Hello and welcome to Verification of School Meal Applications. The purpose of this training video is to assist you with completing the verification of free and reduced-price school meal applications. Whether you’ve verified applications before, or if it’s your first time, this training will provide background information, steps to completing verification, best practices, and instructions for meeting verification reporting requirements. Let’s start with a little background information.
Each year, parents or guardians of school-aged children have the option to complete a school meal (or income) application to determine whether their children qualify for free or reduced-price school meals. Section 9(b)(3) of the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch Act requires local educational agencies (LEAs) to verify a sample of the applications approved for free and reduced-price meals each school year. All SFAs, even those who operate the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) divisionwide, are required to complete the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742) in SNPWeb. We will discuss reporting requirements later in the presentation. 
It is important to note that verification is not required when eligibility is determined through direct certification, which is also known as categorical eligibility. Direct Certification includes students who receive SNAP, TANF, and Medicaid benefits from the Virginia Department of Social Services, and can be found in the School Nutrition Program web-based software, known as SNPWeb, under the Direct Certification module. Also, students who are identified by Division Liaisons as homeless, migrant, runaway, foster, or Head Start are also considered directly certified, and do not need to complete a meal application.
Before we go any further, we need to review some terminology. Let’s start with collateral contact. A collateral contact is a person outside of the household who is knowledgeable about the household’s circumstances and can confirm a household’s income level or participation in another assistance program. A confirmation review is a review of the initial eligibility determination on the household income application. A determining official is the person responsible for determining a child’s eligibility for free and reduced-price meals.  Applications referred to as error prone are free and reduced-price applications that fall within $100 per month of the USDA income eligibility guidelines. Random sampling is a sampling process where each application has an equal chance of being selected. The sample pool is the total number of free and reduced-price applications on file as of October 1. And, the sample size is the total number of free and reduced-price applications subject to verification

Next, it is important to note that, throughout the verification process, SFAs must use the verification prototype letters and forms that are located in the Download Forms section of SNPWeb unless customized versions have been approved as part of the annual SFA application packet in SNPWeb. 

SFAs may begin verification once the application approval process for the current school year is underway and approved applications are on file. To begin verification, SFAs may project the number of approved applications it anticipates will be on file on October 1, but the final sample pool of approved applications as of October 1 is determined in the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742) in SNPWeb.

Determining the Sample Pool
The final sample pool uses the total number of approved applications on file, including paper and electronic, as of October 1 of the current school year. It is important to understand that the sample pool is not based on the number of children eligible for free and reduced-priced benefits, as some eligible students will have established eligibility through the direct certification process and will not have an application on file. The number of applications on file is generally available through the SFA’s point-of-sale software.  

Establishing the Sample Size
Once the sample pool is determined, the SFA must then determine the number of applications that must be verified. The SFA is prohibited from verifying more or less than the required standard sample of applications, which is 3 percent of all approved applications on file as of October 1. Use of an alternative sample size must be approved in advance by the Virginia Department of Education, Office of School Nutrition Programs. SFAs must also verify any questionable applications, on a case-by-case basis, if they are aware of additional income or persons in the household. This is known as verifying for cause. When SFAs are verifying applications for cause, they are strongly encouraged to clarify any information on the meal application prior to proceeding with formal requests for documents.

Although most POS software systems have the capability to calculate the sample pool, SFAs are also required to report preliminary verification data in the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742) by October 1. The required data to report is located in Section 4, Questions 4-1, 4-2, and 4-3, Column A., Students approved as FREE or REDUCED-PRICE eligible through a household application, and Section 5, Question 5-3, Type of Verification Process used. The required sample size will populate in Question 5-5, Number of applications selected for verification sample. This data entry should be completed by the SFA on or immediately after October 1 to ensure the number of applications selected for verification meets the required standard sample size. The remaining data in the report will be entered by the SFA after the verification process is completed.

