food Program (CACFP) is to improve the 
health and nutrition of children and adults in 
the program while promoting the development 
of good eating habits through nutrition 
education. Implementing the CACFP meal 
patterns helps to ensure children and adults 
receive wholesome and nutritious meals. 
The Food Buying Guide for Child Nutrition 
Programs, commonly referred to as the Food 
Buying Guide (FBG), is the principal resource 
to determine the contribution that foods make 
toward the meal pattern requirements in the 
Child Nutrition Programs, which include 
the CACFP, for foods produced onsite or 
purchased commercially. This handbook is a 
supplementary resource to the Food Buying 
Guide and contains additional information on 
creditable foods served in child and adult care 
centers, which may be located in a variety of 
settings, such as schools, Head Start programs, 
nonprofit centers, outside-school-hours care 
centers, homeless shelters, at-risk afterschool 
programs, day care homes, or for-profit centers 
that serve low-income children. 

This update to the Crediting Handbook for the 
Child and Adult Care Food Program (Crediting 
Handbook) reflects the updated CACFP meal 
pattern requirements, which became effective 
October 2017. The meal patterns were revised 
to reflect updates to the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans (see the Resource Section on page 
133) and recommendations from the National 
Academy of Medicine and the American 
Academy of Pediatrics. The meal patterns 
focus on providing a variety of nutrient-dense 
foods such as whole grains, vegetables, fruits, 
and fat-free and low-fat milk, while reducing 

the amount of added sugars and solid fats. The 
Crediting Handbook provides information on 
a wide variety of foods but does not include all 
foods that can be served in the CACFP.

Please note: The Crediting Handbook is 
a companion to the Food Buying Guide but 
does not replace it. The Food Buying Guide is 
available as a downloadable PDF. Additional 
resources include the Food Buying Guide for 
Child Nutrition Programs Interactive Web-
Based Tool, the Food Buying Guide Mobile 
App, and the online FBG Calculator, (see 
the Resource Section on page 133). The Food 
Buying Guide Interactive Web-Based Tool and 
the Mobile App include additional features 
such as easy searching and navigation and the 
ability to compare food yields. 

The Food Buying Guide is your primary 
resource to determine if a food is creditable.  
It contains a wide variety of foods (such 
as fruits, vegetables, grains, and meats/
meat alternates).  The Crediting Handbook 
may include foods that are not listed in the 
Food Buying Guide, however the Crediting 
Handbook is not an all-inclusive publication. 
Contact your sponsoring organization or State 
agency if you need assistance to determine if a 
food is creditable in the CACFP. 

Schools serving meals to children in preschool 
(ages 1 through 5) under the National 
School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School 
Breakfast Program (SBP) must serve the food 
components and quantities required in the 
lunch or breakfast meal pattern. If preschool 
and elementary school students are in the 
same cafeteria at the same time, the CACFP 
final rule, Meal Pattern Revisions Related to the 
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Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, allows 
program operators the flexibility to serve a 
single menu. See Resource Section on page 133 
for more information on the CACFP final rule.

For information on infant feeding, please 
see the Team Nutrition Feeding Infants in 
the Child and Adult Care Food Program (see 
Resource Section on page 133). Contact your 
State agency (SA) or sponsoring organization 
with questions regarding the infant meal 

pattern. See Resource Section on page 134 for 
State agency contact information.

The United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) reimburses CACFP operators for the 
meals served to children or adult enrollees, not 
for individual foods. A meal is reimbursable 
if it contains creditable foods in the required 
amounts outlined in the CACFP and 
preschool meal patterns.

