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1. Overview and Methodology

1.1 Overview

Through the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast Program (SBP), over 31
million students receive nutritionally-balanced school meals daily at low or no cost to their families.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) funds and
administers these programs through agreements with State agencies while School Food Authorities
(SFAs) implement the programs at the school level. Institutions participating in these programs
receive cash subsidies and USDA Foods' for each reimbursable meal served that meets Federal meal
pattern requirements. Depending on student eligibility, these meals are reimbursed at free, reduced-

price, and paid levels.

To determine student eligibility for free or reduced-price meals, SFA staff review household income
and family size information received via school meals applications.” Applications indicating a
student’s status as homeless; migrant; runaway; foster child; or enrollment in certain Federal
assistance programs (e.g., Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Plan [SNAP]) are deemed categorically
eligible for free meals. In addition to collecting applications, districts increasingly use direct
certification processes to certify students. Direct certification is an electronic data-matching process
that uses information from household participation in one or more means-tested Federal assistance

programs to certify students.’ If at least 40 percent of students are directly certified for free meals,

I In addition to cash reimbursement based on the number of lunches and breakfasts served to students at schools
participating in the NSLP and SBP, the USDA provides “high quality domestic agricultural products (USDA Foods)
to schools for use in these meal programs.” The number of lunches claimed during the previous year is multiplied by a
per meal rate (based on the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ “Producer Price Index for Foods Used in Schools and
Institutions”) to determine the value States receive in USDA Foods. For more information on USDA Foods, please
see U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (February 2016). USD.A Foods in the National School
Lunch Program: White Paper. Retrieved from https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/fdd /NSL.P-White-
Paper.pdf on December 5, 2019.

2 “Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the Federal poverty level are eligible for free meals.
Those with incomes between 130 and 185 percent of the Federal poverty level are eligible for reduced price meals.”
Retrieved from the National School Lunch Program Fact Sheet: https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/NSIL.PFactSheet.pdf on October 14, 2019.

3 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (October 2018). Direct Certification in the National
Lunch Program: State Implementation Progress Report to Congress — School Year 2015-2016 & School Year 2016-
2017. Retrieved from https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-
files/NSI.PDirectCertification2016.pdf on October 25, 2019.
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some districts choose to implement the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) in individual
schools, groups of schools, or district-wide that allows all students to receive meals at no charge. For
CEP schools, reimbursement at the free rate is based on the percentage of “identified students”
directly certified multiplied by a set factor (currently 1.6) intended to approximate the total free and
reduced-price population.* Schools are reimbursed at the paid rate for the remainder of the

percentage of students.

Student eligibility must be carefully monitored and recorded when processing meal transactions at
the cafeteria level. Beyond serving meals that meet Federal requirements for reimbursement,
cafeteria and school staff must record and report accurate meal counts to SFAs. In non-CEP
schools, counts must reflect the three tiers of reimbursement (free, reduced-price, and paid). After
schools submit claims to the SFA, the SFA reviews claims and combines meal claims from
individual schools into one monthly meal claim to submit to the State agency. State agencies then
submit claims to the FNS for Federal reimbursement. Upon receiving Federal reimbursement, State
agencies forward the appropriate funding to their SFAs. Figure 1-1 provides an illustrative overview
of common steps involved in certifying students for free or reduced-price meals in non-CEP
schools, claiming meals at the cafeteria level, and reporting meal counts to the State agency in
districts, most often with electronic point-of-sale software. The increased use of direct certification
has resulted in changes in the process for certifying households. The figure begins with direct
certification because households that receive notification of direct certification are not required to
submit an application. Most SFAs begin with direct certification, which minimizes burden on

households who are categorically eligible for free meals.

4 The set factor, also known as the “multiplier”” has remained at 1.6 since School Year (SY) 2016-2017. According to
“Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) Planning and Implementation Guidance” from September 2016, “FNS is
authorized to change the multiplier to a number between 1.3 and 1.6, [but as of SY 2016-2017] there [were] currently
no plans to change the multiplier.” Retrieved from https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/SP61-2016-
CEP_Guidance.pdf on December 5, 2019.
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Figure 1-1. Common steps involved in the certification, meal claiming, and aggregation

processes

SFA conducts Direct
Certification

School receives
eligibility determination
(automated point-of-
sale)

Student selects food
items to purchase

Applications sent to
Households

Households receive
eligibility determination

Cashier or other staff
observe tray and make
determination

Households complete
applications

SFA processes
completed applications

Student enters PIN or ID

SFA receives completed
applications

SFA follows up on
missing information

Cashier processes
transaction at point-of-
sale

SFA receives counts
(daily/weekly)

SFA conducts edit
checks on submitted
meal counts

Cafeteria manager
checks counts against
production records and
enrollment

SFA compiles and
submits counts to the
State (monthly)

Point-of-sale records
meal reimbursement
and amount charged

1.2 APEC-III Qualitative Data Collection

Cash received or
debited from student
meal account

Given the complexity of these processes and the various parties involved, errors that result in

improper payments can occur at multiple points. The Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery

Act (IPERA) of 2012 (PL 111-204) require that FNS identify and reduce improper payments in

these programs. The third iteration of the Access, Participation, Eligibility, and Certification Study
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(APEC-III) provides key data to address this mandate, and explores reasons behind three common
sources of error, including:
o Certification Errors — The misclassification of meal eligibility category due to

administrative (incorrect eligibility determination by SFA) or household reporting
incomplete or incorrect information on household application) errors.

° Aggregation Errors — Errors in the counting, consolidating, and claiming of meals.
These errors can occur during the transmission of meal counts between schools, SFA,
and/or the State.

. Meal Claiming Errors — The incorrect classification of reimbursable meal status that
occurs when cafeteria cashiers incorrectly record a meal as reimbursable that fails to
meet USDA meal component requirements.’

APEC-III expands on the predecessors studies by incorporating qualitative research into the study
design. Objective 4 of the Study Plan was to conduct qualitative analyses examining the reasons for
improper payments. The study team analyzed in-depth interviews with SFA directors, household
applicants, and cafeteria managers to shed light on factors that may contribute to program error and
strategies to minimize errors in the NSLP and SBP. Examining the program procedures in detail and
obtaining the perspectives of staff and households can help illuminate the quantitative findings. Such
analyses often help explain the motivations behind the findings. Additionally, findings from this
APEC-III qualitative substudy may help inform the direction of future qualitative investigations of
the errors occurring in the NSLP and SBP. Table 1-1 includes the primary research questions

addressed by the APEC-III qualitative data and analysis team.

5> Meal claiming errors do not lead to improper payments. Meal claiming errors are examined in this study as they relate
to meeting meal pattern requitements. According to the IPERA definition, only certification errors and aggregation
errors lead to improper payments.
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Table 1-1. Primary research questions for qualitative interviews

SFA director

e For administrative error: What is the certification process? Which staff members are involved in
certifying applications? What factors contribute to certification errors? How do staff deal with
applications with missing and/or incorrect information?

e What is the direct certification process? What factors might contribute to direct certification errors?
Why are some direct certification errors more or less prevalent (lack of direct certification data in file,
direct certification file is missing completely, direct certification data in file are found to be incorrect)?
What staff members are involved in direct certification processes? How has the implementation of
direct certification affected the certification process?

o How might direct certification and CEP (or other policy initiatives) address the shift from less expensive
errors (e.g., applicant determined free when the applicant should be reduced-price) to more expensive
ones (e.g., denied applicants that should be free or reduced-price)?

o What gives rise to meal claiming error? How have SFAs improved the meal claiming process over time?

o What gives rise to aggregation error? How have SFAs improved the aggregation process over time?

Households

o For household error: Why are errors occurring? Do households not understand the questions? Are the
applications confusing?

e Are households unclear on who must be counted as part of the household? Do households describe
reporting take-home pay rather than gross earnings?

e How do households determine what to include for child income?

e Is language a barrier for applicants/did the household have access to an application in their primary
language?

Cafeteria manager

e For meal claiming error: What gives rise to meal claiming error? Is it connected to staff changes, lack of
staff training, lack of student education or student prompts, unusual conditions on the day of the site
visit (e.g., substitute cashier, new menu item, food delivery problem, etc.)?

Semi-structured interviews provide a deeper understanding of the context, challenges, and strategies
that might contribute to errors. For example, the interviews probed SFA directors about their
experiences certifying applications, conducting direct certification, overseeing the meal claiming
processes, and aggregating claim information to submit to State agencies. Cafeteria managers shared
reflections on challenges and facilitators of the serving, recording, and reporting processes while
interviewers asked household respondents to describe their experiences completing applications,
awareness regarding assistance available, and how they answered specific sections. Moreover,
interviewing respondents involved in different aspects of the NSLP and SBP offers the opportunity
to understand challenges and strategies from multiple perspectives. For example, while some SFA
directors might view online applications as an improvement to the certification process, household
applicants without access to a computer or the internet might view this format less favorably. To
capture these varied perspectives, this report examines the commonalities and divergences between

respondent perspectives on key challenges and strategies.
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1.3 Methodology

APEC-III collected qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with 42 SFA directors, 60
households, and 64 cafeteria managers. The samples for the qualitative interviews were selected
from the pool of respondents in the main APEC-III sample® who expressed a willingness to
participate in additional data collection. In the case of cafeteria managers, the sample was
convenience based. Table 1-2 shows the sample of respondents participating in APEC-IIT’s

Qualitative segment and their distribution across States.

1.31 Sample Selection and Recruitment

SFA Directors

The SFA Director Web Survey included a question asking if SFA directors would be willing/able to
participate in a supplemental in-depth phone interview. As described in Volume 1, Chapter 2, 234 of
the 302 SFA directors completed the Web Survey.” Of the 234 SFA directors who completed the

Web Survey, 46 expressed interest in completing the in-depth interview portion of the study.

Researchers sent each of the 46 SFA directors an email that explained the purpose of the interview
and offered a range of dates with morning and afternoon options from which they could select a
convenient time for the telephone interview to take place. Follow-up emails and telephone calls were
conducted as needed. Three SFA director contacts reached maximum attempts (five unanswered
contacts). One respondent declined to be interviewed. Ultimately, researchers conducted a total of

42 SFA directors in-depth interviews.

6

The samples are not representative, and were based on staff participants willingness and ability to participate in this
option component of data collection. Further, the cafeteria manager sample was drawn from locations with a qualified
and trained data collector to conduct the interview.

7 Additional detail about (non-qualitative) APEC-III response rates by respondent type and activity can be found in
Table 2-3 in Volume I, Chapter 2.
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Table 1-2.

Distribution of qualitative respondents by state

State (N=

Number of respondents

34) SFA directors

Cafeteria managers

Households

Arizona
California
Colorado
Florida
Georgia
ldaho

lowa

lllinois
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Missouri
Mississippi
North Carolina
New Jersey
New Mexico
Nevada

New York
Ohio

Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Virginia
Washington
Wisconsin

District of Columbia

TOTAL

NRPRRPRRPROOMNMRPPRPRPOWOMNMNRPRRRRPROOOOROORONOOROMOCOWO

-

=

(o]

POOCOPRPROWWOOUIRORPRPROOONRPRRORPARLROORLROUIPWOOPR

OO WONWWORPRPWORRLROONMNMRLRPOPOOOONRPRRLRORMRMRLROW

[+]

Despite intentions to sample an equal number of SFA directors from small SFAs (1-999 students),

medium SFAs (1,000-4,999 students); large SFAs (5,000-24,999); and very large SFAs (25,000+

students), the low number of SFA directors who agreed to an interview prevented purposive

sampling. Over three-quarters of SFA directors who agreed to an interview were from very large

(n=22) and large (n=12) districts as measured by total enrollment.” As shown in Table 1-2, SFA

directors were located in 20 States and the District of Columbia, with SFA directors from Texas and

Florida comprising one-third of the sample. The sample includes SFA directors from non-CEP

8 Enrollment data from the SFA Director Web Survey was missing for three SFAs.
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districts (n = 19); districts with a mix of CEP and non-CEP schools (n=14), and districts that

implement CEP districtwide (n=9).

Households

The household interview sample was drawn from household respondents who completed the
household survey. Respondents (parents or guardians) who indicated on the survey that they were
the person who completed the application for their household were asked if they would be willing to
participate in an in-depth interview. Only households with students enrolled in non-CEP schools
were eligible for participation in the telephone interview. Out of the 3,792 households who
completed the household survey, 210 agreed to participate in a telephone interview and met
eligibility requirements. From this subgroup, a random sample of respondents were recruited for

participation.

Household members received telephone calls inviting them to participate in a telephone interview. A
maximum of five contact attempts were made before a respondent was considered unreachable. As
seen in Table 1-2, 60 household respondents from 22 States completed the in-depth interview. After
scheduling an interview, respondents received an advance letter with information about the purpose
of the interview, including the main points of consent, as well as contact information to discuss their
rights as a participant and answer any study questions. Respondents also received a blank copy of
the meal application for the respondent’s district to refer to as a guide during the interview.
Documents were sent via email or mail depending on the respondent’s preference. When
interviewers were unable to find the meal application for a respondent’s district, respondents
received the USDA Paper Prototype Application or the USDA Online Application Prototype. Table
1-3 provides a summary of the number of respondents that received the SFA application vs the
USDA prototype. These prototypes are included in Appendix N in Volume 4. Household

respondents received a $20 incentive for their participation.
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Table 1-3. Summary of respondents that received SFA template vs USDA prototype application
for the qualitative interview

Application received for interview

SFA paper SFA online USDA USDA
application application paper online
Method of completion template template prototype prototype Unknowna2
Paper application 9 0 17 0 7
Online/Electronic application 0 2 4 12 9

a These cases are unknown because the interviewer records failed to document.

Cafeteria Managers

Cafeteria manager sampling was convenience-based; the sample was determined by the availability
and location of data collectors trained and qualified to conduct qualitative interviews. Ultimately, 64
cafeteria managers from 33 SFAs in 20 States completed an in-person interview (as shown in

Table 1-2). Cafeteria managers from Florida (n=13), New Mexico (n=9), and Texas (n=9) comprise

nearly half the sample.

In the initial scheduling email to the school contact and cafeteria manager, data collectors introduced
the possibility of interviewing the cafeteria manager while on site. The email explained that the
interviews would last roughly 45 minutes. Upon arrival at the school, the data collectors asked
cafeteria managers about participating in an interview at a time convenient for them around other

site visit activities.

1.3.2 Interview Guides

Interview guides were designed to elicit responses that provide context, help understand how and
why errors may occur, highlight facilitators and barriers, determine strategies implemented to
minimize errors, and summarize improvements over time. The full interview guides are provided in

Appendix N in Volume 4.

The SFA Director Interview Guide has an initial branching based on whether the SFA director
confirmed administration of district-wide CEP. The guide began with a discussion of the relevant
approval process(es)(e.g., free and reduced-price applications, direct certification, CEP [if
applicable]) as well as meal claiming, reporting, and training. The guide also included process

descriptions (e.g., a step-by-step overview of the certification process) as well as opportunities for
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SFA directors to reflect on reasons for errors, changes over time, strategies to reduce errors, and

overall recommendations.

The interview guide for households opens with questions that probed respondents’ general
experiences in completing the application, their awareness of assistance available to help with
application completion, and whether and why respondents completed the application online or on
paper. The guide included an interactive exercise that involved reading through the blank application
to highlight respondents’ understanding of particular sections. Specifically, interviewers guided
respondents through discussions about listing household members; listing income (including special
types such as alimony and child income); understanding income frequency; and, if applicable, listing
case numbers. Interviewers also asked respondents what language they used to fill out the
application. The interview closed with the opportunity for respondents to share feedback on

completing applications and suggestions for improving the application or the process.

To provide additional context for the meal observation data, cafeteria managers were first asked if
there was anything out of the ordinary that occurred that day, such as a food delivery problem or
substitute cashiers. The rest of the interview focused on the processes behind meal claiming and
counting errors. Specifically, cafeteria managers described meal service, recording, and reporting
processes; staff training; and menu planning strategies. Within each section, cafeteria managers

shared perspectives on challenges, strategies, and recommendations to improve processes.

133 Interviewer Training

We conducted three separate trainings for interviewing the SFA director, households, and cafeteria
personnel. Each training was tailored to the specific respondent group and occurred shortly before
we began the interviewing to avoid information retention issues. Prior to the training, the
interviewers reviewed background material including information on the NSLP and SBP and, as
relevant, specific materials such as CEP Fact Sheets, and the CEP Barriers Fact Sheet.” The cafeteria

manager interviews were conducted by experienced field data collectors and two qualitative

° Materials can be found here: Main page for School Meals Programs: https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/child-
nutrition-programs. NSLP fact sheet: https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/NSLPFactSheet.pdf. SBP
fact sheet: https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/sbp /SBPfactsheet.pdf. Community Eligibility Provision
(CEP) fact sheet: https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/CEPfactsheet.pdf. CEP Batriers fact sheet:
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/CEP_perceivedbarriers.pdf.
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researchers. The training sessions included sections on semi-structured interviewing and qualitative
research methods. In contrast, the SFA director and household interviewers were conducted via
telephone by researchers who were academically trained in qualitative methods so these training
sessions focused primarily on the specific protocols. All the training sessions included a detailed
review the instruments questions by question. They discussed the intent of the questions and
potential responses and probes. Through role-playing the interviewers practiced conducting the

interview and the trainer provided feedback.