Once the sample pool is identified, SFAs must draw the standard sample from error prone applications, which can be done through the POS software. Error prone applications are those with reported total household incomes within $100 per month or $1,200 per year of the income eligibility guideline limits for free or reduced-price meals for the applicable household size. The SFA may not have enough error prone applications to meet the sample size requirement. When this happens, the SFA must use random sampling to select additional approved applications to complete the required sample size.

Let’s take a closer look at Confirmation Reviews. Prior to any other verification activity, a determining official must review each approved application selected for verification to ensure the initial determination was accurate on the selected meal applications. The confirmation review must be done by an individual other than the individual who made the initial eligibility determination. It is also a best practice during the confirmation review to verify that each application selected is indeed error prone. The confirmation reviews must be completed prior to household notification of their selection for verification. Documentation of the confirmation review and any resulting changes in eligibility status must be maintained. If the initial determination is found to be incorrect, the SFA must correct the household eligibility status in the Benefit Issuance List and the POS system and notify the household of the change in eligibility through a notice of adverse action letter. If the correction results in the application no longer being eligible for verification, it must be replaced by another eligible application within the error prone guidelines. Upon completing the confirmation review, the division should proceed with verification of applications with confirmed eligibility, those with corrected eligibility that remain eligible for benefits, and those selected to replace incorrectly determined applications.
If the SFA uses a technology-based system with a high level of accuracy in processing an initial eligibility determination, confirmation reviews may be waived. In order for the SFA to qualify for this flexibility, the SFA must contact the VDOE Office of School Nutrition Programs to determine if its system qualifies them for this waiver. 
Before moving on to the next step in the verification process, let’s review some common findings related to confirmation reviews.
Confirmation reviews are an important step in the verification process, but this is often where we see findings during a Federal Program Administrative Review (FPAR). The first common verification finding to be aware of is not having a designated determining official to complete confirmation reviews. The second most common verification finding is not ensuring that the applications selected are error prone. And lastly, it is commonly found that required confirmation review documentation is not maintained.
Now, let’s move on to the next step in the verification process. Based on the results of the confirmation reviews, there are a few standard household responses and required timelines:
No change in status means that the SFA determined that the original eligibility determination was correct and verification proceeds for the application.
Status change from reduced-price to free means that the SFA must increase the benefits immediately, notify the household of the change, and verify the application.
Status change from free to reduced-price means that the SFA does not change the child’s status, verifies the application, and notifies the household of the correct eligibility status after verification is completed and, if required, sends the household a letter of adverse action.
Status change from free or reduced-price to paid means that the SFA must immediately send the household a letter of adverse action, does not verify the application, selects a similar application (for example, error prone) for verification, and follows the confirmation review process for the selected application.
Households selected for verification must be informed, in writing, of their selection and must be provided a list of the documents or other forms of evidence the household must submit. SFAs are expected to have a system in place to provide written verification notices in the parent or guardian’s primary language, and to provide oral assistance if the parent or guardian has difficulty understanding the written request. Households must be given a telephone number to call for assistance. The notification must also include the name of a school official(s) to act as a point of contact for the household, either to directly assist them or to refer the caller to a specific person for help. 
A second follow-up is required for households that fail to respond to the initial request for verification information. At least one attempt, through mail, by telephone, or personal contact must be made. Written documentation of the required second notification, including all follow-up attempts and the results, must be maintained. If the household’s eligibility status cannot be verified after the follow-up attempt(s), the household’s benefits must be terminated through a notice of adverse action letter.
When an application is selected for verification and, prior to hearing back from the household in question, that household is found on a direct certification list, the application does not have to be replaced in the verification sample pool. The application would be marked as a direct certification in the appropriate box in Section 3 of the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742). SFAs should include these applications in Question 5-5, Number of applications selected for verification, of the SFA Verification Collection Report and indicate the number of these applications that are being converted to direct certification in the remarks portion of the SFA Verification Collection Report.
