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Verification – How To
While Free and Reduced-price applications are approved based on face value, verification is the process of confirming the eligibility of an app for free and reduced-price meals.  Verification must include either confirmation of income eligibility (via pay stub or business ledger) or confirmation of food stamp/TANF benefits (via their letter of eligibility or direct verification by school).  There are four steps to the verification process:
1. Select method and sample
2. Conduct confirmation review

3. Verify selected, confirmed applications

4. Submit results on verification summary report

By November 15 each year, the local educational agency (LEA) must have selected and verified a sample of applications approved for benefits as of October 1.  The LEA must then electronically submit a summary of their verification results by December 15.  Following are the steps for the verification process. 
Step 1: Select Method and Sample
100% verification method at the beginning of school is no longer allowed.  LEAs are required to verify approved applications on file as of October 1 using the standard (basic) sample or if qualified, one of two alternate samples, random or focused.  You may start verification earlier, but you need to know the number of approved apps on file October 1 in order to verify the correct number of apps.  

For sponsors that allow their sites to select applications, the preferred method is to centrally figure the number of apps (instead of percentage) each should verify to ensure the final number of apps verified at the sponsor level is not over 3%.
Students approved for free without an application, but are on a direct certification, homeless, runaway, or migrant children list, are not subject to verification and therefore not counted in the pool of approved applications from which the sample is selected.  Additional cases where the LEA must verify for cause when warranted would also not be counted in the report.

Standard Sample = 3% rounded up, but no more, of total applications on file as of October 1 and selected from approved error-prone¹ applications.  In cases where there are not enough error-prone applications to comply with the required sample options, the LEAs must randomly select additional applications to fulfill the 3% requirement.  

¹Error-prone applications = those applications with an income listed within $100/month ($1,200/year) above or below the free eligibility limit or $100/month ($1,200/year) below reduced-price eligibility limit.  If you don’t have F&R software to select these, you might ‘flag’ all error prone apps during the approval process.
Example: If you have 210 approved applications on October 1, you need to verify seven applications (210 x .03 = 6.3, or 7 rounded up) by November 15. These seven applications must be selected from error-prone applications. If you have only six error-prone applications, the seventh is selected randomly from the rest of the applications.  If you have eight error prone apps, you randomly select and verify seven of them.
Alternate-Random Sample = If qualified² to use this alternate sample, an LEA may select 3% at random from approved applications on file as of October 1 (regardless of error-prone).  
Example: For 210 approved applications on October 1, random selection would be to pick every 30th application to get the seven required for verification (.03 x 210 = 6.3 or 7 apps rounded up; 210 / 7 = 30). 
Alternate-Focused Sample = If qualified² to use this alternate sample, an LEA would calculate 1% of all approved applications on file as of October 1.  Select these from ‘error prone’ income applications PLUS .5% of all approved food stamp or TANF applications as of October 1. 
²Qualified = Any LEA with a non-response rate³ for the preceding school year of less than 20% qualify for random or focused. 

³Non-response rate = the percentage of approved household applications with no response to the request for verification information by the LEA.   
Example: For 210 approved applications on October 1, focused selection would need 3 error prone apps (.01 x 210 = 2.1 or 3 rounded up) and if 60 were FS/TANF apps, then you would need to verify one of those (.005 x 60 = .3 or 1 rounded up)

Verification for Cause = While the verification sample cannot exceed the percentages defined above, LEAs still have an obligation to verify questionable applications (for cause).  ‘For cause’ may include, but is not limited to, situations where school officials have knowledge of household circumstances that would lead them to question the information on the application.  Restrictions on sample size do not apply when an application is verified for cause, nor are these cases included in the verification summary report.
Decline to Verify Option 
An LEA may decline to verify up to 5 percent of applications in the selected sample.  According to the USDA, LEAs should consider factors such as household stability and communication difficulties when declining applications.  Any application removed from the sample under this option must be replaced with another approved application (first from error-prone and if not enough error-prone, then select randomly from all approved applications). 

Step 2: Conduct Confirmation Review 
Once the verification sample has been selected, it must undergo a confirmation review by someone at the LEA other than the determining official.  This person is considered the confirming official.  The confirming official reviews the applications selected for verification to ensure the accuracy of the initial determination of benefits. This is done prior to contacting households.  The confirming official must do a confirmation review of each application selected for verification; then sign on the space provided on the application or sign a cover letter to attach to the reviewed applications. 

If the initial determination of the application is incorrect and status is changed to paid, the LEA must: 

1) Correct the household’s eligibility status 

2) Notify the household of the change and explain change 

3) Allow the household to reapply and provide documentation 

4) Select another application for confirmation and verification 

If the initial determination of the application is incorrect, yet the status is changed from free to reduced or reduced to free, the LEA must: 

1) Correct the household’s eligibility status 

2) Notify the household of the change and explain the change 

3) Proceed with verification of this application 

If the initial determination of the application is correct, the LEA proceeds with verification of application.  