134 Conducting the Interviews

The cafeteria manager and household interviews took place during the school year amid primary
data collection. The SFA director interviews at the end of the school year (after primary data
collection), when they were more likely to be available. The interviews were scheduled for 45
minutes. The cafeteria manager interviews ranged from 25 to 45 minutes while the household
interviews typically lasted about 15 to 20 minutes. The SFA director interviews averaged 45 minutes
in length, though some interviews exceeded the expected time with the permission of the SFA
director. Prior to the interviews, researchers obtained informed consent and requested permission to

audio-record the interview.

All interviews were transcribed and imported into NVivo 11 software'" to facilitate thematic coding.
Two Westat qualitative researchers created codebooks for each respondent group, trained a team of

coders, and led analytical memo writing when coding was complete.

1.3.5 Analytic Approach

APEC-I and APEC-II relied on quantitative data alone to describe the type and frequency of
improper payments in the NSLP and SBP. While these studies provided a strong foundation for the
qualitative segment of APEC-III, arming researchers with a priori assumptions about the three
different types of errors, less was known about the context that contributes to these errors. APEC-

IIl’s qualitative analysis incorporated inductive theory-building based on fundamentals of grounded

10 NVivo 11 is qualitative data analysis software that facilitates the organization, categorization, and visualization of
qualitative data. Specifically, researchers can import and store interview transcripts and other project materials; create
nodes to categorize and classify the data; run queties (e.g., text search, word frequency, coding comparisons, etc.); and
write and store analytical memos to brainstorm ideas and begin writing.
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theory developed by Glaser and Strauss."' Grounded theory presumes theory and concepts are
constructed by researchers “out of stories that are constructed by research participants who are
trying to explain and make sense out of their experiences and/or lives, both to the researcher and
themselves.”"” Thus, while interview questions and preliminary coding structures were in part
influenced by the project’s primary research questions and past findings, thematic coding allowed for
previously unknown themes, ideas, and patterns to emerge. The qualitative findings presents
processes and experiences from the perspectives of the parties involved. To check that the analysts’
constructions of the responses did not overshadow the authenticity of the respondents’ experiences,
frequent team meetings incorporated self-reflexivity and re-evaluation of concepts and theories

throughout the process of coding and memo writing,

Transcription and Coding

Upon completing interviews, interviewers uploaded audio recordings onto a secure Westat network
drive. A transcript coordinator then sent audio files to an independent transcription firm for

immediate transcription. Completed transcripts were loaded into NVivo.

Two Westat qualitative researchers developed preliminary codebooks specific to each interview
respondent type. These codebooks incorporated categorical nodes' derived from the interview
guides as well as analytical nodes that emerged through close reading of the transcripts. Subsequent
passes through the data using the provisional codebook yielded additional subnodes that illuminated
specific descriptions of processes, patterns of logic, and common experiences. The researchers
created node hierarchies (parent nodes and child nodes) in each of the codebooks to organize
material that relates to the same topic.'* When adding nodes or refining node properties, each
researcher created memos and added annotations in NVivo to flag topics for discussion. The

researchers then randomly selected six transcripts per codebook to code, and compared coding

1 Glaser, B.G., and Strauss, A.L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research. Chicago: Aldine
Publishing.
12 Corbin, J., and Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded

theory (3rd edition). Los Angeles: Sage Publications, Inc.

13 In qualitative analysis, coding is the process of organizing and sorting data into categories. Codes serve as a way to
label, compile, and organize data into buckets, which in NVivo ate called “nodes.” A node, then, captures all
references in interview transctipts that correspond to a specific topic.

14 Generally, parent nodes corresponded to interview questions and probes, while subnodes reflected common themes
detected from answers.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on )
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 1-12 V Westat



using N'Vivo’s inter-coder reliability function before making minor revisions and submitting final
codebook drafts for review. Further detail on codebook creation is available in Appendix N in

Volume 4.

Three different trainings were held to familiarize coders with each codebook. Trainings included
background information about APEC-III and the specific interview guide; a primer on qualitative
research and methods; line-by-line discussion of each node and its description; and interactive
practice coding on a selected transcript. The coders were also trained on how to use NVivo software
to manage their coding and add attribute values. Trainings were administered in-person and via
Webex. After training, coders tracked coding progress and participated in weekly debriefs with the
two lead researchers to ask questions, raise issues, and discuss preliminary themes. Lead researchers

periodically reviewed a selection of coded transcripts from each of the coders.

Analytic Summaries

Once coding was complete, the next round of analysis involved analytical memo writing in NVivo.
Researchers reviewed the coding to identify patterns. Consistent with the constant comparison
method, researchers detected commonalities across interviewee responses and noted outliers to
build theory and determine the robustness of the conclusions.” The analytic team, which included
coders, created memos in NVivo that provided a summary of the key themes for each node,
incorporating all references from interviews that were coded to the specific node. After analyzing
nodes independently by respondent type, the last level of analysis involved comparing
commonalities and divergences across respondent groups to inform recommendations that may

benefit all stakeholders. These written memos serve as the foundation for this Qualitative Report.

1.4 Organization of the Qualitative Volume

The remaining chapters of the Volume 2: Qualitative Analyses include key findings from SFA

directors, households, and cafeteria managers organized by type of error.

. Chapter 2: Income Eligibility Certification includes overviews of the application
process that address the steps taken by SFAs to review applications as well as household

15 Corbin, J., and Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded
theory (3rd edition). Los Angeles: Sage Publications, Inc.
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reflections on filling out applications and resources available to facilitate the process.
The chapter highlights common challenges and strategies SFA directors and households
encountered as well as shared recommendations from both respondent groups. It offers
an in-depth examination about how households understand different sections of the
application and techniques SFAs have implemented to minimize the occurrence of
application certification errors.

o Chapter 3: Direct certification and the CEP explains each process from the
perspective of SFA directors. It includes a discussion of common challenges associated
with implementing direct certification and CEP as well as strategies and
recommendations for improvement.

o Chapter 4: Aggregation and Reporting provides an overview of common
aggregation and reporting processes experienced by cafeteria managers and SFA
directors. The chapter also includes a discussion of how errors might arise at each step
of the process and improvements schools and districts have implemented to minimize
the occurrence of these types of errors.

. Chapter 5: Meal Claiming describes common serving and recording processes and
illustrates the range of individual and structural challenges that complicate these
processes. It also addresses strategies and recommendations cafeteria managers and
SFA directors suggest to mitigate meal claiming errors.

o Chapter 6: Synthesis and Discussion provides an overview of key challenges and
strategies and explores areas of convergence and divergence across respondent groups.
It offers suggestions for future research and provides insight on recommendations to
improve NSLP and SBP processes to minimize future errors.

In contrast to quantitative research, qualitative research focuses on people’s experiences, thoughts,

ideas, attitudes, perspectives, or other data that cannot be easily expressed with numbers. While

prevalence of themes and patterns can be estimated across respondents, general estimations of

patterns are approximations based on the coder’s interpretation of the respondents’ unique

narratives rather than concrete numbers drawn from defined response options. As such, this report
» »

uses “most,” “many,” “some,” and “few” following Edin et al.’s (2013) general guide for describing

prevalence when possible."
° “Almost all” means more than 90 percent of respondents;

° “Most” means more than two-thirds of respondents;

16 Edin, K., Boyd, M., Mabli, J. Ohls, J., Workington, ]., Greene, S., Redel, N., Stidharan, S. “SNAP Food Security In-
Depth Interview Study.” Final report submitted to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service,
Washington DC, March 2013.
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o “Many” means more than half of respondents, but less than two-thirds of respondents;
° “Some” means less than a third of respondents; and

° “Few” means less than 10 percent of respondents.
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2. Income Eligibility Certification

2.1 Overview

Certification errors involve the misclassification of meal eligibility category due to administrative
mistakes or household reporting error. In the third iteration of Access, Participation, Eligibility, and
Certified Study (APEC-III), the overall gross household reporting error rate was 12.00 percent. The
overall gross administrative error rate was slightly lower at 10.00 percent. However, errors were
concentrated among households certified as reduced-priced. The household reporting error rate
among households certified as reduced-price was 46.22 percent and 20.54 percent for administrative

error among the same group.

Consistent with these findings, many School Food Authorities (SFAs) directors suspected that
household reporting mistakes due to misinterpretations of application instructions likely accounted
for most certification errors. Furthermore, although most household respondents described the
general process of completing school meals applications as “easy,” answers to questions about
specific sections revealed common stumbling blocks. Both SFA directors and households described
difficulties navigating how to list income frequency, household members, and child income
(especially in scenarios in which household members have part-time residence status or intermittent
employment). SFA directors acknowledged some errors resulted from reviewer challenges such as
difficulty reading applicants’ handwriting and rushed review periods. They largely credited lower
administrative errors to online application processes and multiple reviews by staff. SFA directors
also credited direct certification and the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) as helping to reduce

errors associated with application certification.

This chapter examines possible reasons for income eligibility certification errors and strategies to
improve the application approval process. It focuses on the application for free and reduced-price

meals. It incorporates findings from SFA director (n=42) and household (n=60) interviews.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on g
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 24 V Westat



2.2 Application Certification Processes

2.2.1 SFA Certification Processes and Staffing

Thirty SFA directors provided general overviews of their processes to collect and approve meal
applications.'” Most districts continue to collect both online and hard-copy (paper) applications,
though over one-quarter of those respondents described receiving the majority of applications via
online submission. Just a few respondents reported using hard-copy (paper) applications only.

Online applications are accessible via school, SFA, or vendor websites.

Staff involved in application review include application technicians, clerical staff/administrative
assistants, SFA directors, and Assistant Food Service directors, and in some cases temporary staff
hired seasonally to help process applications during the start of the school year rush. For several
districts that accept paper applications, school secretarial staff are the first line of review, checking
for missing information. The SFAs do not receive applications until school staff verifies completion
of required fields. Upon receiving school meals applications online, via mail, or delivered from
schools, SFA staff face a tight turnaround timeline to review and determine students’ eligibility.
Districts that receive large numbers of applications often assign SFA clerical staff members to
process applications with management-level staff conducting final reviews. Some districts designate
staff to review specific types of applications (e.g., online versus hard-copy applications). In contrast,
two SFA directors from districts that no longer collect large numbers of applications, described the
benefits of employing one trained specialist who is very familiar with the rules and regulations to

assist households and conduct thorough reviews of all applications.

Most SFA directors described using software to calculate certification status electronically for both
online and hard-copy (paper) applications. Complete applications submitted online often calculate

determinations automatically; however, many SFA directors described one or more reviews of online

17 SFA directors presiding over CEP districts or those not operating a base year in Provision 2 or 3 did not speak to the
application approval process. Provision 2 or 3 schools collect applications once every 4 years. The reimbursement for
free, reduced-price, and paid meals is established during the base year (i.e., the year applications are collected) with
rates based on the percentage of students who were eligible for free, reduced-price, or paid meals. Those rates
continue for the next 3 years, which ate called the nonbase years. In Provision 2 or 3 schools, all students eat free and
the school pays the difference between the cost of providing the meals to all students for free, and the amount of
Federal and State reimbursements. For more information about Provision 2 or 3 schools and differences between the
two programs, please see https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/provisions-1-2-and-3.
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applications before statuses are processed as final. Some software systems alert SFA staff to
applications received or eligibilities ready for review and flag possible errors on application sections
for manual review. SFAs that continue to collect hard-copy (paper) applications often utilize
scanners to import applications into software systems that electronically calculate eligibility. Many
SFA directors who use this technology explained that staff members check software systems to
verify the scanner’s accuracy before processing eligibility. Though less common, a few SFA directors
described manually entering information from applications into the software or manually calculating
eligibility. Applications submitted in foreign languages or those that have been filled out using red
pen, for example, may be unreadable by scanners and require manual data entry. Once approved by
SFA staff, the software systems directly enter meal eligibility determination codes into the point-of-

sale software.

Missing information and mistakes made by applicants, combined with the limited time available for
processing applications, leave districts vulnerable to certification errors. Incomplete applications
often necessitate the laborious task of following up with households. Through careful review of
hard-copy (paper) applications and edit checks on online applications, missing information is usually
detected and addressed prior to eligibility processing. While missing information may be easily
detected by school or SFA staff, misinterpretations or mistakes are harder to catch. Indeed, some
mistakes are only revealed during verification or when parents call districts to question

determination decisions.

2.2.2 Household Experiences Completing Applications

Over three-quarters of the household sample described the application process as “easy,” using
language such as “straightforward,” “common sense” or “self-explanatory” when answering
introductory interview questions about the overall process. Extending application instructions,
providing assistance by school or SFA staff, and producing the application in multiple languages can
help households navigate filling out specific sections of the application. Despite their availability,

however, few of the interviewed households used these resources.
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Instructions Accompanying the Application

Most household members felt that they could complete the application by reading directions, relying
on their years of experience completing applications, or simply that the application itself was
common sense or straightforward. Some acknowledged that the application included a separate set
of instructions that they used as they completed the application. Others reported that step-by-step
instructions were provided at the start of each section on both online and hard-copy (paper)
applications. Of those respondents who consulted the instructions, the majority used them to
navigate the income section of the application. Most stated that they were able to find the answers

to their questions fairly easily, simply by following the instructions.

Some household members did not notice the instructions accompanying the application or could
not recall whether a separate page of instructions was provided. A few respondents explained that
their history completing applications for school meals enabled them to complete it without referring

to the instructions provided.

“Well because I had filled out the applications since my oldest was in
kinder. So I pretty much know what to do.” — Household Respondent

Assistance Available

When probed about where the respondent would seek assistance, if needed, the majority indicated
that they would ask someone at the school (e.g., a secretary, cafeteria staff, or principal) if they had
questions regarding the application. Most households stated that they would likely contact staff at
the school’s main office such as a secretary or other administrative staff with whom they have an
established relationship.

“I’d probably go to my child’s teacher if I had a question...I would have

gone to the principal, or probably even ask the front desk. I know the front

desk ladies are sort of knowledgeable in an array of information—they just
are armed with all kinds of things.” — Household Respondent

Some explained that filling out applications during school events offered a convenient opportunity
to receive immediate help. For example, one respondent described bringing relevant documents to
the school, which allowed them to receive hands-on assistance from a staff member.

“She asked us to bring proof of income and then she asked us if we were

on any kind of other food assistance programs. And then she asked us, too,
how many people live in the household and how many kids, and how many
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kids were going to school. Then she asked us all the questions on the
application... She was really good and she had years of experience doing
this, so she was efficient.” — Household Respondent

One respondent called the school for assistance and staff at the school provided them with contact
information for the school’s “nutrition department.” Staff at that office answered their questions
and helped them complete the application. Others stated that they would contact their SFA or
district staff directly if they had questions about the application. A few households stated that they
would ask another parent or friend for assistance.

“But usually I fill out my own application so I don’t have to ask someone

questions. [If] there’s some that I don’t understand, then I'll ask a friend of
mine her opinion.” — Household Respondent

A small number of respondents did not know whether they could receive assistance with the
application. However, most admitted that there was likely some assistance available, they just did not
consider asking for help or know whom to ask. On the other hand, others reported searching online
or reading instructions repeatedly to search for answers rather than seeking out assistance from the

school or district.

Applications in Other Languages

Most households stated that the application was available in English and Spanish; some believed that
it was also available in other languages. Over 80 percent of the household respondents reported that

they submitted the application in English and preferred to complete the application in English.

However, among the few respondents that used the Spanish version, three reported difficulty
understanding the Spanish version of the application. One respondent admitted that it would have

been easier to fill out the application in English because of the way it was translated.

“Well I usually get the Spanish form and the Spanish form, the way it’s
translated, it’s a little different. I have to read them twice before I could
answer a question...Just the wording in the application in Spanish, it’s a
little different than what I’'m used to.” — Household Respondent

Another respondent reiterated this sentiment, stating that it would have been easier to complete the

application in their native language, but only if it was translated correctly.
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2.3 Common Challenges with Income Eligibility Applications

Despite available assistance, a few households felt the overall process was difficult. Physical layout of
both hard-copy (paper) and online applications caused confusion for some household respondents.
Others reported frustration with the lack of clarity in directions, error messages on online
applications, and inconsistent household scenarios. Most respondents who experienced challenges
completing the application qualified their difficulties as isolated to specific sections of the
application. For respondents who experienced difficulties, much of the confusion centered on listing

income and household members.

While a few SFA directors suspected that it is possible that some households may intentionally
misreport income and household information, most believed that the majority of errors stem from
applicants’ lack of comprehension. Separate from the interviews, we conducted a web-survey with all
SFA directors in our sample, which included a question regarding their perception of common
application challenges. Figure 2-1 displays the responses to this question, among the SFA directors
who also completed the in-depth interviews. SFA directors reported the most common challenge for
parents when completing the application was completing the income section. Other common
challenges included how to list household members and which income sources to include. During
the interviews, SFA directors cited language barriers and unclear application formats as the common

factors contributing to missing information and misunderstandings.
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Figure 2-1. Common application challenges from the SFA director perspective
(web survey data)
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231 Defining Income Frequency

Over half of the SFA directors interviewed cited income frequency as the most problematic section
of the application. While some SFA directors encountered applications with missing income
frequency information, the majority of SFA directors who attributed errors to incorrect income
frequency explained that common mistakes stem from households misunderstanding “every two

weeks” versus “bi-monthly.”