As we mentioned, SFAs must inform households selected for verification in writing and include a list of the documents and other forms of evidence that must be provided in order to verify the applications. Written evidence is the primary source of eligibility confirmation for all households. Written evidence most often includes pay stubs from employers or award letters from assistance agencies or other government agencies. The verifying official should examine the documentation provided to ensure the child for whom the application was made is part of a household currently participating in an eligible program. 
If a household is selected for verification, and the household’s application indicates zero income, the SFA must request an explanation of how living expenses are met and may request additional written documentation or collateral contacts. The collateral contact may be asked to document the duration and type of assistance that is provided to the household.
A collateral contact may be used if the household does not have satisfactory documentation. A collateral contact is a person outside of the household who is knowledgeable about the household’s circumstances and can confirm a household’s income level or participation in an assistance program. Collateral contacts may include employers, social service agencies, migrant workers’ agencies, and religious or civic organizations. The verifying official should request a collateral contact only in cases when the household has not been able to provide adequate written evidence.
The following are the possible outcomes of the verification process:
· The first possible outcome is that the household submits either adequate written evidence or collateral contact corroboration of income or categorical eligibility. With this outcome, verification is considered complete for this household.
· Another possible outcome is that the household submits either adequate written evidence or collateral contact corroboration of income indicating that the children should receive either a greater or lesser level of benefits. With this outcome, verification is considered complete for this household when the household is notified that its benefits will be increased or decreased. If benefits are decreased, a notice of adverse action must be sent before verification is considered complete.
· A third possible outcome is that the household indicates, verbally or in writing, that it no longer wishes to receive free or reduced-price benefits. In this case, verification is considered complete when the notice of adverse action is sent. 
· The final possible outcome is that the application provided case numbers, but it is determined that no household member is receiving benefits from an assistance program. With this outcome, verification is considered complete when the notice of adverse action is sent.
As we mentioned earlier, all SFAs participating in the National School Lunch Program, whether or not the SFA is required to conduct verification, must complete the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742) in SNPWeb by December 15. To access the report, go to “Applications” and click on the “Verification Report” then select the relevant year. Let’s take a closer look at each section of the SFA Verification Collection Report.
The General Information section must be completed by all SFAs, so ensure each field is filled out. All SFAs must complete Section 1. For question 1-1 A and B: Schools only report data as of the last operating day in October. In our example, we enter “5” in column A for the number of schools. We then enter “1,890” in column B to reflect the number of students. For question 1-2, 1-2a and 1-2b: Only residential Child Care Institutions (RCCIs), as applicable, report data as of the last operating day in October.
Now let’s take a look at Section 2. Only SFAs with one or more schools operating a special provision, such as CEP, Provision 2, or Provision 3, will complete Section 2. Fields that do not apply will be greyed out, with the exception of Question 2-5, which schools operating Provision 2 for the School Breakfast Program only must complete.
Questions 2-1 and 2-2, columns A and B should be completed by SFAs with one or more sites participating in Provision 2 or 3 for both the National School Lunch Program and the School Breakfast Program.
Question 2-3, columns A and B should be completed by SFAs with one or more CEP sites.
No SFAs in Virginia operate other alternatives, so no SFA should complete Question 2-4.
Question 2-5 should be completed by SFAs with one or more sites that participate in Provision 2 for breakfast only. No SFAs in Virginia participate in alternate provisions for lunch only.
Now let’s take a look at Section 3, which all SFAs are required to complete.
Question 3-1 should be checked if the SFA is divisionwide CEP, a residential child care institution with no day students, or an SFA with divisionwide Provision 2 or 3 for both breakfast and lunch in a non-base year. If the box is checked, do not complete other questions in this section. In our example, our SFA does not check the box, so we will complete the rest of the section.
For questions 3-2 and 3-3 the number of students directly certified as free eligible should not include students enrolled in CEP schools. Students directly certified as reduced-price should not be reported.
The number entered into question 3-2 should be larger than the number entered into question 3-3. For our example, we type in 250. 
The number entered into question 3-3 should include DC Medicaid Free in addition to all other types of DC, which includes TANF, homeless, migrant, runaway, Head Start, and foster. It should not include DC Medicaid Reduced. For our example, we type in 213. 