Step 3: Verify Selected and Confirmed Applications 
Direct Verification of Food Stamp or TANF Applications 
After the selection process, the LEA may opt to directly verify applications.  Online direct verification may be used in lieu of contacting the households.  The LEA would get into the online Direct Verification using the STN system and password.  LEAs should use direct verification information only to support the original eligibility status, or the status as corrected by the confirmation review.  Household eligibility cannot be changed based on the direct verification information. If there is a conflict, the household must be then contacted for additional verification information. 

Inform Selected Households
Once the initial determination of benefits of an application is confirmed to be accurate, a letter must be sent to the households informing them of their selection for verification and of the types of eligibility documentation to be submitted to the LEA.  Households are allowed to submit proof of income for any point in time between one month prior to application and the time the verification notice is received. 

The letter must conform to the information required by federal regulations, including a telephone number that households may call for assistance.  The call must be free to all households in the LEA.  The LEA may establish a toll-free number, allow the household to reverse the charges if any households in that school district are outside the calling area, or provide different telephone numbers for each local calling area within the district.  A sample letter entitled We Must Check Your Application can be found on our website. 

Follow-Up 
If the household does not respond to the verification request, the LEA must make at least one additional attempt to obtain documentation of eligibility.  The attempt can be made through the mail, by telephone, by electronic mail, or through personal contact.  Whatever the means, the attempt must be documented in the space provided on the application.  
Verification Results
Each household whose application was selected for verification must be sent a letter letting them know the results of verification. A sample letter entitled We Have Checked Your Application can be found on our website. 

If verification results in increased benefits, this change is effective immediately and must be implemented no later than three operating days from the time of the new determination. 

If verification results in decreased or terminated benefits, the household must be given ten calendar days written advance notice of the change. The first day of the ten calendar day advance notice is the day the notice is sent. 

· If the household does not request a hearing during this ten calendar day advance notice, the reduction or termination of benefits must take place no later than ten operating days after the ten calendar day advance notice. 

· If the household requests a hearing during this ten calendar day period, the LEA must continue to provide benefits for which the child was originally approved until a hearing is held and a final determination is made. 

· If the hearing official rules that benefits must be reduced, the reduction of benefits must take place within ten operating days after the hearing official renders the decision. 

· If the hearing official rules that benefits must be increased, the increase in benefits must take place within three operating days after the hearing official renders the decision. 

Households affected by a reduction or termination of benefits may reapply at anytime during the school year.  However, if benefits to a household have been terminated and the household reapplies in the same school year, the household is required to submit income documentation or proof of participation in food stamps or TANF at the time of reapplying.  The LEA may verify the households’ eligibility prior to approval.  These are not considered new applications. 

Step 4: Submit Verification Summary Report 
Federal regulations of the National School Lunch Program require us to collect a summary report of verification efforts from all sponsors.  Reports will be filed through the CNPweb after you file your October claim for reimbursement.  It will be located under the Claims/AFR tab in the CNPweb.  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
VERIFICATION PROCESS CHECKLIST
Step 1: Select Method and Sample: 
Circle one method.

Standard
3%, rounded up, based on Oct 1 total approved apps – select error prone apps first

Optional methods, ONLY IF less than 20% non-responders last fall:  

Alternate-Random
3%, rounded up, of Oct 1 total approved apps – about every 33rd app in the pile
OR
Alternate-Focused
1%, rounded up, of Oct 1 total approved apps, plus .5% of FS/TANF apps
Method: __________________ 
Number of apps needed: ______________
Selected? _________
Step 2: Conduct Confirmation Review 


Conducted by __________________________ (not person who approved the app) on _____________
Step 3: Verify Selected and Confirmed Applications 

Send letters to selected apps on ___________________ with responses due by: ______________

Follow-up needed?  ________ Results letters sent? ________ Termination letters needed? _________
Step 4: Submit Verification Summary Report:  Information needed:

Top half of report:
October 31 # students approved free without apps (direct certification, migrants, homeless, Head Start, pre-K even start): ______________
October 31 # students approved free (food stamp, TANF): __________    October 1 # apps: __________
October 31 # students approved free (income/fam size): ____________    October 1 # apps: __________
October 31 # students approved reduced: ___________           

      October 1 # apps: __________
Results part of the report (bottom half):

Which method of verification: Standard, Alternate-Random, or Alternate-Focused? ___________
# apps (and # students) verified of the three types:
Students

Apps

FS/TANF: 
_____________
___________

Free income:
_____________ 
___________

Reduced:
_____________
___________
The status of the verified apps (and students) AFTER the verification process: 

Stu:
No change 
changed to free 
changed to reduced 
changed to paid 
did not respond
Apps:
No change 
changed to free 
changed to reduced 
changed to paid 
did not respond

Page 4 of 4