“I think the most common mistake I would say is the frequency of their
income. So, some of them may be paid weekly and they mark weekly, but
they have already converted the income to monthly in the amount they put
down. Or they don’t necessarily catch the subtle difference between every 2
weeks and twice a month and that can change how the application is
approved or not approved.” — SFA director

In contrast, over three-quarters of the households reported that they understood the income
frequency categories listed on school meals’ applications. Yet despite reports of clarity, when the

interviewer delved deeper, some respondents provided alternative definitions or wavered in their
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responses. For example, while many respondents defined bi-weekly as “every other week” or “every
2weeks” one respondent interpreted bi-weekly differently:
“I would assume—Iike when P.M. worked out of the city, they didn’t get

paid every week or every 2 weeks or once a month. It would be like every
10 to 12 days. So I'm assuming that’s what that is.” — Household

Respondent
Fi 2-2sh le of fi ti
BHre Shows afl exampre of frequency options Figure 2-2. Income frequency options on
from the USDA’s Paper Prototype Application the USDA paper prototype
(included in Appendix N). When shown this format, a How often?
. Eamings Tom Work | gy B-'H:ehly{ 2z Markh | W hly

few household respondents first remarked that it

$
appeared repetitive to include bi-weekly and two times
a month as frequency options. After reviewing the 5
instructions and frequency options, however, they $
concluded that two times per month could be $
receiving a paycheck on two set dates within a month ;

(e.g., the 1st and the 15th) while bi-weekly would be

every other week, accommodating months with more than 4 weeks.

SFA directors and households agree that determining income frequency can be especially difficult
for households with inconsistent income or special types of income (e.g., child support). Both
respondent groups described challenges listing income frequency for periods of unemployment,
earning commissions, or when independent business owners must total varied business expenses at

the end of the year.

2.3.2 Determining Which Income Sources to Include

When asked about what types of income they would include in the income section, most household
respondents described their personal financial situations, which commonly included earnings from
employment from themselves and/or from their spouse. Several respondents remarked that their
situation was “straightforward” because they did not receive public assistance or other special types
of income. Regardless, respondents were urged to hypothesize how they might fill out applications
for adults without income, special types of income, and child income. During this exercise, many

respondents wavered on how and whether to list these different types of income. When determining
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whether to include certain types of income, respondents largely focused on whether the money
contributed to the household, the familial role of the recipient, the consistency and amount of the

income, and whether the income was documented or taxed.

Adults Without Income

For those respondents from two-parent households who answered that their household earns only
one income, the majority reported that they would list adults without income on the application and

put zero as the income amount.

Of those respondents who reported entering a zero for a household member without income, nearly
half filled out online applications. Given that online applications typically prevent the submission of
incomplete applications with empty fields, it makes sense that online submissions would require a
zero listed for adults without income. Indeed, some respondents who filled out hard-copy (paper)
applications described answering something other than zero in the space provided, such as listing
unemployment status, writing “no income,” skipping the section entirely, or writing “not
applicable.” Although one respondent was made aware of the correct procedure during the

interview, they explained that the instructions were easy to miss.

The majority of respondents who reported that they do not or would not list adults without income
filled out online applications. When asked why they would not list an adult without income in the

income section, one respondent explained:

“Because this is where you report income. So since they don’t have income,
you can’t report it.” — Household Respondent

Some SFA directors also described households without income failing to check the “no income”

box as a common challenge because it isn’t clear if the information was skipped or not applicable.

Special Types of Income

Many household respondents declared that they would follow the directions to include special types
of income like Social Security benefits, alimony, child support, and other forms of public assistance.
Approximately half of the sample likened these special types of income to “money coming in” to

support the household and consequently reported that they would list it on applications.
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For example, some households had members that received Unemployment or Workers’
Compensation that were associated with currently or previously having a job. As such, they
explained that they would include these earnings on the application.

“Yeah. If you receive it as unemployment, that’s kind of like what you’re

getting because you’re not employed. So it’s kind of like a job with money 1

guess.” — Household Respondent
Several households explained that any “documented” taxable income or assistance should also be
included on the application.

“Yeah, I took it as [you should list it] if you were employed or if you were

receiving government benefits, such as unemployment, TANF [Temporary

Assistance for Needy Families], if you were in the military, or if you were

self-employed. So any money that you make where you’re paying taxes on

it, I think they wanted you to put it as income.” — Household Respondent
Moreover, respondents reasoned that any monetary public assistance, including Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), would likely be listed as income on the application because it
was perceived as additional income. While most respondents said they would include it, a few
distinguished between receiving cash assistance and other in-kind benefits.

“Well, that would be confusing because—I guess if you got a check from

the government [I would list it], —but I wouldn’t list food stamps or

anything like that. It would have to be money like money that you could
cash and have.” — Household Respondent

“I would assume yes if it’s in monetary form. But if it’s like a box of food
then probably not. If there’s a dollar attached to it, like a food stamp for
$500 or whatever, then I would assume that’s money versus if they ship you
a box of goods.” — Household Respondent

Though most households explained that they would list special types of income, some answered that
they would not include short-term assistance. Several worried that including temporary assistance
would negatively affect their eligibility.

“The more that I put down could take my chances away of my kids being

able to have a free or discounted lunch. So I’d kind of be afraid to add too

much in there. But if that would be my situation, if I was unemployed for

just a month, I probably wouldn’t put it. If I was unemployed for 6 months,
then yeah.” — Household Respondent

Another respondent explained that if they were to list Unemployment or Workers” Compensation,

they would add a note that listed the date on which benefits would be terminated.
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Child Income

Many parents were unsure whether they should include their child’s income; most parents viewed
income earned by children as their own. When discussing how and why to list child income, many
households concluded that child income is “money coming in” or “still income” and therefore
should be included on school meals applications. However, parents made distinctions between child
earnings from a job and the receipt of benefits for a child. Almost all household said they would
report child’s income from benefits which are documented payments. In contrast, for income from
a job, parents distinguished between regular jobs, which most would likely report and occasional
jobs that most would not report. When children’s jobs such as babysitting or shoveling snow are
infrequent or “under the table,” households expressed differing opinions about whether and how to

include earnings on the application.

Child Earnings

Whether a household reports a child’s earnings from a job depends heavily on whether it is an
ongoing job in which payments are documented or an occasional job for which there is likely no
documentation. A few respondents said that any money, including children’s odd jobs, would lessen
the burden on the family (e.g., the child could buy his or her own lunch even if not contributing to
the household) and therefore should be reported. However, the majority of household respondents
reported that while they would include a child’s full- or part-time job, they would think twice about
reporting odd jobs or infrequent and likely low-paying jobs performed by their children.

“I would think if it was only once in a while and it wasn’t a very big

amount, and it didn’t significantly contribute to things going on in the

household, I honestly don’t think it would be worth [listing it]. It would be

just like getting a card from your grandma with $25.00 in it. And I wouldn’t
report that.” — Household Respondent

The logic that odd jobs are too insignificant or too infrequent to count guides many household
decisions to omit this type of child income. Furthermore, some parents also explained that even if
they wanted to report it, they would have trouble listing its income frequency. Specifically, some
households described grappling with how to define “regular” income. One respondent used the

application’s income frequency metrics as a way to justify excluding income from a child’s odd job.
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Some respondents used the criteria of whether the child’s pay was documented to determine if they
should include it on the application. These household members explained that they would not list
income from odd jobs because children do not pay taxes for odd jobs and earnings might be paid in
cash or “under the table.” Some respondents linked ideas of the “job not being associated with a

Social Security number” or lack of a consistent paycheck as reasons to avoid reporting.

When the idea that children make money purely for personal spending or savings dominates the
decision to include child income on the application, other distinctions like whether the job is part-
time or full-time are irrelevant. Some respondents justified leaving children’s income off the
applications, noting that child income does not or should not contribute to the household (e.g.,
paying bills, etc.).

“Respondent: I guess I would be a little conflicted there because if [my

daughter| has a job, she’s not having the job to help to contribute to the

household income. She’s got a job because she wants one for extra

spending money or to cover a cost for something she wants, but I wouldn’t

expect her to be contributing the income that she makes at this age to the
household income.

Interviewer: Got it. And so for that reason you wouldn’t report it because
it’s not money that’s actually going to the household.

Respondent: Right. It’s her money. I can’t just take it from her [laughter].”
— Household Respondent

Several participants noted that children’s income is for their personal spending, and including it on
the application assumes that the income contributes to household total income and therefore
influences the eligibility decision. Some respondents reasoned that school meals are not a child’s

responsibility.

Child Benefit Payments

Alternatively, money from Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security Disability Insurance
(SSDI), or foster care was perceived as contributing to the care of the child or household and likely

to be reported on applications. Respondents reasoned that the income is consistent, that it would be
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income in the child’s name, that the money helps reduce overall household expenses, and that it
would be money to support the child.
“Probably. Just because if your child’s receiving it, it’s actually the parents

receiving it. So it’s part of their income to take care of the child. So yeah,
I’d probably report that.” — Household Respondent

Some respondents explained that they would include income from SSI, SSDI, and foster care
because it is money from the government or taxable income that would need to be reported. Only
one respondent explained that they would not report earnings from Social Security or foster care.
This respondent’s logic centered on the idea that child income, regardless of type, should not be

reported on school meals applications.

While the majority of respondents explained that they would include SSI, SSDI, or foster care
earnings on school meals applications, a few added caveats. One respondent reported that it
depends on how much the SSI impacts the household — for example, if the household received
enough SSI to cover a mortgage or rent payment, they would consider it as income and report it on
the applications. Another respondent explained that they would include these benefits if they were

not earmarked for specific items.

2.3.3 Determining Where to List Income

Determining where to list different types of income also occasionally confused households. SFA
directors described encountering “duplicate” incomes and income information listed in the wrong

section.

“Sometimes there are other income sources like child support or something
where they enter it with the child as far as the child’s income and then
they’ll put it again down below. Whenever we recognize a duplicate income,
we will call that family to verify — should it be duplicated like that or is it
only one? [We have also seen] Social Security for a child who maybe lost a
parent and is receiving their Social Security on their behalf entered twice
instead of just with the child where it belongs.” — SFA director

A few household members also described difficulty interpreting where to list different types of
income.
“It was confusing [laughter], the income section. It asked for the income

twice. Like, it’s asking for the child’s income twice, or the family’s income
twice and it causes some confusion. And when I called when it was denied,
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[a staff member]| said, ‘Oh, yes. It happens all the time, the confusion in the
income part.”” — Household Respondent

2.3.4 Gross Versus Net Income

Although many SFA directors cited households having trouble differentiating between net income
and gross income, the majority of household respondents answered that they understood the
application required before tax income/gross income figures. Howevert, in responding to the probe,
“Was it unclear whethetr income should be before or after taxes and other deductions?”, numerous
households answered that it was clear, but did not demonstrate an understanding of the terms either

because they did not elaborate or their answer suggested some confusion over the terminology.

For many respondents who expressed Figure 2-3. Excerpt from the USDA prototype's

L . extended instructions
initial uncertainty as to whether they used

t0ss or net income on their application, a .
& pP ’ How do | report my income?

review of the separate instructions page
e Use the charts titled “Sources of Income for Adults”

(see F1gure 2_3> durmg the interview and “Sources of Income for Children,” printed on

clarified that they had correctly used gross the back side of the application form to determine if
your household has income to report.

e Report all amounts in GROSS INCOME ONLY. Report

respondents called attention to the all income in whole dollars. Do not include cents.

earnings. During this exercise, a few

“confusing” layout of the application and o Gross income is the total income received before

taxes.

recommended using bold or enlarging o Many people think of income as the amount

fonts in specific sections to make it easier they “take home™ and not the total, “gross”

amount. Make sure that the income you report

for applicants to follow along and find on this application has NOT been reduced to pay

answers. A few respondents recalled for taxes, insurance premiums, or any other
amounts taken from your pay.

requesting assistance when determining

gross versus net income. One respondent reported that no one at the school helped them when they
asked for assistance, leading them to report net income on the application. Another contacted the
“school board” after receiving a denial for free or reduced-price meals. This respondent was
subsequently instructed to adjust their gross earnings to net earnings due to their status as a self-

employed 1099 independent contractor.
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Several respondents reported “assuming’ that the application asked for gross income or income
before taxes. This assumption stemmed from a history of filling out applications for other types of
assistance (e.g., Medicare or Meals-on-Wheels).

“Respondent: I don’t know, I always put it before deductions. But I just
assume that’s what they want, right?

Interviewer: Okay. What makes you assume that?

Respondent: Because usually that’s what agencies want, before taxes.” —
Household Respondent

2.3.5 Listing Household Members on Applications

Motre than half of the SFA directors interviewed
. . . . ) Figure 2-4. Listing and totaling
attributed possible certification errors to applicants household members on
listing household members incorrectly. SFA directors the USDA papgr )
prototype application

explained that this issue tends to be problematic on
Name of Adult Household Members (First and Last)

hard-copy applications. Figure 2-4 shows an example of

how the paper application asks for this information.

Online applications typically incorporate features that

catch discrepancies between household names listed and

the total number of household members. One SFA

director described difficulties verifying household counts

and catching duplicate entries when children and adults

share the same name. SFA directors suspected reasons Total Household Members

. . Children and Adults
for such errors included general household confusion, : ' -

complicated application formatting, and households with inconsistent or unique living situations.

To determine household understanding regarding who must be counted as part of the household,
interviewers asked household respondents a series of questions about who they identified on the
application and how they would address unique situations (e.g., grandparents living in the house,
children away part of the year at college, etc.). Most household respondents declared that they would
list full-time residents of their house. Many respondents stated, more specifically, that they listed
their spouses, children, and themselves. Some added that the instructions were explicit about how to

handle different situations. When reasoning which household members to include on the
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application, especially in scenarios unfamiliar to the respondent, respondents commonly assessed the
amount of time spent at the household, financial contribution to household expenses, and the

relationship and age of the household member in question.

Less Than Full-Time Residence

Determining how to list household members in situations that involved shared custody of children,
children away at college, or family members deployed in the military raised questions and uncertainty
among many household respondents. Reasons provided for listing household members who live at
the residence less than full-time included whether the person had a bed in the home or lived at the
house more than half-time. Household respondents often weighed these factors in relation to an

assessment on the financial contribution or dependence of the household member.

Households were unsure of how to handle children who lived in the house part-time on the
application. While a few respondents said that they would not include young children who live part-
time with them, such as stepchildren or shared custody scenarios with other parents or grandparents,
one respondent reported including their child who lives only part-time at their house. Other

respondents expressed uncertainty about how to handle this hypothetical scenario.

“If somebody moved in or just lived with me for a couple months or if I
had a child or children that I had 50/50 custody where they lived half with
their father and half with me, I wouldn’t think it would be fair that I have
them [on the application]. I don’t think that would count—just using
common sense. If I had a roommate that moved in for a couple of months
or a friend’s child that moved in because they needed a place to stay for a
while, I wouldn’t count them. I would assume that would be less than full
time.” — Household Respondent

When asked about including children in college on the application, households offered varied
responses. Some respondents reasoned that since their college-aged child lived at home part-time,
they would include their names on the application, while others responded “no” because their
college-aged children were no longer full-time residents.

“Respondent: You can’t list that person if they’re in college. I had two of

them that are in college, but I only listed one of them because J.M. lives
with me and M.M lives on her own.

Interviewer: Oh, okay. So just to clarify, you did list the over-18 child who
lives with you, but not the one who doesn’t.
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Respondent: Correct, because I provide food for J.M and put a roof over

his head. But M.M., I help out, I give her gas money as much as I can, but

she’s off at University and she’s pretty much on her own.” — Household

Respondent
Some respondents remarked that they were unsure whether or not to list college-aged students
because these children still benefit from household income, despite not living at the residence full-
time. Some respondents explained that they would not list deployed household members on the
application because they do not live at the residence, while a few replied the opposite.

“Even if they’re deployed in the military, their home is still their primary

address. So they’re part of the family and the household. Especially if their
income is being contributed to the household.” — Household Respondent

Financial Contribution or Dependent Status

Many household respondents reported listing only those household members whose expenses are
comingled with household expenses, regardless of part-time residence or relationship. Nearly a
quarter of the sample explained their rationale for including dependent household members and
those who contribute to the household.

“If it was my family member, whether it was my spouse or my child, I think

I would just because either their money would be coming in or we’d be

helping pay for them.” — Household Respondent
Several respondents noted that they would not include in-laws, parents, and other household
members who pay their own separate bills or for whom they are not responsible.

“I don’t know, do you have to list everybody in your household? See, I

would define that differently because a household, to me, would be what

you claim on your taxes. For me, it would be me and my boys. And I was

living with my mom but I would not consider her part of my household

because we don’t share bills. We don’t share food. Her income would not

help me take care of my children. We don’t file taxes together. I wouldn’t

consider that a household.” — Household Respondent
Some respondents explained that they would include household members deployed in the military,
because they suspected income was still combined, and that specifically, members of the military
would be contributing income to the household.

“If I was responsible for [someone deployed in the military, I would list

him. But then that would be joint income, because he has government
pay.” — Household Respondent
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Some respondents were unsure about how to list dependents who do not live at the residence on a

consistent basis, but who receive financial support and care and when visiting the household.

Relationship and Age of the Household Member

Familial role and age of the household member also factored into logic about whether or not to list
household members. Most respondents explained without hesitation that they would include their
spouse and children as household members. When interviewers probed about babies and college-

aged children, however, some participants expressed uncertainty.