The SNAP letter method is not used in Virginia so all SFAs should enter “0” for question 3-4.
Now let’s take a look at Section 4. Only SFAs that collect household applications to determine eligibility complete Section 4. This includes schools and residential child care institutions not participating in CEP, Provision 2, or Provision 3, and residential child care institutions with day students that collect household applications. For all questions in this section, the number of applications in column A must be reported as of October 1 and the total number of students in column B must be reported as of the last operating day in October.
For question 4-1, report only the number of applications approved free by a SNAP or TANF case number in column A and the number of students in column B.  This number should NOT include any students who were approved free by direct certification. In our example, we enter 97 applications in column A and 196 students into column B. 
For question 4-2, report the number of applications approved as free based on income and household size in column A and the number of students in column B. In our example, we enter 183 applications in column A and 362 students into column B. 
For question 4-3, report the number of applications approved as reduced-price based on income and household size in column A and the number of students in column B. In our example, we enter 118 applications in column A and 251 students into column B.
The system will automatically calculate the numbers in T-1 or T-2. Section T-1 shows the total free eligible students reported, which is the system generated total of the number of free eligible students you entered in sections 3 and 4. Section T-2 shows the total reduced-price eligible students reported, which is the system generated total number of reduced-price eligible students you reported in Column B of question 4-3.
Now let’s take a look at the final section. All SFAs are required to complete Section 5. 
Only SFAs that are not required to conduct verification check the box for Question 5-1. SFAs with divisionwide CEP, residential child care institutions with no day students, and SFAs with divisionwide Provision 2 or Provision 3 for both breakfast and lunch in a non-base year are not required to conduct verification. If the Question 5-1 box is checked, do not complete the other questions in this section. In our example, our SFA does not check the box, so we will complete the rest of the section.
SFAs required to complete verification must select the radio button that indicates when verification was completed, or if it was not completed for Question 5-2. If either Yes, after November 15 or No, verification was not performed or not completed is selected, a corrective action plan must be submitted.
All SFAs conducting verification must select Standard for Question 5-3. Alternate one or Alternate two require prior approval by the VDOE Office of School Nutrition Programs and no SFAs in Virginia requested or received approval for an alternate sample size.
For question 5-4, report the total number of error prone applications in the entire application pool. This is not the number of error prone applications selected for verification. This total should be available in the October 1 report of approved applications on file from the local eligibility software. In our example, we enter 398 error prone applications as of October 1. 
Question 5-5 will automatically calculate the number of applications that must be selected for verification. All SFAs that conduct verification check the box for question 5-6; no SFAs in Virginia use direct verification. All SFAs that conduct verification should report “0” in columns A and B for question 5-7.
Last but not least is question 5-8, where results of verification by original benefit type are reported. For reporting the results of verification, you will start with the original benefit type of each application that was selected and the total number of students on each of those applications. 
Column A is free categorically eligible applications and students. SFAs in Virginia should not have selected categorically eligible applications for verification because these applications do not meet the error prone requirement. As such, all responses should be “0.”
Column B is for free income applications and students. Here, report the number of free income applications selected for verification in column a, and the number of students in column b in the response that applies to the result of verification for that application.
Column C reflects reduced-price income applications and students. Report the number of reduced-price income applications selected for verification in column a, and the number of students in column b in the response that applies to the result of verification for that application.
The results of each verified application will be entered in the applicable result category row. The first row is Responded No Change, the second row is Responded, Changed to Reduced-Price/Free, the third row is Responded, Changed to Paid, and the fourth and final row is Not Responded, Changed to Paid. 
In our example, there were two applications that were originally classified free based on household income and size and had no change in result, so those two applications are listed in the first row, column a, and three children were included on those applications, so we enter three in column b. 
We then enter the applications and relevant students that were originally classified reduced price based on household income and size and had no change in result. We then follow the same process for any applications that resulted in a change to reduced price for those originally certified as free. Then again, for applications that resulted in a change to free from originally reduced price, which in our example were zero. 