3


	CREDITING HANDBOOK FOR THE Child and Adult Care Food Program
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	Table of Contents
	INTRODUCTION
	DEFINITIONS AND EXPLANATIONS
	Alternate Protein Products (APP)
	Buy American Provision
	Child Nutrition (CN) Labeling Program
	What products are eligible for CN Labels?
	How to identify a CN Label
	Sample CN Logo

	Child Nutrition Programs
	Combination Food
	Component
	Creditable Foods
	Fish
	Food Banks
	Game (Venison, Squirrel, Rabbit, etc.)
	Home-Canned Foods
	Medical Exceptions
	Non-Creditable Foods
	Product Formulation Statement (PFS)
	Reimbursement
	Serving Size
	Standards of Identity
	Traditional Food
	Whole Grains
	Whole Grain-Rich

	CHILD AND ADULT CARE FOOD PROGRAM MEAL PATTERNS
	BREAKFAST Meal Pattern for Children and Adults
	LUNCH AND SUPPER Meal Pattern for Children and Adults
	SNACK Meal Pattern for Children and Adults

	FLUID MILK
	Serving Milk in the Child and Adult Care Food Program
	12 months through 23 months
	2 years through 5 years
	6 through 12 years, 13 through 18 years, and adults

	Fluid Milk Substitutes
	Nutrient Requirements for Fluid Milk Substitutes/Non-Dairy Beverages
	Dairy Products or Milk Substitutes
	QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT FLUID MILK
	Fluid Milk
	Milk Substitutes


	MEATS/MEAT ALTERNATES
	Alternate Protein Products (APPs)
	Nuts, Seeds, and Nut and Seed Butters
	QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT MEATS/MEAT ALTERNATES
	Meats
	Meat Alternates


	VEGETABLES AND FRUITS
	An Explanation of the Separation of the Vegetable and Fruit Components
	Fruit and Vegetable Juices
	Food Mixtures With Fruits and Vegetables
	VEGETABLES
	Vegetable Mixtures
	Serving Size and Yield for Selected Vegetables

	FRUITS
	Serving Sizes and Yields for Fruits

	QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT VEGETABLES AND FRUITS
	1. What is the minimum amount of fruit or vegetable that can be credited toward the meal pattern requirements?
	2. How do fruits and vegetables credit toward meal pattern requirements when found in combination dishes such as beef stew or pineapple chicken stir fry?
	3. Can combination mixed vegetables (such as peas and carrots) be used to meet the requirement of serving 2 vegetables at lunch and supper?
	4. How are combination salads such as carrot-raisin salad or Waldorf salad credited?
	5. I would like to serve two different vegetables at lunch. Is this allowable?
	6. Can the vegetable, fruit, or juice in pudding or gelatin be credited toward the fruits component?
	7. Could a provider serve a sweet potato and a white potato and count them as two different creditable vegetables in the same meal?
	8. How can I tell if juice is full-strength 100% juice?
	9. Can a full-strength 100% fruit and vegetable juice blend count toward the vegetables component and the fruits component?
	10. Can juice be served as an extra food item?
	11. Can the list of approved juices from WIC also be used in helping providers determine a creditable juice?
	12. When serving a smoothie with fruit as 1 of the ingredients/components, does that count as your juice for the day?
	13. Can we purchase homemade juices such as apple cider from local farm stands?
	14. How can juice concentrate credit?
	15. May food ingredients that are unrecognizable (not visible) contribute to meal pattern requirements (for example, carrots pureed in a sauce for Macaroni and Cheese)?
	16. How should vegetables, fruits, or other foods not listed in the Food Buying Guide be credited?
	17. How do I credit the vegetables and fruits on a homemade pizza?
	18. How much tomato paste, tomato puree, or tomato sauce would be needed to equal a ¼ cup of vegetable for each child at lunch or supper?
	19. Is tomato a fruit or vegetable? What about avocado?
	20. Are edible wild plants such as dandelion greens, burdock, lambs quarters (pig weed), and seaweed creditable?
	21. Are dehydrated vegetables creditable?
	22. Are the raisins in homemade rice or bread pudding creditable?