One respondent described their confusion over whether to include their baby because the
application instructed households to list the schools children attended. In the end, they decided to
list the baby on the application. In contrast, a few respondents declared they would not include

babies on the application.

“Interviewer: Okay. Would there be anybody that you would be unclear
about counting as a part of your household? For example, sometimes
people don’t know if they should list a baby or grandparents or someone
who’s deployed in the military?

Respondent: No. I have a girl, a little baby, but she’s not in school yet.
Interviewer: Oh, she’s not in school yet? So did you list her on the form?
Respondent: No.

Interviewer: No? What made you choose not to list her?

Respondent: She’s still a baby.” — Household Respondent

For some respondents, the age of eighteen or older would preclude children from being listed as a
household member on the application. One respondent shared that they were uncertain whether
their 18-year-old child who recently graduated high school would qualify as “a child in the home.”
Another respondent explained that the instructions directed them to list children up to and including

grade 12, leading them to omit their son who is a senior in college.

Many respondents distinguished between family members and nonfamilial household members (e.g.,

roommates), reasoning that roommates would not be included unless the respondent financially
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supported the individual. One respondent explained that they asked an administrator whether they

should include theitr roommate and the administrator told them to not include them.

2.3.6 Incomplete Applications

Another common problem SFA directors described was incomplete applications. Frequently cited
omissions include signatures and Social Security Numbers (SSNs). Procedures to contact and fill in
missing information vary by the type of missing information. For example, while a missing signature
requires a household member to physically sign an application received by mail or by visiting the
SFA or school office, staff may accept verbal declarations of income from household members over
the phone as long as the call and change is documented on the original application. SFA directors
explained that mailed applications are at risk of being lost, misplaced, or never returned. Missing
information is more common on hard-copy (paper) applications than online applications due to

online response-check features that prevent processing of incomplete applications.

Most SFA directors who described missing SSNs as problematic believed that applicants simply
forgot to record it. Some SFA directors perceived that undocumented applicants might be fearful to
include SSNs or to select the box that indicates not having an SSN. SFA directors also postulated
that households concerned about privacy or information sharing may be reluctant to include their
SSNis on applications. Several SFA directors attributed fewer missing SSNs to a policy change that

now requires only the last four digits of the SSN rather than the full number.

2.3.7 Tight Deadlines to Review Applications

Some SFA directors called attention to the challenges associated with reviewing a large quantity of

applications that need to be reviewed within a short period of time.

“I would say the volume of applications that we receive and the short
turnaround time we have to get that processed is a big challenge. We’ve
learned to manage just by hiring temporary staff, but there are some days
when we’ll get 5, 6,000 applications in a single day that we have 10 days to
process, from that point. And then the following day, we’ll also receive
another 4,000, so it’s just — back to school is very hectic.” — SFA director

The process of reviewing hard-copy (paper) applications is particularly extensive, and often

necessitates reviews by multiple staff members as quality control to ensure that applications are
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correct. Addressing mistakes and missing information through follow-up contact increases time
pressures when applications must be processed within 10 days. In some SFAs, if the follow up

information is not received and processed within 10 days, the application is denied.

2.4 Strategies and Recommendations to Improve the
Application Certification Process

When discussing strategies to reduce application approval errors, SFA directors cited increased
automation. Many households — but certainly not all — also appreciated the opportunity to submit an
application online. Common recommendations from both respondent groups centered on
simplifying the application and improving application formatting, especially for hard-copy (paper)
applications. Some SFA directors also cited the transition to CEP as a solution to the challenges

posed by applications.

24.1 Incorporating Online Application Acceptance and Processing

It is not surprising that the transition to online applications was a strategy celebrated by many SFA
directors when common challenges include missing information, hard-to-read handwriting, and
“cluttered” hard-copy (paper) application formatting. Online applications often offer error messages
that prevent applications from moving forward with incomplete fields.

“Now that we have it online, they don’t make mistakes because it doesn’t

let you advance from one section to the other without completing seven

sections. So if you don’t do the first section correctly, it doesn’t let you go

to the second section. And it won’t let you finish it unless you sign it and

everything. So the online system has just about eliminated errors.” — SFA
director

Safeguards and other features of online applications allow for the automated review of data as it is
being entered, request corrections before submission, ensure completion, automatically process
eligibility, and expedite the process for review. According to many SFA directors, implementing
these features almost completely eliminated errors that arise from differences between listed family
members and the notated number of household members. Online applications also prevent the
submission of applications with missing signatures or SSNs. Moreover, SFA directors perceived that
shifting from manual data entry and calculations to electronic processes has reduced reviewer

calculation errors and minimized staffing burdens.
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“Before the online system, we were manually doing calculations, and
comparing to the chart, so I would say that’s where we would find mistakes.
And that doesn’t happen anymore because it’s done for us.” — SFA director

While error messages are largely helpful to SFAs to prevent households from missing certain
sections, they caused frustration for some households. One household respondent described the
application process as a “hassle” after having to submit a hard-copy (paper) application following
problems submitting an online application (citing a “grayed out income box”). Another respondent
reported issues adding a second child that kept the application from advancing and prompted
repeated log-ins. Some respondents explained that if the application bounces back to the error,

parents might lose data entered thereafter.

Despite these complaints, many household respondents appreciated online application submission
for its efficiency and receipt control compared to hard-copy (paper) application submission. For
example, some respondents felt that paper applications could be lost or forgotten by students or
school staff, ultimately delaying the approval process.

“Because my kids are disorganized so I don’t necessarily trust that it will get

back to the person it needs to get back to. So if I do it online, then I know

it will get back to them. It’s just easier, it’s faster. I don’t have to do it at

night when the kids come home, and they give me the paperwork. I can just

do it during the day when I find a couple minutes to stop doing regular
work. It is pretty easy.” — Household Respondent

In addition, some households expressed concern that they would not have enough time to fill out
blank applications that may be misplaced amongst other paperwork and permission slips. One
respondent explained that it is “easier to have an email with a link.” Thus, many respondents

appreciated online application submission for perceived faster processing of eligibility decisions.

Moreover, household respondents who preferred online application submission cited “ease of use,”
explaining that the online application was easy, straightforward, and “point and click.” A handful of

respondents explained that they preferred typing to handwriting.

Just a few household respondents complained about a lack of “tech savviness” or limited access to

computers or internet service. Others reported that it was “just easier” to fill out applications on

23 <¢

paper during registration or enrollment events as opposed to having to “get online,” “sit at a

computer,” and do it at another time. In addition to the convenience of just “getting it done” in one
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sitting, one respondent explained that they were able to have any questions answered while filling it

out at the school.

To accommodate households without access to computers, many SFAs implement targeted
outreach efforts to encourage online application submission. For example, one SFA director
described offering “mobile units” that travel to underserved neighborhoods to provide households
without access to computers or the internet the means to apply online. Other districts send SFA
staff to school registration events to assist families with online applications at designated computer

stations.

Therefore, increased automation was a commonly cited SFA recommendation to improve the
application certification process. Suggestions for continued technological improvements included
the ability to use email notifications for eligibility determinations or to upgrade application websites
to allow parents to view decisions or access previous determinations through a password-protected

site.

While most household respondents valued online submission, a more common recommendation
among household respondents involved having the opportunity to choose their submission mode.
Eight respondents expressed that they would have liked the option to choose a different method of
application submission.'® Seven of those respondents filled out hard-copy (paper) applications; one

filled out an online application.

2.4.2 Simplifying the Application and Improving Formatting

A common SFA director recommendation to improve the application certification process involved
simplifying the application for households. SFA directors suggested shortening or clarifying the

application. Several reasoned that long and complex applications are difficult for families to follow,

18 Tt was unclear from 19 interviews whether or not the respondent had a choice to fill out an application online or via
paper. Some respondents wete unsure or could not remember whether they had a choice. Twenty-three described
having the option to choose and 18 reported not having an option to choose. Of those respondents who reported
having an option to choose mode of submission, 12 reported choosing paper, nine reported choosing online, and two
were not easily determined. One could not recall what they used and the other desctibed submitting “both” after
experiencing errors with one format.
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leading to errors. Some SFA directors argued that online applications present information in ways
that are more digestible for families.

“I think the more tedious it gets, the higher the error rate is, but at the same

time I completely understand the need for all of the specific data that’s

requested on there. We try to keep things down to one page and while

that’s wonderful, it also makes it very cluttered. There’s a lot of information

to look at in a very short amount of space on the paper application. The

online application is different. I saw a demo of a USDA prototype at a

conference that I really liked. It functioned like TurboTax or something

where it’s just asking for one or two data points on each page and then

based on the data it gets, it’s directing the parent to the next section, so that

they aren’t bombarded with information that doesn’t even apply to them. It

helps them have less confusion.” — SFA director
Similarly, nearly a third of the household sample suggested improvements to the application layout,
including easier to read directions. Common issues cited included cramped and cluttered layouts of
hard-copy (paper) applications, difficulty writing required information in “tiny letter boxes,” and too
much “fine print.” Three respondents addressed the need for bold fonts and clearer instructions

regarding how to list “Adults without Income.” Two called for the same adjustments to the “Gross

versus Net” section of the application.

Other household suggestions to improve application formatting included printing the application on
white paper (instead of a colored sheet) and designing applications with more white space to avoid
cluttered and cramped layouts.

“If it was on white paper and if they would space it out, like put it on the

front or the back. Or better yet, take half of them and put them on the

front, like space them out, or take another page and put them on the other

page or on the back—instead of having them on a green piece of paper. 1
couldn’t believe it was green.” — Household Respondent

A few household respondents who completed online applications also offered suggestions to
improve instructions and clarity. As discussed previously, households found the terms bi-weekly and
bi-monthly confusing for listing income frequency. A few respondents desired the opportunity to
add clarifying information or for the application to incorporate clearer instructions on how to list
seasonal work, self-employment, or a large “monthly draw.” For example, a few household

respondents described wanting to incorporate clarifying information about child income. As
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mentioned previously, some respondents felt reluctance to include child income when the child’s
income remains separate from household expenses. One respondent described their workaround:

“I usually put in the $250 and try to just make a comment or if I’'m able to

speak with someone to tell them that if you want the paychecks I can send

them but I don’t have access to all that money. I get $250 a month for him

to live at home because he lives at home because he can’t afford to live

anywhere else, but he has his own telephone bill that he has to pay, he has

his own gas, he has his own car insurance. And unfortunately the kid just

doesn’t make enough money to give me more of what he should actually be
giving me.” — Household Respondent

Implement a “No Changes from Last Year” Option

Approximately 10 percent of the households suggested that applications include a “no changes from
last year” option to reduce redundancy and streamline the process. Such an approach could be
potentially applied by section of the application as most households will experience some changes
between years. Several of these respondents acknowledged that new applications would be necessary
when income and household information change such as a new baby in the family, changes in
employment, and movement to a new school. These households desired a way to easily indicate
when information remained consistent from the previous year.

“If you have a returning student like I do—I have three boys in school, and

they’re at that school every year. Instead of filling out a form every year, it

would just be easier or maybe more convenient for returning students to
say, ‘Okay. Nothing’s changed on the form.”” — Household Respondent

Clarify the Purpose and Protocol for Collecting Applications and Demographic Information

Several household respondents shared concerns that applications request unnecessary personal
information and several SFA directors noted that some information appeared unnecessary.
Specifically, a few respondents questioned the need for demographic information such as race,
ethnicity, and nationality. Another respondent felt including information about noncontributing
household members was unnecessarily intrusive. While several SFA directors appreciated that
applications no longer require applicants to list full SSNs, one SFA director also questioned the
value of requesting the last four digits.

“I don’t know what we use the [Social Security Number] for, the last four
digits. I don’t know if it’s really important for us to collect that because if
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we are not using last four digits—I don’t know what we will be able to get
out of it.” — SFA director

A few household respondents suggested including statements on the application that offer more
clarity on the purpose of the application (e.g., does the income information shared also affect school
funding) and how eligibility is determined (e.g., providing income thresholds on the application).
One household respondent with privacy concerns called for including a description about

information processing and ensuring confidentiality.

“I think it can be really scary sometimes for people to put down income
information. To just write it down, and hand it in, and not know how that’s
going to be used, I guess that can be a little bit daunting sometimes because
you don’t know where that information is going necessarily. And that could
lead to some concerns for people, particularly if youre in a small town
because people might learn this information about you... For me it would
be important to know how this information is stored, how it’s used, and
who is using it? ... Well, if it’s just in an unprotected, non-locked drawer in
an office building where people are coming and going, that’s a lot of
identifying information and personal information that’s on these forms.” —
Household Respondent

243 Consider Household Expenses

Some household respondents urged districts to consider other expenses when making eligibility
determinations. Households mentioned income depletions due to health insurance and medical
expenses, mortgages/rent, childcare, and utility payments. One respondent wanted the opportunity

to describe their debt-to-income ratio.

“I think a place to put, like if they would consider maybe your mortgage, or
your rent, or your utilities to factor in, because there’s times that I feel like
my income might put me over the limit for assistance, but yet I still can’t
afford my child’s lunch...Or if there’s like something that you say that you
pay using that income, whether it’s utilities and there’s just like a general
average deduction that they would do to consider, I think that would be
beneficial. Especially if you make a whole bunch of money and you have
chronic medical bills for a sick kid or something. I mean, that’s not fair.
They could make millions, but they’re spending a half a million on medical
bills, I still think they should use assistance.” — Household Respondent
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2.4.4 The Status Quo Is Fine

Apart from these critiques and recommendations, when asked what household respondents would
change about the application or the process, nearly half of the household sample responded that
they did not desire any changes. Generally, these respondents described the application process as
fine “as is.” Although two of those respondents considered the application process time consuming,
they offered no recommendations for improvement, concluding annual information collection to be

necessary to receive benefits.

Two respondents closed the interview by remarking that they were thankful the school meals
program exists. One of those respondents added that more should be done to publicize or create
awareness of the program, explaining that they only found out through word of mouth from
another military family. Another respondent praised the school for running the program in a way
that prevents meal shaming.

“And I think as parents, part of what our concern always is, are our kids

going to feel ostracized because they’re on reduced meals or judged or

anything? And even at school, there’s no way for—it seems seamless.

There’s no card that’s bright orange or something that they have to present

or anything that makes them stand out and feel different. I don’t even think

they understand that they have a reduced meal. So overall I appreciate that,

that our present situation doesn’t result in them feeling shame or
humiliation.” — Household Respondent

2.4.5 Implementing CEP or Providing Universal Free Meals

Finally, nearly a quarter of SFA directors who continue to collect applications expressed wanting to
provide universal free meals for all students, and eliminate the burden, cost, and errors from the
application process altogether. Most, however, acknowledged that currently implementing CEP
would be the closest feasible option.

“All the costs for all of the regulations to be enforced, inspected, reviewed,

and so on and so forth from all levels - Federal, State, and Local - it makes

more sense if the government just spends that money and provides

universal feeding for all students in school ages up to the age of 18, just as a
part of the educational expense.” — SFA director
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2.5 Summary

Many SFAs have worked to improve the application process by offering online submission and
processing, hands-on assistance, and applications in multiple languages. They largely attributed
increasing automation as helping reduce challenges related to missing information. Most households
described the application process as easy or straightforward. Nevertheless, both SFA directors and
households recognized room for improvement. Areas that remain challenging include reporting
income, especially income from sources other than household members’ primary jobs and
determining who in the household to include on the application. SFA directors and households
highlighted the importance of revising the layout for readability, particularly for hard-copy (paper)
applications with fine print and cramped layouts as well as clarifying certain confusing terms in the
step-by-step instructions. Providing easy-to-understand examples of how to fill out income for
periods of unemployment or other unique scenarios and how to include intermittent residence could
also be beneficial. Both SFAS and households raised having a “no changes from last year” option,
which could work to streamline the application process. The following is a list of key challenges and
suggestions for income eligibility certification. In addition, Chapter 6’s synthesis and discussion

includes an overall summary for all components of the qualitative analyses.

Hey Challenges
Household Mistakes and Misinterpretations

1. Confusion from parent/guardians on which income soutces to include on the
application and how to account for adults without income.

— Special types of such as child income
— Earnings versus benefits
— Inconsistent income scenarios

2. Inaccurate reporting of income frequency

— Complicated by confusion over the terms “bi-weekly,” “bi-monthly,” “every two
weeks,” and “twice a month.”

3. Inaccurate reporting of gross versus net income.
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4, Confusion on which household members to include on the application based on
household membet’s:

— Financial contribution
— Dependent status
— Age
— Relationship to student
Contributing Factors to Household Mistakes and Misinterpretations
5. Complicated or cluttered physical layouts of hard-copy (paper) and online applications.
0. Unclear or confusing error messages with online applications

7. Problematic translation of applications into foreign languages (i.e., use of
wording/terminology), and other related language issues.

Additional Challenges for Application Reviewers

8. Incomplete applications, necessitating follow up with households to obtain missing
information.

9. Tight deadlines to review and process applications.
10. Applications in foreign languages or that have been filled out using red ink may be
unreadable by scanners used to import applications into software.
Hey Suggestions

1. Incorporate online application acceptance and processing to reduce the prevalence of
incomplete applications, improve accuracy of eligibility calculations, and help ensure
districts receive applications in a timely manner

2. Give parents/guardians the option to complete applications during school events using
online platforms, with hands-on technical assistance readily available.

3. Simplify application instructions and/or offer examples to help clarify complicated
scenarios (e.g., intermittent unemployment) and unclear terms (e.g., “bi-weekly”).