Now we move to row three to enter the applications and students that were changed to paid. 
In row three, column c, you can see that were was one application that was originally classified as reduced based on household income and size with one child on that application, and it was changed to paid based on the household response. Continue with this process for the last result category – Not Responded, Changed to Paid. 
In section VC-1, SFAs will enter the total number of applications that were verified for cause, if any. The applications verified for cause should not be included in Question 5-8. If corrective action is required, it will be added in this last section. 
Now that we have discussed verification reporting requirements, let’s discuss some best practices to assist with developing verification policies and procedures. 
1. First, work with your POS provider at the beginning of each school year to update all verification letters, ensuring appropriate language is included.
2. Second, create a verification folder for all applications that are selected for verification. 
3. Next, ensure confirmation reviews are completed prior to verification and are processed by an appropriate determining official.
4. Fourth, make copies of the original applications after confirmation reviews are completed and print two copies of the letters sent to households (one to keep on file and one to send).
5. And, finally, identify a second person who can review the verification process and confirm that documentation is completed thoroughly. Create a cover page for each application selected for verification to ensure all dates of correspondence are tracked. This is especially important when you might be making follow-up calls to contact the household.
Before you go, let’s review some important verification deadlines. First, on October 1, you want to identify the total number of approved free and reduced-price applications on file as of October 1, excluding the previous year’s applications carried over into the current year. Remember, this number will be used to calculate the required sample size of free and reduced-price applications selected for verification. Next, November 15 is the deadline by which the LEAs verification activities must be completed. December 15 is the deadline by which LEAs must report data and results of verification in SNPWeb using the Verification Collection Report. And finally, December 16 is the date on which the SNPWeb Verification Collection Report is locked to data entry. LEAs must contact the VDOE Office of School Nutrition Programs should they need to enter or edit verification data on or after this date.
In summary, SFAs that collect income applications are required to verify a sample of applications every school year. All SFAs, even those who are divisionwide CEP, are required to complete the SFA Verification Collection Report (FNS-742) in SNPWeb. All verification activities must be completed by November 15, and all verification data must be reported by December 15. 
Congratulations, you have completed the training! Here are some additional resources that you might find helpful for completing the verification process: the USDA Eligibility Manual and the USDA memo: Ensuring Access to Free and Reduced Price School Meals for Low-Income Children. If you have any questions regarding the verification process, please contact your assigned SNP Regional Specialist.
Quiz
We have covered a lot of information today. Now, test your knowledge by taking this eight-question quiz. You must score an 80 percent or above to receive a certificate of completion. You may repeat the quiz up to two times should you score lower than 80 percent on your first attempt. 
Question 1: True or False? The purpose of verification is to make sure that the children on the household application are eligible for free or reduced-price school meals. (Answer: True)
Question 2: True or False? Directly certified students should be included in the sample pool. (Answer: False. Students who receive SNAP, TANF, or Medicaid benefits, or who are classified as homeless, migrant, runaway, foster, or Head Start, are categorically eligible for free meals and do not have to complete household applications.)
Question 3: When is the final sample pool determined? A. September 1, B. October 1, C. November 1, D. December 1. (Answer: B. October 1)
Question 4: What is the dollar limit of error prone applications based on the USDA eligibility guidelines? A. Within $50 per month, B. Within $100 per month, C. Within $150 per month, D. Within $200 per month. (Answer: B. Within $100 per month)
Question 5: What is the determining official responsible for? A. Making eligibility determinations on the household applications, B. Completing the verification process, C. Completing confirmation reviews. D. Entering verification information into SNPWeb. (Answer: C. Completing confirmation reviews)
Question 6: True or False? All SFAs are required to complete the FNS-742. (Answer: True)
Question 7: When are all verification activities to be completed by? A. October 1, B. November 1, C. November 15, D. December 15. (Answer: November 15)
Question 8: When is verification reporting due? A. October 1, B. November 1, C. November 15, D. December 15. (Answer: December 15)