	GRAINS
	CREDITABLE GRAINS
	1. Whole Grains
	2. Enriched and Fortified Grains
	3. Bran and Germ

	NON-CREDITABLE GRAINS OR FLOURS
	Grain Derivatives

	CREDITABLE GRAIN PRODUCTS
	1. Criteria To Determine Whole Grain-Rich Products
	2. Criteria for Enriched or Fortified Grain Products

	PRACTICE QUESTIONS ON HOW TO DETERMINE A CREDITABLE GRAIN PRODUCT USING AN INGREDIENT LIST
	Multigrain Bread
	Garlic Bread
	Bagels
	Wheat Breadsticks

	ADDITIONAL GRAIN REQUIREMENTS
	1. Grain-Based Desserts
	2. Breakfast Cereals

	EXHIBIT A GRAINS REQUIREMENTS FOR CHILD NUTRITION PROGRAMS 1 (1 In National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP) (grades K-12), at least half of the grains served must meet whole grain-rich criteria and the remaining grain items offered must be enriched or made with enriched or whole-grain meal and/or flour, bran, and/or germ. For information on flexibilities, please contact your State agency. For all other Child Nutrition Programs, grains are whole grain or enriched or made with enriched or whole-grain meal, and/or flour, bran, and/or germ. Under the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) child and adult meal patterns, and in NSLP/SBP preschool meals, at least 1 grain serving per day must meet whole grain-rich criteria.) , 2 (2 For NSLP and SBP (grades K-12), grain quantities are determined using ounce equivalents (oz eq). All other Child Nutrition Programs determine grain quantities using grains/bread servings. Beginning Oct. 1, 2021, grain quantities in CACFP and NSLP/SBP infant and preschool meals will be determined using oz eq. Some of the following grains may contain more sugar, salt, and/or fat than others. This should be a consideration when deciding how often to serve them.)
	Group A
	Group B
	Group C
	Group D
	Group E
	Group F
	Group G
	Group H
	Group I

	QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT GRAINS
	1. What are acceptable forms of documentation for whole grain-rich products?
	2. Are the FDA whole-grain health claims sufficient documentation to demonstrate that a food is whole grain-rich?
	3. Can the Whole Grain Stamps from the Whole Grain Council be used to determine if a product meets the whole grain-rich criteria?
	4. Can wheat bread, rolls, and buns labeled as “100% whole wheat” be used to meet the whole grain-rich requirement?
	5. Is there discretion to choose which meals will include a whole grain-rich food item?
	6. If I serve a different group of children at lunch than at breakfast, do both meals have to contain a whole grain-rich grain?
	7. My day care home only serves snacks. Would all the grains served at snack have to be whole grain-rich?
	8. What are the criteria for identifying grain-based desserts?
	9. Can you provide some examples of foods that I can serve in place of grain-based desserts?
	10. If a center or day care home chooses to serve a grain-based dessert containing fruit, can the fruit count toward the fruit requirement?
	11. Pancakes and waffles are not grain-based desserts, according to Exhibit A. If syrup, honey, jam or another sweet topping is served with these items, are they then considered grain-based desserts?
	12. Is granola cereal a creditable grains item?
	13. How would I know if a ready-to-eat breakfast cereal is “fortified”?
	14. Can I mix a high-sugar cereal with a low-sugar cereal to meet the sugar limit?
	15. Can nut or seed meal or flour be used to meet the grains requirement?
	16. Are black bean brownies creditable toward the grains component?


	CREDITING IN ACTION: DETERMINING MEAL PATTERN CONTRIBUTIONS
	DOCUMENTING MEAL PATTERN CONTRIBUTION
	CREDITING COMMERCIALLY PROCESSED FOODS
	Crediting Recipes
	Hands-On Practice: Crediting a Recipe Toward Meal Pattern Requirements

	CREDITING GRAIN ITEMS
	Ounce Equivalents versus Grains/Breads Servings
	Grains Servings Versus Ounce Equivalents—Make the Conversion
	Hands-On Practice: Crediting Grain Products Toward Meal Pattern Requirements

	WEIGHTS OF COMMONLY USED GRAINS
	SPECIAL CREDITING SITUATIONS FOR GRAINS

	RESOURCE SECTION