4. Improve application formatting (e.g., bold fonts for emphasis and increased white
space).
5. Offer the option to report “no changes from last year” rather than completing and

processing new application.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on g
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 228 V Westat



3. Direct Certification and the Community
Eligibility Provision

3.1 Overview

The direct certification process offers school districts an alternative to relying exclusively on school
meal applications to determine eligibility for free meals. Direct certification uses information from
household participation in one or more means-tested Federal assistance programs to certify students
through an electronic data-matching process.'” For example, students may be directly certified if
their household receives benefits from Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Food Distribution Program on Indian

20

Reservations (FDPIR), and in certain States, Medicaid.” Districts can also directly certify children

who are homeless, migrant, or in foster care or Head Start.

Although most School Food Authorities (SFAs) directors saw direct certification as a means for
expediting and streamlining school meal eligibility certification, many recognized that certification
errors can arise during the process. SFA directors perceived wnder-identification as the most common
reason for direct certification errors, resulting from complex processes to check partial matches,
inconsistent data entry of student information, and lag time between approval for benefits and
student appearance on matched lists. SFA directors largely credited software improvements, access

to more data sources, and running more frequent matches in helping to minimize these errors.

When districts directly certify at least 40 percent of students, they are eligible to participate in the

Community Eligibility Provision (CEP). CEP was introduced in 2010 as part of the Healthy Hunger-

19 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (October 2018). Direct Certification in the National Lunch
Program: State Implementation Progress Report to Congress — School Year 2015-2016 & School Year 2016-2017. Retrieved from
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files /resource-files /NSLPDirectCertification2016.pdf on October 25,
2019.

20 As of November 2018, Illinois, Kentucky, New York and Pennsylvania use Medicaid data along with an income test
to determine categorical eligibility for free school meals. California, Connecticut, Florida, Indiana, Iowa,
Massachusetts, Michigan, Nebraska, Nevada, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Washington, West Virginia, and Wisconsin also
use Medicaid data to determine categorical eligibility for reduced-price school meals in addition to free school meals.
For more information please see Maurice, A. (November 2018). “Direct Certification Improves Low-Income Student
Access to School Meals: An Updated Guide to Direct Certification,” FRAC: Food Research & Action Center. Retrieved
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Free Kids Act and became available nationwide in 2014. CEP may be implemented district-wide, in
groups of schools, or in individual schools that meet or exceed this percentage of “Identified
Students.” CEP allows participating schools to provide free breakfast and lunch to all students
without the burden of certifying income eligible applications.” While SFA directors rarely identified
certification errors resulting from the implementation of CEP, they called attention to other
challenges and benefits of the program. Most challenges focused on how to collect income
demographics for school districts without the use of school meals’ applications and concern about

re-introducing applications if schools or districts lose CEP eligibility.

As part of the third iteration of the Access, Participation, Eligibility, and Certification Study (APEC-
III), FNS sought to understand details of the direct certification and CEP processes, including staff,
training, and sources used; where errors might occur in the process; and why some errors are more
or less prevalent. During the interviews, SFA directors described challenges related to direct

certification and provided recommendations to improve the process.

3.2 Direct Certification Processes

Most SFA directors described direct certification as a State-level matching processes, also known as
“central matching.”* State-level matching commonly involves a designated State agency such as the
U.S. Department of Education matching uploaded student records with benefits participation
information, which generates a list of matched students available for SFAs to download into their
software. In addition to listing exact matches, sophisticated software systems often flag “partial
matches” (e.g., a student’s name might be misspelled but other data points match) and list the
probability or tier-level of possible matches based on how many other identifiers match in the
system. Similarly, nearly half of the SFA directors described “pulling” State-issued match lists based

on SNAP, TANF, and in many cases, Medicaid, on a monthly basis; however, some districts

21 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. (April 2015). The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP):
What Does It Mean for Your School or Local Educational Agency? Retrieved from https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/CEPfactsheet.pdf on December 1, 2019.

22 Moore, Q., Gothro, A., Conway, K., and Kyler B. (2014). National School Lunch Program Direct Certification Inmprovement
Study. Prepared by Mathematica Policy Research, Under Contract No. AG-3198-D-10-0074. Alexandria, VA: U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Office of Policy Support, Project Officer: Joseph F. Robare.
Available online at: www.fns.usda.gov/teseatch-and-analysis.
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reported checking for new matches daily or receiving software match notifications weekly.” Some
reported running the match process more frequently at the beginning of the school year and less
often thereafter. In contrast, a few SFA directors (from four States) described direct certification
processes as more closely aligned to local-level matching whereby districts receive lists from their
State agency of all children participating in qualifying benefits programs, and the onus is on the

district to match students.

Many SFA directors reported supplementing State-level matching with processes to identify students
who are homeless, migrants, runaways, or foster children. Over half of the sample described
receiving periodic or real-time information regarding identified students from local homeless liaisons
or designated coordinators. Some SFA offices interface with other district departments who enter
data regarding temporary living situations into the district’s student information system. While most
SFA directors shared similar processes to identify homeless, migrant, and runaway students,
processes to identify foster students varied by district. Some SFA directors described limiting foster
student certification to categorical eligibility on applications. Two SFA directors explained that their
States recently incorporated State foster lists into State-level matching processes. Others discussed

ongoing procedural changes to identify students in foster care.

The increasing integration of student enrollment systems, matching processes, and point-of sale
software may be linked to common reports of information technology (IT) specialists taking on lead
roles in the direct certification process. Approximately one-quarter of SFA directors interviewed
used language such as “IT specialists,” “tech staff,” or “computer analysts” when describing staff
responsible for running information uploads and downloads and serving as the main point of

contact regarding match notifications.

Implementation of direct certification processes can vary widely across districts, largely dependent
on available State processes and district resources and capabilities. When discussing improvements
to direct certification, many SFA directors compared current operations and software capabilities to
more challenging periods. Times of transition often involved incompatibility between new

regulations and requirements and contracted software systems. Ultimately, SFA directors appreciated

23 FDPIR was rarely mentioned by SFA directors as a source, largely due to its lack of relevance for the particular
district. Not all districts named specific sources used. For example, one SFA director unsure of the intricacies of the
process, explained that the district simply uses what the State decides to send.
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updated software features and access to more sources, but the road to get there could be riddled

with challenges.

3.3 Direct Certification Challenges

Although many States have attempted to streamline direct certification over the years, SFA directors
reported several challenges that leave districts vulnerable to certification errors, in particular issues
related to under-identification. SFA directors surmised that it was more likely that matching
processes missed students who should be matched than for students to appear on matched lists
erroneously. SFA directors largely attributed “missing students” who should qualify for direct
certification to three main reasons: 1) complex processes to check partial matches and extend sibling
benefits, particularly for districts transitioning to new systems; 2) erroneous or inconsistent data
entry of student information during enrollment at schools or at benefit agencies; and 3) lag time

between when households receive approval for benefits and when students appear on matched lists.

331 Complex Matching Processes

Despite time savings from collecting and processing applications, direct certification demands a
certain amount of work and staff hours from SFAs. Districts differ in the degree to which they
comb through partial matches and extend benefits to siblings, but the majority of SFA directors
interviewed described conducting extensive reviews and edit checks. Several SFA directors likened
the process of searching student records to “detective” or “investigative” work.

“If the database is telling us there’s students that they can’t match, that’s

when my computer tech puts on her Sherlock Holmes hat and tries to find

ways to match those children if she can...And, if we have a free and

reduced lunch application with a child’s name on it that has come to us as a

direct cert, then her next step is to go into that application, because there

may be other family members, other students on there, then she has to

delete that child off of the application. Then she also has to go into our

student database to make sure there are no siblings that the State didn’t

send us.” — SFA director
State-level matching processes and software systems present some challenges, particularly during

procedural or software transitions. First, the process of reviewing partial matches can be time

consuming, in part due to complex and lengthy error reports generated. Second, there are sometimes
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challenges creating propetly formatted enrollment lists to run the match on the State database and to
download the State’s list into their software.

“All of this is dependent upon us being able to create a file that exactly

matches the specifications of the [State’s|] online module and uploading the

State’s file into our student database and having it match accurately. We are

in the process of switching programs, but I think this would be an issue

regardless of the program—when the State changes data formatting,
software programs have to catch up to that.” — SFA director

Lastly, the inability to access student ID numbers in unmatched lists and solely rely on student
names and birthdates, makes the process even more time consuming, according to a few SFA
directors. Districts without State-level matching also reported labor-intensive direct certification
processes that require astute I'T staff to design spreadsheets that facilitate reviews of eligible student

lists.

3.3.2 Inconsistent Data Entry of Student Information

Given the complexity associated with confirming matches, it is not surprising that the most
common challenge cited by SFA directors included mismatches due to inconsistent recording of
student names on enrollment rosters and State benefit lists. More than half of the sample described
the often-laborious process of combing through partial matches spurred by hyphenated names,
reversed surnames and given names, multiple last names, and apostrophes. This is further
complicated by the occasional use of nicknames or incorrect date of birth on benefit applications.
Several SFA directors explained that while their districts require birth certificates as proof of
enrollment, benefit programs may not, preventing exact matches. Random clerical errors due to
mistyping names, addresses, student ID numbers, and even Social Security Numbers (SSNs) into the
systems (whether in student information systems or at benefits offices) also complicate the matching

process.

3.3.3 Timing Issues

Beyond typos or inconsistencies in student information listed on applications, lag time between
when households enrolled in benefits programs and when students appeared on the matched list
may also result in possible under-identification of eligible students. More than 20 percent of the SFA

directors interviewed discussed experiencing lag time at State and school levels, although delays in

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 35 Westat



eligible students appearing on State lists were cited more often than delays in school enrollment
information. The lag time between transmission of benefits information between State agencies can
temporarily delay directly certifying eligible students by a few months. Some respondents revealed
that delays in State list availability, especially at the beginning of the school year, raised additional
challenges for SFAs. These delays were particularly troublesome for districts with early start dates.

“Especially in the beginning of the year, it feels like it takes a while for the

State to get updated. So you’re sitting there feeling like you’ve got students

who are in need at the beginning of the school year, and we always run a

direct cert like about the third week of July. But then there seems to be a

lag before you get your next one. And I often think that’s a window of time
that’s kind of critical when you start school in August.” — SFA director

Another SFA director who expressed frustration that their district does not receive the first State list
until mid-July, also explained that the July list is often inaccurate because many students have yet to

enroll.

In addition to lag time in benefits information transmission between State agencies and delays in
State lists available to download, then, some SFA directors noted that delays in direct certification
could arise from late entry of students’ enrollment information by the school or district, particularly
for newly enrolled Kindergarten and Pre-K students.

“There’s a little bit of a delay from both sides. There’s a delay on the State

side with regards to benefits. Sometimes a parent will come here and say,

‘Tve recently applied for benefits,” and if it has been two weeks, it might not

be showing in our system yet. The other piece where we see lag time on our

side is new children and also Pre-K and Kindergarten students who have

never been enrolled in a school system before. Sometimes inputting all that

intake paperwork so that the child is in the system, is delayed.” — SFA

director
To work around this challenge, one SFA director explained that staff creates temporary student IDs
based on sibling direct certification information. Once the system updates with correct enrollment

information, the district backdates the certification to match eligibility information and merges

temporary ID numbers with real ID number data to maintain correct records.

Frequent moves across district or State borders also present challenges to the direct certification
matching process. Many SFA directors noted difficulties stemming from outdated enrollment
information due to students moving into the district (and not yet entered in school or benefits

systems) or out of the district and remaining on the State’s direct certification match list. Because
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benefits are increasingly delivered through electronic mechanisms that do not rely on an accurate
home address, it is not uncommon for the address in the system to be outdated. Some SFA directors
also described issues with software failing to “unmatch” students that no longer reside in the district

or listing the same student twice.

3.4 Strategies and Recommendations to Improve Direct
Certification

Although SFA directors spent much of the interview time on implementation challenges, they also
suggested strategies to improve direct certification including 1) shifting to automated centralized
matching systems or increasing the frequency of matches, 2) updating software systems to facilitate
partial match reviews, and 3) employing skilled staff for the process. SFA directors also suggested
increased technical assistance and training as well as incorporating a single student or family

identification number to match students as ways to improve the direct certification process.

341 Transitioning to Automated Centralized Matching Systems

Some SFA directors contrasted automated direct certification with past processes that required
households to present qualifying letters to the district as evidence. Families often failed to bring the
letter to the SFA, leaving eligible students uncertified for free or reduced-price meals. SFA directors

appreciated increased automation for its effect on efficiency.

Improved State-matching systems often provide access to more sources used to directly certify
students and/or more frequent opportunities to match students. Several SFA directors praised the
addition of Medicaid to the list of sources available to directly certify students. In addition to
certifying more students, most centralized State-matching systems consolidated data from all sources
into one list. Some SFA directors credited the transition from local-level matching to centralized
State-matching with reducing gaps between benefit enrollment and direct certification.

“I don’t think there were necessarily errors, but we had difficulty getting

information in the past, primarily when the download occurred from the

State versus our current system of providing the upload and matching

against the data. That seems to work so much better because, in the past,

kids would actually get left out of the download, which was really bad. It
was typically tied directly to the timing of the match. For instance, I think
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we used to get a match only once every other week. What we do now by
sending the upload is so much better.” — SFA director

3.4.2 Improved Software Systems

Many SFA directors praised State-purchased database software or virtual gateways that facilitate
integration between student information systems, State agencies, and point-of-sale nutrition
software. Software upgrades that facilitate reviews of partial matches by “flagging” possible matches
and extending sibling benefits are amongst the most valuable improvements according to SFA
directors. Beyond differentiating sources used to directly certify students, some software systems
provide probability rates or tier-levels (e.g., high, medium, low) of possible matches. Some States
require SFAs to review “high” and “medium” tiered matches.

“Just the fact that [when] there’s a misspelling, before we would’ve never

known that without this system. [The software]| has been super helpful with

that. Internally they have developed several scripts. For example, even

though these names had not been spelled the same, they’re phonetically
[similar]. They have all kinds of ways to track these issues.” — SFA director

Some SFA directors suggested continued software improvements that allow SFA staff to track
completed reviews of partial matches. A few SFA directors desired error reports that offer clearer

outputs of subgroups (i.e., source of benefits such as SNAP, TANF, and Medicaid).

3.4.3 Strategic Staffing

Some SFA directors named increased collaboration with their I'T departments and ongoing
communication and system improvements with software companies as essential strategies to
improve the direct certification process. Employing staff versed in technology, such as I'T Specialists
and computer techs or analysts, helped some districts navigate major system transitions. When asked
what strategies their district implemented to improve direct certification, one SFA director

responded, “Probably the biggest one, in all candor, is working with our I'T department.”

344 Increased Technical Assistance and Training

Districts in transition — whether due to adding new sources (e.g., foster care); changing to State-
matching; or switching software companies — often suggested a need for more technical assistance

and training. For example, confusing error reports generated by the State’s new system compelled
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one SFA director to suggest convening a focus group of State or U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) employees and SFAs as a means to have questions about the error reports addressed.
Respondent: “I think there needs to be more sharing or communication
with the [State] Department of Agriculture or a better way to communicate
with them. So I think maybe a focus group would be good to talk about the

errors or to explain what those reports mean and how they can be utilized
better.

Interviewer: Who would the participants be [of the focus group]?

Respondent: ...In our end, it would be me and some of the supervisors
and our computer technology people, the ones that handle the software...

Interviewer: Yeah. And then, it would be people from the Department of
Agriculture?

Respondent: From USDA or the [State’s Department of Agriculture].
Right.

Interviewer: I see. And in terms of the focus group explaining what the
reports mean, was any of that covered in a training?

Respondent: I have not received anything on that, on what those reports
mean, no. I’ve gotten emails, and I've gotten the information that comes
from the [State Department of Agriculture’s| website, but beyond that it’s
not very helpful.” — SFA director

3.4.5 Utilizing Student or Family Identification Numbers

Another common suggestion to improve direct certification involved utilizing student or family
identification numbers uniformly across schools and different State agencies. SFA directors
explained that a single identifier could minimize the chance of errors and missed matches due to
households using inconsistent names or failed matches due to address changes, two of the most
common challenges cited by the sample. Although some SFA directors appreciated matching based
on SSNs and missed the ability to use SSNs as identifiers, a few acknowledged that using SSN's

presents potential confidentiality risks.

3.5 CEP Processes

Just over half (n=22) of the SFA directors reported implementing the CEP in one or more schools

across the district. Nine SFA directors discussed district-wide CEP implementation, while others
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described implementing CEP in individual schools (n=1), groups of schools (n=7), or a combination

of groups and individual schools (n=5).

When determining CEP eligibility, SFAs calculate the Identified Student Percentage (ISP). direct
certification lists form the basis of the ISP. Most SFA directors reported supplementing State lists
with other sources, such as local information regarding homeless students, migrant students, and
students in foster care or Head Start in efforts to increase ISP figures. Some SFA directors calculate
claiming percentages from the ISP manually; others receive ISP and claiming information from
software-generated reports. SFA staff typically review the software reports for accuracy prior to

submitting the data to the State for approval.

Upon reviewing the ISP for individual schools, many SFA directors described thoughtfully grouping
schools to provide the program to as many schools as possible while ensuring fiscal sustainability for
the district. Determinations of financial capabilities and “fiscal responsibility” varied across districts.
Some districts felt comfortable implementing CEP only when claiming percentages of the district or
groups reached 100 percent.

“From a reimbursement standpoint, we really want to ensure that we stay

fiscally stable and self-sufficient. We don’t rely on any local money to

subsidize our program and we don’t want to go down that route. We run a

few simulations to look and see how many schools we can make CEP.

We’ve made the decision that we’re only going to make schools CEP when

we can claim all meals in that school at 100 percent free rate.” — SFA
director

Other SFA directors felt that their districts could supplement the difference. For example, some
districts paired schools with lower claiming percentages with those with the highest claiming
percentages, which ultimately lowers the overall claiming percentage but enables more schools to

implement CEP.

Although the USDA requires districts to recertify CEP numbers every 4 years, SFA directors must
submit ISP information to State agencies annually. If the ISP increases within the 4-year cycle, SFA
directors can initiate a new cycle with the higher claiming percentage. This often corresponded to

SFAs running more frequent direct certification matches in attempts to certify more students.
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3.6 Challenges with CEP

Few SFA directors linked CEP with the occurrence of certification errors. Instead under-
identification and over-identification challenges were discussed in relation to direct certification
processes. Nevertheless, SFA directors forwarded possible reasons for ISP and claiming percentage
inaccuracies when prompted by the interviewer. They also shared other difficulties implementing

CEP in their districts.

The majority of SFA directors explained that they exhausted all possible sources — matching all
students — even if they surpassed the minimum ISP rate and reached claiming percentages exceeding
100 percent. Almost all SFA directors interviewed did not see a reason for ending the match process
prematurely. A few speculated that districts may under-report because they fail to supplement State-
matched lists with students certified as categorically eligible through approved district-level
processes. Only two SFA directors noted that they might unintentionally report lower ISPs: one
explained that they do not always review “low match” partials flagged by their software; the other
experienced difficulty running address matches through their Management Information System

(MIS) and failed to receive timely assistance when requested.

Just over a third of SFA directors speculated that household reluctance to apply for government
assistance such as SNAP or TANF affected their districts’ direct certification processes, which, in
turn, has consequences for CEP claiming percentages. Mirroring the discussion on reasons
households might not submit school meals’ applications, SFA directors surmised that fear due to
undocumented status or stigma associated with receiving public assistance might preclude
households from applying for benefits. While most SFA directors only speculated about a possible
association between reluctance to apply for benefits and direct certification numbers, one SFA
director explained that a 10 percent reduction in direct certification numbers was likely due to
families’ fear of exposure. Another SFA director described active outreach efforts to encourage
families to apply for benefits. Generally, fear and stigma were more visible to SFA directors with

regards to meal application submission.
Finally, some SFA directors highlighted how temporary disaster benefits can affect the ISP, leading
to higher than average claiming percentages.

“This year, we were impacted by the hurricane, and we have seen our direct
cert numbers just skyrocket, but we know it’s temporary. Basically after the
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hurricane, as long as they resided in one of the counties that was impacted,
there were no questions asked about food stamps, and so more of our kids
became direct cert. It becomes kind of strange.” — SFA director

Although not directly related to certification errors, SFA directors described challenges with CEP
that elicit hesitation to implement the program at individual schools or district-wide. For example,
implementing CEP can be challenging for districts that administer Title I funding based on income
data or decisions yielded from school meals applications. SFA directors also described difficulties
distributing and collecting family income forms used in place of applications and problems arising
when application data is used to determine eligibility for benefits such as waiving the SAT fees, cable

discounts, or subsidized afterschool programs.

Some SFA directors perceived the CEP implementation process as labor intensive and time
consuming due to extensive State documentation requirements. A few SFA directors reported
difficulty incorporating new schools into CEP. Districts must predict enrollment demographics to
decide whether to incorporate new schools. Adding new schools to CEP groupings also necessitates

more frequent re-certification.

Although schools or districts could qualify for CEP, some SFA directors hesitate to use CEP out of
fear that the schools will not be able to maintain eligibility numbers forcing an end to the program
and re-introduction of applications. Although official guidance on CEP from 2015 explained that
“Any change to the multiplier would be communicated by the USDA well in advance of the
effective date of the change,” and that “Schools and LEAs that elect CEP keep the same multiplier

2 some SFA directors worried about the Federal Government

throughout the four-year CEP cycle,
changing the 1.6 set factor. Fluctuations in community demographics such as new charter schools or
efforts to create more economically diverse schools could also threaten enrollment numbers and

eligibility statuses of existing CEP schools.

24 For more information about the 1.6 factor (also known as the “multiplier”), please see https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/SP35-2015av2.pdf. Accessed on December 9, 2019.
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Lastly, several SFA directors cited possible confusion in households when siblings attend schools
with different CEP statuses as a barrier to implementing CEP in individual schools or groups of
schools.

“It’s causing a lot of confusion in the families, where some students might

be on CEP and some of them might not be on CEP. Some students are

moving from middle school to the high school, and their middle school

might be a CEP site. Now at the high school, they have to start paying

again. So those kinds of things that have posed challenges at our

organization. So we have tried to streamline it as much as possible, we have

combined the meal application form to be aligned to the income data
collection form, to see if we can reduce the burden.” — SFA director

District-wide CEP implementation may also help to minimize household confusion and streamline
alternative documentation gathering for household income data so that households do not have to

juggle multiple applications and alternative income forms.

3.7 Benefits of CEP

When discussing CEP, SFA directors highlighted three overarching benefits for the district, schools,
and households: efficiency, increased participation in the school meals programs, and decreased

meal shaming and stigma.

With regards to efficiency, implementing CEP removes the staff challenges and time demands
associated with collecting and approving applications. In praising the implementation of CEP, then,
SFA directors often highlighted difficulties collecting applications. One significant challenge
included collecting applications from families and teachers who may be unaware of the importance
of a timely submission. Removing application collection also reduces the number of staff and hours

that might otherwise be allocated to processing applications.

In addition to increased efficiency, several SFA directors noticed increased participation in the
school meals program overall due to CEP implementation. One SFA director described how the
district previously implemented universal free breakfasts, but required meal applications for free or
reduced-price lunches. This caused confusion for parents and failed to generate much participation
in the breakfast program. Now that the district has implemented CEP for breakfast and lunch, the

district sees greater participation among students of all eligibility categories.
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Increased participation also stems from less stigma associated with handing in applications or
consuming school meals. SFA directors explained that CEP also erases meal shaming that ensues
when students fail to pay for their meals.

“Because bottom line, our children have everything that they need to learn

at school. They have a free bus ride to school; they have a free teacher; they

have free books; they have a free seat to sit in; they have a free classroom.

But the nourishment that they need in order to be able to learn is all

contingent upon how much money your parents make? I’ve always had a

problem with that. CEP takes that away. It allows children to come to

school and not be food shamed and not have to worry about whether their

mom and dad have money to put money on their lunch account.” — SFA
director

3.8 Summary

Many SFA directors credited direct certification and the implementation of CEP with reducing
staffing demands and minimizing certification errors associated with processing income eligibility
applications. Although the discussion about direct certification is overall positive, SFA directors
described complex matching processes and an increased need for training and technical assistance
during updates to State procedures or software systems. The most common challenge cited by SFA
directors involved inconsistent data entry of student information between benefits agencies and
schools; a problem that could be minimized by the use of universal student or family identification
numbers, according to some SFA directors. SFA directors also described problematic timing issues
such as lag time between when eligible students appear on matched lists, delays in State list
availability, and outdated enrollment information in student information systems at the beginning of

the year.

SFA directors rarely associated CEP with certification errors. Instead, some described concern about
losing CEP status and returning to meal applications. Many SFA directors praised CEP for

increasing participation in the school meals programs and decreasing meal shaming and stigma.
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4, Aggregation and Reporting

4.1 Overview

Aggregation errors include the incorrect recording and summation of meal counts transmitted from
the schools to the School Food Authorities (SFAs), and from SFA to the State agency. These errors
are less than 3 percent for both the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and School Breakfast
Program (SBP). SFA directors and cafeteria managers attribute these low error rates to advanced
electronic point-of-pale software systems, careful edit checks, well-trained staff, and frequent

communication between the schools and district.

Aggregation errors can first arise at the cafeteria’s point-of-sale. These errors can also occur at the
SFA level when districts enter claiming information into State portals. As such, this chapter explores
perspectives on the aggregation and reporting process from both cafeteria managers and SFA
directors. These respondents shared similar views on common challenges and strategies to reduce

the occurrence of aggregation errors.

4.2 Counting and Reporting Processes and Staffing

Use of Electronic Systems

Once cafeteria staff determine whether a meal qualifies as reimbursable, they process the transaction
— recording it at an electronic point-of-sale, on a roster, by clicker, or through other means. Some
schools offer electronic point-of-sale systems in cafeterias and use rosters for out-of-cafeteria meal
service, necessitating manual data entry of these counts into the point-of-sale. A few SFA directors
also explained that high schools or larger schools in their districts use electronic point-of-sale
systems that scan student IDs, while meal transaction methods at elementary schools or smaller
schools require cafeteria staff to manually enter handwritten counts into software or send separate
documentation to the SFA. Only one SFA director described all district schools using clickers,
“check off sheets,” or meal tickets to record meal counts. This SFA receives weekly meal count

reports from its schools via fax.
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Despite these variations, most SFA directors described incorporating electronic point-of-sale
software systems in most or all of their districts’ schools. These systems help ensure that accurate
counts of reimbursable meals are submitted as claims from the schools to the district. Cafeteria
managers mentioned using point-of-sale software systems such as Web SMART, Mosaic, Edison,
MealTime, PrimeroEdge, Horizon, OneSource, Newton, and Café Enterprise. Most of these
systems are designed for K-12 food service programs, specifically. These advanced software systems
often generate detailed reports for each school site — indicating number of meals served per meal
period by reimbursement status. Many of these programs also keep track of attendance, each
student’s certification status, and other student information. These software systems are usually
connected to the internet and most of the SFA directors and cafeteria managers interviewed stated
that SFA staff are able to access real-time counts via the shared online system. At some schools,
counts are made available or submitted to the SFA on a daily basis, instead.

“Daily, we record our breakfast counts, our lunch counts, and our

afterschool snack counts. They’re entered into our POS [point-of-sale] and

then we have a system—it’s called Newton—that tracks all of that

information for us, all of our daily activity. And at the end of the day, we do

our end of the day reports, we submit them, and they’re automatically
transferred over to our food service office.” — Cafeteria manager

Verification of Counts

Although SFAs may be able to view real-time counts, many cafeteria managers reconcile their daily
counts with other available data. Some systems run these types of checks automatically but most
require the user to request a report. Some cafeteria managers verify the counts using production and
attendance records and submit weekly or monthly counts to the SFA.

“At the end of the month, we send the monthly reconciliation, which has

all the food counts, lunch, breakfast, and afterschool snack for the month.

And it shows daily participation, what happens daily, and how many we’ve

served monthly. But basically, we track it through our Newton software
program.” — Cafeteria manager

Others confirm their meal counts by comparing an edit check report to their production record

counts. Finally, some cafeteria managers mentioned using item sales reports and operation
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summaries (generated by their point-of-sale software) to complete production worksheets that they
entered into the software system and submitted to the SFA.

“I use an item sales report which lists all of my meals, and then lists which

students are free, paid, and reduced, and then which adults eat, and it pretty

much lists everything. From there, I record that onto my menu production

worksheet, and then the worksheet is what we turn into-- we put it into the

computer under Mosaic, and that’s how the district gets their information

from us.” — Cafeteria Manager
A cafeteria manager at a Provision 2 school stated that their point-of-sale software helps ensure that
they do not count more than a certain percentage of free, reduced-priced, or paid meals, The system
will alert them if they have gone over the predetermined percentage. The cafeteria manager uses
attendance records to adjust their counts before submitting to the SFA.

“So if, for instance, I do go over-- there is a percentage that you cannot

exceed for free, reduced, or whatever, so if I exceed that, then I have to go

in and actually pull the numbers of the kids; the attendance. So now I have

to check the attendance against all the meals that I served to make sure that

all the kids were actually here and received a free meal, whatever category 1

exceed that percentage in. But the system is set up where it calculates all

this stuff.” — Cafeteria manager
A cafeteria manager at a CEP school stated that they count trays before and after a meal service.
They compare these counts with their tallies as a manual check. If there is ever a discrepancy, the
cafeteria manager and their staff discuss what might have happened and adjust their counts,
accordingly.

“So we look for where the discrepancy is at. So maybe we served a second

meal and maybe it went out on the same tray. Maybe they paid for a second

tray, but it was all on one tray, and maybe that’s why she’s got a different

number than we have. Maybe a tray was dropped, and they got a

replacement tray, so we have more trays than she had. We just kind of look

and talk and see what happened.” — Cafeteria manager
In terms of final review, most cafeteria managers reported that meal counts are only reviewed by
themselves or their staff before counts are submitted to the SFA. Sometimes staff at the school’s

main office (or other administrative staff) will double-check the counts, and very rarely, the cafeteria

managet’s supervisor or manager will review the counts before they are submitted.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 43 Westat



Transmitting the Meal Counts

Most schools transmit their reimbursable meal counts via their electronic system. However, even
with technological capabilities available, some cafeteria managers described submitting counts to
their SFA via a hard-copy report or printout. Despite using a point-of-sale software system to record
and calculate totals, they do not use the system to transmit the counts to the SFA, continuing
submission processes established prior to implementing the point-of-sale. One cafeteria manager
reported that they print out and send an operations summary to the SFA each day. Another cafeteria
manager stated that while they review and reconcile their counts on a daily, weekly, and monthly
basis, they only submit their counts to the SFA on a monthly basis. The counts are submitted with
other paperwork that they send to the SFA. One cafeteria manager stated that their SFA is able to
access real-time counts; however, they also complete a separate spreadsheet for the SFA at the end
of each month. Although totals are obtained from the point-of-sale software, all information is
manually entered into the spreadsheet provided to the SFA. The cafeteria manager stated that they
email the spreadsheet to the SFA at the end of each month along with any hard-copy reports or

paperwork that could not be scanned or entered into the point-of-sale software.

A few cafeteria managers stated that their cashiers keep written records of the counts for breakfast
and lunch; they do not use point-of-sale software to record, track, or send their counts to the SFA.
Staff at their school’s main office are responsible for checking the tallies. Once they have been
confirmed, staff at the main office fill out a separate form with the counts and send that form to the

SFA. The form may be mailed to the SFA or sent via email.

SFA Review and Submission to the State

All SFA directors described careful reviews of the data prior to submitting monthly claims to the
State. Most reported conducting multiple edit checks in addition to monthly reviews. SFA directors
described reviewing additional documentation signed and submitted by cafeteria managers (e.g.,
food production records, explanations regarding claims over attendance factors, written cashiers’
reports, etc.) and creating internal spreadsheets to supplement the automatic point-of-sale reports.
Others have one or more staff at the SFA-level assigned to “scrutinize” and “clean” the data for all
schools. A few SFA directors conducted the review process themselves, but most described

“accountants,” “finance teams,” “budget technicians,” and “claims or business analysts” taking on
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lead or supporting roles. Other staff included “meal accountability clerks,” “bookkeepers,” and

“computer/IT staff.”

For submitting counts to the state, several SFA directors mentioned running “Accuclaim” edit check
reports daily in addition to pulling a consolidated monthly report to structure meal claims to the
State.

“So then after they get everything in for the month and all the errors are

taken care of, then we start the claim process. And then we run, what we

call, Accuclaim. And that does that whole statistical analysis against

enrollment and attendance to see if there’s meals above and beyond the

attendance factor claimed. And then we get the documentation for

attendance and all that kind of stuff so that we can claim those meals.” —

SFA director
However, while automation was widespread at the point-of-sale-level, there was limited
technological integration with State systems.

“Well, it would be nice if [the claim] could be uploaded. But the problem is

not all the systems agree with the State. And the State has their system. It’s

just not possible at this point. So we just key it and be done with it.” — SFA

director
Most SFA directors described manual processes to file claims with the State. Many SFA directors
reported having to type counts manually into State systems. Others had to enter data into propetly
formatted Excel spreadsheets to upload to State designated websites. Only one SFA director
described sending a claim worksheet directly to the State.

“...we send the claim worksheet to our State, and they upload it into their

system for us, because we do have such a large claim. There would be a lot

of data entry for us to type all that in, and any time you insert people,

there’s errors. So this way, if they upload our spreadsheet for us, it

minimizes the number of errors that we could have with our claims.” —
SFA director

4.3 Common Errors and Challenges

Most cafeteria managers and more than half of the SFA directors interviewed cited incorrect data
entry and specifically, “user or operator error” by students or cafeteria staff as the most common

sources of error in the counting and reporting processes. Out-of-cafeteria meal services, point-of-

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 45 Westat



sale software malfunctions, and other manual processes contribute to these types of errors. Incorrect

attendance records can also contribute to counting and reporting errors.

43.1 Meal Transaction Challenges

Some SFA directors attributed random errors to students entering the wrong PIN at the point-of-
sale. Students, especially those in younger grade levels, may forget their PIN numbers. Alternatively,
students may enter incorrect PINs at the point-of-sale, which charges the meal to a different
student. SFA directors encounter challenges tracking and identifying “duplicate meals” when
students have the ability to purchase more than one meal. Parents may alert SFA staff upon noticing

an erroneous charge on a student’s account.

Cafeteria managers echoed these concerns, citing cashiers pulling up the wrong student at the point-
of-sale as an example of random human error that might affect aggregation and reporting processes.
“They’re touch screens, so any slight offness by your finger can grab the

wrong student, but I will double check the students, especially at the end of
the day.” — Cafeteria Manager

Other possible errors by cafeteria staff included processing transactions under the wrong serving
period, entering a la carte items as meals or vice versa, or keying in the wrong category for student
versus adult meals. One SFA director attributed these types of data entry errors to staff who lack
“tech savviness.” However, schools that normally rely on tally sheets or other forms of manual

counting also encounter inaccuracies.

SFA directors cited a few other types of problems such as meal cards sticking together and problems
using clickers for meal counting. The clicker can stop working and staff may not notice, causing

calculation errors.

4.3.2 Inputting Special Meal Services into the Point-of-Sale

Complicating counting and reporting processes are out-of-cafeteria meals such as grab-and-go
breakfast stations or field trips that require staff to transfer information from paper rosters into
point-of-sale systems. For example, one SFA director described cafeteria staff forgetting to input

counts for special services such as “Saturday School” altogether.
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Moreover, although breakfast in the classroom helped increase school meals participation for some
districts, nearly 20 percent of the SFA directors interviewed acknowledged that additional efforts are
needed to ensure more accurate recording processes for out-of-cafeteria meals to minimize
aggregation errors. Some SFA directors perceived that errors are amplified for classroom meals
where teachers or other non-nutrition staff may not fully understand the guidelines and importance
of accurate recording, particulatly since these tasks are outside their normal assignments.

“We do the rosters for the Breakfast in the Classtoom and then it’s entered

into the POS [point-of-sale] system. So there’s always human error there.

Plus you’re relying on a teacher to do duties that they may not really want

to be doing, that they’re told they have to. So are the numbers as accurate

as they should be? Can’t say for sure.” — SFA director
Similarly, some cafeteria managers addressed opportunities for error arising from breakfast in the
classroom whereby cafeteria staff are often dependent on teachers to visually determine whether
meals served include required components and manually tally or record the counts of reimbursable
meals using a roster or check sheet. Out of 15 cafeteria managers who discussed breakfast in the
classroom, six described challenges that can arise during the recording process.

“It’s a big challenge as far as Breakfast in the Classroom because it takes a

lot of communication between me, the teachers, really everybody involved.

I can be doing my part but I'm not sure that they’re doing their part

because, of course, they’re teachers, they have 15, 20 students running

around every morning. It takes a lot of communication, checking out

certain classrooms, just periodically popping in to see if they are doing what

they’re supposed to be doing. I send emails when I see things that I feel like

are out of the ordinary or not up to par.” — Cafeteria manager
Of those six cafeteria managers, a few explained that processes have improved with additional
training, experience, and communication. However, one cafeteria manager stated that they have no

way to confirm that the counts they collect from the teachers are accurate, but they must enter those

counts into the point-of-sale system, regardless.

4.3.3 Software Malfunctions and Technical Difficulties

Software malfunctions and system outages also contribute to point-of-sale aggregation errors. One
SFA director described errors resulting from scanners processing the wrong student barcode when
counting meals using a scannable roster. Another described mistakes arising from staff forgetting to

enter meal counts manually after a power outage rendered the point-of-sale unavailable. Cafeteria
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managers and SFA directors explained that in instances when the point-of-sale goes down, recording

counts by roster “opens the door for more user error.”

4.3.4 Outdated Enroliment Information

School-level point-of-sale errors also arise when software contains outdated enrollment information,
incorrect attendance records, or inaccurate attendance factors. Some SFA directors explained that
the beginning of the year can present challenges as newly registered students require extra
paperwork to document their purchase and consumption of meals if they are not yet processed
within the software system. Similarly, “visiting students” or students who attend certain classes and
purchase meals on a campus other than the one in which they are enrolled can create aggregation

€rrofrs.

4.3.5 Manual Data Entry for State Claims

Though less frequently mentioned than student mistakes and school-level point-of-sale errors, some
SFA directors explained that errors can occur when SFA staff manually enter claiming information
into State systems.

“Human error. It used to be on the State claim, when you put it in online,

they had a zero in the box. And if you didn’t delete that, it added it to the

end of your numbers. [The State has since amended the website.]” — SFA
director

4.4 Strategies and Recommendations to Minimize Aggregation
Errors

Despite receiving occasional erroneous reports from schools, SFA directors confidently explained
that their districts have procedures in place that address and correct mistakes before such errors can
be transmitted to the State and processed for reimbursement. As such, SFA directors perceived

actual overpayment or underpayment errors due to aggregation processes as rare incidents.

441 Edit Checks and Staff Training

The majority of SFA directors and cafeteria managers interviewed cited meticulous and frequent edit

checks as a key strategy to minimize the occurrence of aggregation errors. After cafeteria staff
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submit counts to the district, SFA staff such as clerks, analysts, or accountants “scrutinize” daily and
monthly counts for errors and anomalies, and “scrub” and “clean” the data before submitting

numbers to the State.

Upon noting possible school-level errors through edit checks, SFA staff often “follow up” with
cafeteria managers to rectify the situation. Several SFA directors described implementing 1-on-1 in-
person meetings between supervisors and cafeteria managers as a positive change that has helped

reduce errors.

In addition to adjusting information accordingly after edit checks, SFA staff also practice
preventative training by conducting additional site visits to the schools to raise awareness of the
error and train to prevent similar errors in the future. This type of training is particularly important
for new managers or cashiers, according to one SFA director, who attributed most data entry point-
of-sale mistakes to new staff. For some districts, new hire and annual trainings incorporate “cross
training” on different cafeteria roles. One SFA director explained that cross training ensures “an
ample supply of cashiers” who can both recognize reimbursable meals and conduct counting and
reporting protocol. For example, one SFA director described intensive training and practice
exercises for cafeteria managers to catch errors prior to SFA review:

“We did something this year called Be My Meals, where we said, ‘Laminate

a board,’ to the staff where they put the enrollment down, they put the last

five days of meals, and then they put their current meal for that day so they

can always kind of see the trends. So that if the number looks really high or

low in their system, then they know, ‘Okay, something must have
happened.” — SFA director

SFA directors also explained that continued practice improves processes. One SFA director of a
CEP district shared that with each year the district participates in the CEP program, cafeteria staff
have the opportunity to learn, practice, and become familiar with the system. As a result, the SFA

director noted that bulk entry errors are down from prior years.

4.4.2 Automated Point-of-Sale Systems

Many SFA directors and cafeteria managers credited the implementation of advanced point-of-sale
systems with minimizing counting and aggregation errors. SFA directors explained that electronic

point-of-sale systems prevent the claiming of duplicate meals in two ways: flagging used IDs or
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PINs and photo verification of students. Many SFA directors described their point-of-sale systems
as having a feature that alerts the cashier (by beeping loudly or displaying a flag) when a student has
entered a PIN or scanned an ID that has already been used during the meal period. According to
some SFA directors, this feature seems especially crucial for older students (those in middle school
and high school) who might be more likely to go through different service lines to get a second
meal. To ensure the meal transaction is matched to the correct student, some point-of-sale systems
include photographs of the students so that the cashier can verify the student is using the right
ID/PIN.

“Whether we scan the bar code, or whether they’re old enough to key in

their ID number, students are identified immediately—it’s facial recognition

because the register operator sees the photo of the child. It’s not like

someone could use someone else’s ID. When it comes to accurate claiming,
the software is the best thing that was invented.” — SFA director

Automatic point-of-sale systems also facilitate checks and balances for cafeteria and SFA staff. SFA
directors explained that the electronic point-of-sale system enables the SFA to monitor meal counts,
noting that it would be impossible to visit hundreds of school sites in one day. When asked what
could improve counting and reporting processes, several SFA directors expressed that they wanted
easier and more accurate ways to account for out-of-cafeteria meals. To some, this meant
incorporating point-of-sale technology in classrooms. One SFA director wanted to implement
fingerprint scanners, but feared resistance from parents. Another has piloted new technology in
classrooms in attempts to cut down on aggregation errots.

“Our software really does everything because when we put those average

daily participation information in there, our enrollment information in

there, those edit checks that come up provide an asterisk built into our

software that catches if we have some where we’re actually claiming more

students than are actually enrolled. It’s the software that really helps so we
don’t have those types of human errors.” — SFA director

While automation is a great tool to minimize burden and errors, it is important to note that new
automated processes require intensive technical assistance and specialized staff to ensure smooth
transitions to streamlined, more efficient processes. Moreover, the software must keep up with
changing regulations.

“We were using rosters, manual rosters, and within the past 2 years we have

moved to laptop computers so that that information does not need to be
handled manually. And they can enter the students’ names right into the
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computer, so they link right away. We’ve also been piloting a scanner, so
that it will even make it easier in the classroom. - SFA director

4.5 Summary

Both SFA directors and cafeteria managers recognized the possibility of human error by students,
cafeteria staff, and SFA directors. SFA directors and cafeteria managers described challenges such as
students entering the wrong PIN, incorrect recording and data entry of out-of-cafeteria meal
services into the point-of-sale by teachers and cafeteria staff, and (less often) mistakes by SFA staff
manually entering counts into State portals. According to SFA directors, extensive reviews of counts
and production records by cafeteria managers and SFA staff, frequent communication and training,

and advanced point-of-sale features help prevent the submission of erroneous claim to the State.
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5. Meal Claiming

When processing meal transactions, cafeteria staff must identify whether each meal meets the
minimum meal pattern requirements for a reimbursable meal.”> Meal claiming errors arise when
cafeteria staff erroneously claim meals for reimbursement that do not meet requirements or when
cashiers fail to record accurately a reimbursable meal. Using the cafeteria manager and School Food
Authorities (SFAs) director interviews, we provide an overview of the processes followed to serve
and record reimbursable meals, key meal serving and claiming challenges cited by cafeteria staff and

SFA directors, and recommendations to reduce the likelihood of meal claiming errors.

5.1 Overview of Processes and Protocols

The processes and strategies cafeteria staff follow to ensure reimbursable meals are correctly served,
recorded, and claimed vary by school, district-level policies, and staff experience. In discussing the
procedures they follow, cafeteria managers and SFA directors provided extensive comments on

current successes, challenges, and ways to improve the system.

Training

According to SFA directors, trainings for cafeteria staff are held annually, before the start of each
school year. Staff are trained on meal requirements, Offer Versus Serve (OVS) guidelines (if
applicable), point-of-sale systems, and other aspects of the serving and claiming processes. Trainings
are administered via PowerPoint, lectures, videos, online modules, quizzes, or through live-practice.
Depending on the SFA, training materials may be developed in house, by the State, or by a third-
party vendor. Some districts require staff to pass certain types of certification (e.g., state
certifications, ServSafe, Smart Snack) prior to engaging in food service. SFA directors added that site
visitors (often called Area Directors, Field Specialists, Monitors, Compliance Managers, and Staff
Managers) periodically observe meal services to ensure staff are following correct protocols. The

frequency of their visits varies by district. SFAs described daily, weekly, or monthly site visits

23 See “Meal Requirements under the National School Lunch Program and School Breakfast Program: Questions and
Answers for Program Operators” for current guidelines on reimbursable meals. Available at https://fns-
prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/SP38-20190s.pdf
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throughout the year. Additional trainings may be administered if errors are noted during these visits

or upon reviewing meal counts.

Menus

Menus for breakfast and lunch are usually prepared at the district level and cafeteria managers
typically do not have a role in planning them. Most of the cafeteria managers interviewed stated that
they do have some leeway when it comes to the fruit or vegetable requirement for reimbursable
meals. For example, they are allowed to choose which fruits to offer to their students or can
substitute a vegetable listed on the menu with a different vegetable, if needed (e.g., if they run out of
the vegetable listed on the menu). Cafeteria managers are also have flexibility to prepare alternative

menus for students who are allergic to items on the menus prepared by the district.

At some schools, menus are prepared by a nutritionist or dietician employed by the district or the
school. A few cafeteria managers stated that they receive recipes from an outside vendor or
company, and all recipes are compliant with U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) guidelines.
Cafeteria managers tend to reuse the recipes that their students enjoy. They are also able to switch or
replace items with other options, if needed, up to a certain point. One cafeteria manager stated that
they are allowed to change up to 20 percent of the base menu provided to them. Similarly, another
cafeteria manager stated that they are able to revise the menus prepared by their direct supervisor to
include foods their students prefer as long as they are complaint with USDA guidelines.

“I mean, nowadays, you have kids who don’t eat meat, you have vegans out

there, you have kids that are gluten-free, so you have a lot that they have to

really look at. And we’ve done really good things to make sure that the

students have what they want. We do meatless pizza, we make them salads,
really nice salads.” — Cafeteria manager

Some cafeteria managers revamp their menus every few months so that the options offered remain
fresh or exciting to students. According to these cafeteria managers, students get tired of eating the
same foods on a daily basis. Other cafeteria managers try to include several, consistent, options for
students (usually items that they know their students like and will eat), each day. They make sure all
of the options are compliant with the guidelines set by USDA.

“I know that there are certain things that they really like. I make sure that

they’re on the menus when they’re allowed to be on the menus. I have all
three kinds of pizza every day, so that they have an option. I always have
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chicken patties, hamburgers. I do them Monday through Friday. I just
balance it so that the kids know Mondays, Wednesday, Fridays is definitely
a chicken patty. Tuesdays and Thursdays is going to be hamburgers and
cheeseburgers.” — Cafeteria manager

Feedback from Students

Cafeteria managers also obtain feedback from students to modify existing menus or items that have
been served in the past. They usually receive it in-person but have also received feedback via email.
Cafeteria managers also ask their staff to let them know if students are actually consuming the items
they are taking as a mode of feedback.

“I don’t know if they’re in class or whatever it is, and they go in and they

email us directly and they let us know. Or they’ll go and tell one of their

homeroom teachers and say, ‘Hey, can you tell the cafeteria people we’d

like to see this?” And their other option would be when they come in here,
they come in here and they let us know.” — Cafeteria manager

“I’ll tell my dining room aides, too, ‘Hey, let me know if they actually ate

that.” So my dining room aides will give me feedback on they took a bite

and threw it in the trash.” — Cafeteria manager
A few organize food tastings at their schools to help their menu planning. At these events, students
can try samples of new foods and provide feedback. Students are asked to fill out a survey after
trying the new food. One cafeteria manager mentioned that they implement a “food day” or “chef
table” once a month. At this event, their chef prepares an item in front of students and students are

welcome to try the item and provide feedback.

Compliance With Guidelines

Cafeteria managers who do prepare their breakfast and lunch menus also mentioned using
informational posters USDA provided or using a computer program or application to confirm that

the items being offered are compliant with USDA guidelines.

“The government sends out a small poster and it has all your starches, all
your breads, all your vegetables, all your fruits, juices on it. And if you have
to make your own menu, you have to choose out of each one...And so we
choose- make sure we got whatever the state guidelines are because, like I
said, we follow that, and we can make our own menus from that, as long as
we [have| the components, and the right number of grains, and vegetables.”
— Cafeteria manager
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Those that use a computer program or application to guide their menus stated that the application
provides quality control and ensures that each day’s menu is compliant with USDA guidelines.
“When I put in the menu collections for the week, what I’'m looking for is
I’m looking for a green—it’s like a light segment, and if it’s green all the

way across it tells me that each day is compliant. And if ’'m missing
something it’ll be in red and I can go in and correct it.” — Cafeteria manager

Food Service Protocol

At most schools, students come through the serving line and either choose items to place on their
tray or are physically offered or served items by food service staff assisting during the meal service.
In most instances, the cashier or staff at the point-of-sale is responsible for determining if a
student’s meal (i.e., all of the items on their tray) is reimbursable. Staff are trained to recognize the
different components, food groups, or meal patterns required for a meal to be reimbursable prior to

meal service.

According to cafeteria managers, most cashiers visually inspect students’ trays as they come through
the line. They observe each tray and verify that the student has the required components for a
reimbursable meal by the time they reach the point-of-sale. A few cafeteria managers stated that
their cashiers also make sure that students have the right amount of each required component (e.g., a
half cup of fruit) on their tray. Staff use a variety of approaches to ensure that students are served
reimbursable meals. These approaches must balance the program requirements and the nuance of
convincing young and adolescent students to take the appropriate food components during a short

and fast-paced meal period.

Although cashiers are usually located at the end of the serving line, one cafeteria manager stated that
their cashier is situated at the start of the serving line and students’ meals are rung up before they
obtain their food. The cafeteria manager explained that the cashier does not determine whether the
student’s meal is reimbursable, but that teachers assisting the cashier make sure that students obtain
the required components for a reimbursable meal as they go through the serving line—they stand at
the end of the line and visually inspect trays as students come through the line. In other instances, it
is the responsibility of an assistant or a server to check the student’s tray instead of the cashier (the
cashier is not responsible for making a determination and does not check the student’s tray at the

point-of-sale). At some elementary schools, older students are asked to guide younger students in
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obtaining all of the required components. In some instances, the older students also help serve the

younger students their meal.

Ensuring Reimbursable Meals Are Served

Cafeteria managers discussed several strategies for ensuring reimbursable meals are served. One
strategy that was discussed was the bundling or stacking of different required components on the
service line. Most cafeteria managers felt that stacking different required components together (or
placing different required components nearby one another) on the serving line made it easier for
students to take all of the required components and easier for staff to determine whether meals are
reimbursable. Cafeteria managers also felt that pre-filled bagged lunches made it easier for students
to take reimbursable meals. Meals are pre-packed by cafeteria staff to include all of the required

components.

Cafeteria managers stated that it is often more difficult for younger students to comply with the
OVS process. In general, it is easier for younger students to get all of the required components if
their trays already include all of the required components. This strategy also allows students the
opportunity to try foods or items they would not normally try.

“Little kids...they’re not good at picking what they want, you know? So 1

thought like by giving them everything, which it was at least five

components on the plate, they could just eat what they want... I think if

you give them everything, they might try everything at some point, so that

way they would be eating what they need, instead of just giving them the
option of picking three things.” — Cafeteria manager

Preparing trays with different fruit or vegetable options (so that students are still able to choose
which fruit, vegetable, or grain they would like) was also mentioned as facilitating the reimbursable
meal requirement. A few cafeteria managers stated that doing so has made it easier for students to
take a reimbursable meal; regardless of which tray they choose, each tray includes all of the required

components.

One cafeteria manager felt that incorporating required components into the main entrée or meal
makes it easier for students to get a reimbursable meal. This approach ensures that the student is
getting all of the required components and prevents the cafeteria manager and their staff from

having to determine whether the meal is reimbursable.
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Missing Required Food Components

In most instances, if a student is missing a required component, the cashier will let the student know
what is missing, and either ask or tell the student to go back down the serving line and get the
missing component. At some schools, choices of fruits, vegetables, and grains are kept by the
register in case a student is missing a required component. This prevents the student from having to
go back through the serving line to get a missing component. However, one cafeteria manager stated
that cashiers are not allowed to tell the student what is missing, only that they are missing a

26

component.” Even so, their students are easily able to determine what is missing by looking at their

trays.

“We just tell them hey, if they’re missing an item, say hey, can you go back
and pick another item. More than likely they see on their tray they’re either
missing a fruit or a vegetable and they go to that. We can’t tell them pick up
a vegetable. We can’t tell them go pick up a fruit. We have to just tell them
please grab another item, and they’ll know just by looking at their plate
what they’re missing.” — Cafeteria manager

A few cafeteria managers mentioned that cashiers encourage the student to try the missing
component instead of simply instructing them to go back and get the missing component.

“They ask them, ‘Do you want that? Why don’t you get a salad with that?’

Or, “You need to try this vegetable. It’s really good.” We try not to be like,

‘Get a fruit. Get a vegetable.” We're kind of encouraging rather than [just

telling them to], ‘Get it.”” — Cafeteria manager
Cafeteria managers believe that encouraging the student to try the missing component is often more
successful than simply telling the student to go back and get the missing component. This approach
is often used to avoid a lengthy exchange with the student, which may hold up the lunch line or

delay the serving process.

“You have to gentle them into it...because by the time you get to middle
school, if they’re having one of those days, they can shut down this whole
kitchen-- they’ll start, then it’ll get loud, then it’s a whole—so you’ve got to
gentle them—you know, ‘Even if you don’t eat it, just take it for me.” You
have to go that route.” — Cafeteria manager

26 Presumably, this is to facilitate educating students on the components of a balanced meal. Howevet, the exact rationale was not
explicitly stated.
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Finally, other cashiers explain to the student the benefit of taking the unwanted component.

“I say, ‘the government’s actually helping to make sure that you take the
required amount. Because it’s good for you. And what you should—you
should try this stuff.” So we try to turn the whole table around, you know?”
— Cafeteria manager

Resistance From Students

In some cases, students may refuse or resist taking the missing component. When this occurs, the
cafeteria staff may engage in alternative approaches. For example, students who refuse to take a
required component are informed that they will have to pay for the individual items on their tray
unless they take all of the required components. These individual purchases are not considered
reimbursable.

“Once we suggest to them that it’s going to cost you—we’ll have to charge

everything...they’ll go ahead and get the [missing component].” — Cafeteria
manager

In other cases, they encourage students to place unwanted components in a share box or on a share
table for other students. They let them know that they must take the required components, but
provide the option to share unwanted items with other students, instead.

“We ask them to take it anyway and we have a share bin out there, and if

they don’t want to eat it, put it in the share bin. Maybe another student
would like to have an extra.” — Cafeteria manager

Some cafeteria managers stated their cashiers tell students it’s mandatory for them to take the
required component. In some instances, they tell the students that it’s mandated by the USDA.
“When they’re giving problem and not wanting to take, we just advise them

that it is mandatory by the USDA. So it’s not us. It’s what they have to do.”
— Cafeteria manager

A few mentioned that the cashier will allow students to get by without taking the required
components; however, they do not claim those meals as reimbursable. One cafeteria manager
explained that they allow students to obtain a meal that is not reimbursable in order to avoid food
waste.

“I don’t believe in forcing kids to eat what they’re not going to eat. Why

make them throw it away? A lot of these kids will put it on their tray and
throw it away... if they say, ‘Okay, I'm going to put my carrots here, but
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I’'m not going to eat it,” there’s nothing I can do. So you let them take it the
way it is and throw it away. It’s a lot of waste.” — Cafeteria manager

Extra Servings

Students are generally allowed to take extra servings of required components such as fruits or
vegetables without any consequences. Although extra servings are allowed, students are not allowed
a second entrée or second meal unless they pay for it, separately. A few cafeteria managers also do
not allow students to take more than one serving of fresh fruit or juice.

“As far as the fruits and vegetables go, the students are allowed to have all

of them if they choose. The only thing they are not allowed to have doubles

of is fresh fruits and juices, and that comes from FNS.” — Cafeteria
manager

Some cashiers allow students to take extra servings of required components as long as they are not
the same. For example, students are allowed to take three servings of fruit only if they are taking
three different fruits.

“They can take an orange juice, and a fresh fruit, or canned fruit, whatever

we may have. They just can’t have the same fruit or the same vegetable.” —
Cafeteria manager

In some instances, if the student takes extra items or components, then they are asked to pay for
them as a la carte items. A few cafeteria managers will inform the student that they have taken too
many items and ask the student to choose what they would like to keep. Others stated that their

students do not usually take more than the five required components.

A few cafeteria managers stated they allow students to have additional components if they believe
the child is especially hungry or needy. One cafeteria manager stated that they have even allowed
students to have a second meal for this reason. It is unclear if these extra meals are claimed as
reimbursable.

“Once in a while, you’ll get a kid to come up and say, ‘I’'m still hungry.” And

me personally, I'll take the blame. If we got food, enough food that I’'m not

going to run short, I say give it to him. Because you don’t want to see no
kid hungry.” — Cafeteria manager
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At non-OVS schools, students are served the required components, instead of choosing or
physically taking items themselves. Thus, they are not able to take more than the required number of

components.

Point-of-Sale Recording

At most schools, meals are recorded by the cashier or staff at the point-of-sale. Students provide or
enter a PIN at the point-of-sale or present a student ID card to the cashier. At many schools
students can use their PIN or present an ID card; at some schools students use only one of these
methods (either PIN or ID card, but not both). A few cafeteria managers stated that their students
do not use PINs or ID cards. Instead, cashiers enter the student’s first and last names into the
software system at the point-of-sale, add them to a tally sheet, or check off the student on a roster at
the point-of-sale. One cafeteria manager stated that their students use a fingerprint scanner at the
point-of-sale, which automatically tallies the number of students that received a meal as they come
through the serving line. A few cafeteria managers stated that the cashier is familiar with all of their
students, and thus, usually does not need to ask for the student’s first and last names. However,
most cashiers will ask for the student’s first and last names when they reach the point-of-sale to

confirm that they are recording the right student.

A few SFA directors described upgraded point-of-sale systems with an “itemization” feature that
automatically determines whether a meal can be claimed as reimbursable. Cashiers input each item
they observe on a student’s tray and the point-of-sale will alert the cashier to whether the meal
contains the requirements to make it a complete reimbursable meal. However, only one cafeteria
manager described using such a system. The cafeteria manager explained that the point-of-sale
system determines whether a meal is reimbursable based on the food items entered by the cashier—
none of their staff make that determination. Two SFA directors explained that while this feature
increased accuracy of claims, its implementation requires extensive and time-consuming training and
can also slow down meal service.

“The POS [point-of-sale] tells us in bold letters when it’s a reimbursable

meal...at the POS [point-of-sale|, we push in every item and it comes up in
bold letters...the register does all the work for us.” — Cafeteria manager
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Breakfast in the Classroom

Breakfast serving and recording procedures differ from those for lunch. At many schools, breakfast
is served in the classroom instead of in the cafeteria. The required components and other breakfast
items are prepared by the cafeteria staff, and delivered to each classroom. Teachers are often
responsible for helping students obtain the minimum number of required components to make a
reimbursable meal, which necessitates training. Some SFA directors stated that they attempt to train
all staff involved with the school meal process on the requirements for a reimbursable meal,

especially when breakfast is served in the classroom.

Strategies for “‘Breakfast in the Classroom”

A few cafeteria managers include written instructions or guidance for teachers with the food and

beverages that are delivered to the classroom.

“Breakfast in the classroom goes down on a pan and we put a choice of
milk, a choice of fruits and juice, as well as the entree on the tray, and then
the teachers are in charge of watching the students take the meal, checking
off the name of the student, and that the meal is a full meal whether it
might be every component on the tray or just as long as it’s at least three
items.” — Cafeteria manager

Teachers are also responsible for counting the number of reimbursable meals that were served;
keeping track of the students that did not consume a full meal (e.g., if the student only took a milk);
and providing those counts to the cafeteria manager and their staff. Most teachers check off
students who ate a reimbursable breakfast using a check sheet or roster. Rosters may include each
student’s name as well as their PIN or ID number. The cafeteria manager and their staff match these
rosters to their production records and the items returned to the kitchen in order to obtain exact
counts.

“For breakfast, the teachers will check off, they have a check sheet in the

classroom. They check off each student’s name that comes down. I put that

into a spreadsheet that totals at the bottom per grade, per class. And then

we match that with our production sheets, so we calculate whatever we

bring back as leftovers when we pick the tray up, as opposed to the number

that were checked off on the sheet, so it should balance out.” — Cafeteria
manager

“The teacher marks off each student on a roster. When my staff goes to
pick the breakfast up they count how many are left over on their tray. I
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have a count listed in my office of how many on trays they were given. My

staff counted back. And what they’ve checked off and what’s been returned

to us should match. If not, I go back to the teacher and ask her what

happened.” — Cafeteria manager
One cafeteria manager stated that teachers at their school are provided a bag that contains a card for
each student in their classroom. Teachers are responsible for transferring one card from this bag
into a separate bag for those students who ate a breakfast. The cafeteria manager collects these bags
from each classroom and counts the number of cards in each bag to determine the number of
students that ate a breakfast, per classroom. The cafeteria manager matches the counts with the
number of students in each classroom. They also compare the counts with the number of
components returned to the kitchen. Once confirmed, the cafeteria manager enters these totals into
their point-of-sale.

“We have little black pencil bags in the bags and they contain cards in a bag

that say, ‘Did not eat’.... as the students pick up the meal, the teacher takes

the white card out of the ‘did not eat’ bag and just drops it in the little

pencil bag, which tells me that the student did eat. And so that’s how we

count and claim how many students ate from each of the classrooms. And

then when they come back, then I have clipboards for each grade level and

we go through the bags, we count the components by what comes back,

how many cards are in the “did eat” pencil bag, and then, at the end, I

calculate them all and enter them into the POS [point-of-sale].” — Cafeteria

manager
Another cafeteria manager stated that their point-of-sale software helps them calculate the total
counts for each classroom. They compare the number of items that were returned to the kitchen
with the number of students that were recorded as having received a reimbursable breakfast and use
the system to adjust the counts accordingly.

“So breakfast in the classroom is recorded by teachers through

PrimeroEdge as well, and those—the same way that we identify for lunch

and breakfast downstairs. ..they identify upstairs in their classroom. They

select the student to receive the bag breakfast, and they check that student

off on their PrimeroEdge software.” — Cafeteria manager
Some cafeteria managers stated that meals served in the classroom are prepacked to include all of
required items. This ensures that each student eating breakfast in the classroom receives a fully
reimbursable meal, especially if teachers are not helping students take the minimum number of

required components or determining whether students acquired a fully reimbursable meal. Instead,

cafeteria managers work with teachers ahead of time to determine the number of students who will

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 541 Westat



eat breakfast in the classroom on a given day. Generally, teachers mark a roster of the students in
their classroom that are expected to eat breakfast and provide this list to cafeteria staff who prepare
and deliver a prepacked meal for each student marked on the roster. Meals that are returned to the
kitchen are not included in the total count of reimbursable breakfasts served. Cafeteria managers
added that prepacked meals also help facilitate breakfast in the classroom if a substitute teacher is
present who does not know the requirements for a reimbursable meal.

“So, our reimbursable meal in the classroom is served as ‘serve only in

individual bags.” That’s being done because...the last couple years we

haven’t had someone who in each classroom was being held accountable

for identifying reimbursable meals in the classroom. So, we took that upon

ourselves to ensure that each bag was reimbursable already.” — Cafeteria
manager

To further ensure compliance, a few cafeteria managers will visit the classrooms to observe both

teachers and students during breakfast.

“I also go around to my classes in the morning. They don’t know I’'m
coming. I just show up. I don’t always show up at the same classes. I try to
do different classes every day or every other day, and I'll go check and
make sure that they have what they supposed to get.” — Cafeteria manager

5.2 Key Challenges

Cafeteria managers and SFA directors discussed a range of individual and structural challenges that
can complicate serving and recording processes. Improved, but complex regulations regarding what
qualifies as a reimbursable meal can be difficult for cafeteria staff to comprehend. Cafeteria

managers mentioned several challenges when determining whether a meal is reimbursable.

Key challenges included understanding reimbursable meal requirements, resistance from students,

the cafeteria environment, and gaps in training,.

Multiple Components in a Single Food Item

Many cafeteria managers cited confusion when one food item contains more than one of the
required components. For example, a few cafeteria managers stated that it can be confusing when
pizza is on the menu since it can be counted as a grain and dairy, or even a grain, dairy, and a meat.

However, pizza is not the only item that causes confusion; items comprised of a few components
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such as ‘pancake on a stick” and ‘bean and cheese burritos” were also mentioned as being confusing
for the same reason. Cafeteria managers clarified, however, that components that are served
together, but separately, are less confusing.

“This morning we had the pancake on a stick. So you see it and you think

one component and it’s really two because you got the sausage on the
inside and then the pancake is another component.” — Cafeteria manager

“When we offer chicken patty on a bun, we know that the chicken patty is a

meat/meat alternate and the bun is a grain, so you have two components

right there.” — Cafeteria manager
On a related note, a few cafeteria managers mentioned instances of staff confusing the number of
required components with the number of items on a tray. One cafeteria manager expressed that it
can take some time for staff to get used to observing trays for the number of required components

(e.g., three out of five required components) instead of simply counting the number of items on a

tray.

Complexity in the Required Portion Sizes

It can also be challenging for cafeteria staff to visually determine whether students have the correct
amount of a required component. For example, many stated that it can be difficult to measure or
visually observe whether the student has taken the required half cup of a fruit or vegetable. Cafeteria

managers added that measurement requirements can also be confusing for students.

“Sometimes it can be with the different products to see what constitutes as
a half a cup of fruit or vegetable. Because obviously a half a cup of spinach
is different from a half a cup of apple...And then reminding them that our
lettuce salad mix is not enough of a component to make a half a cup. Like a
half a cup of the lettuce salad mix is not a half a cup of fruit or vegetable.”
— Cafeteria manager

“They’ll take two orange slices instead of four...And then the little kids
don’t understand because they say, ‘I got my fruit.” So a half a cup to them
makes no sense. They have some so that should be okay with them.” —
Cafeteria manager

“Some kids try to dodge that by like, ‘Okay, you said a vegetable and I got a
carrot.”” — Cafeteria manager
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Changes in Requirements

SFA directors believe changes in either the regulations or the products cafeteria staff serve,
contribute to confusion over what qualifies as reimbursable. For example, if the ingredients in a
product change and no longer qualify as one of the required components, it can be challenging for
cafeteria staff to know whether the item is still reimbursable. When asked about the challenges with
knowing if a meal is reimbursable, one cafeteria manager simply stated, “products are changing all
the time.”

“Sometimes we’ll get different products in that used to consist of a bread

serving, but now it’s not quite a bread serving. So you have to retrain your

brain, your staff, to know this no longer qualifies as bread now.” — Cafeteria
manager

Resistance from Students

According to cafeteria managers and SFA directors, it can be difficult to convince students to take
the required components. Younger students may not understand the components and why they
need to take certain foods, while older students may be more resistant to instruction.

“Habits have to be formed, not forced. Sometimes high school students,

they just get discouraged. They do eat, but they want a nice dining

experience. You don’t walk into a restaurant and get told what you have to

have. They want to be treated like a customer.” — SFA director
Both SFA directors and cafeteria managers described cases of student opposition towards
vegetables, even in schools with OVS.

“Having to take a fruit or a vegetable... those are just not things that kids

really want to take. It poses a challenge and especially at the high school

level, the employees definitely catch a lot of flak from students because

those kids just really don’t want something. But you’re trying to get that

meal to be reimbursable and not identify [a student’s eligibility status] which

can be hard.” — SFA director
While students will add required components to their trays, many will not consume what they do not
like. Instead of not taking a fruit or vegetable, then, students will take and then discard the
components. Alternatively, students may decline lunch altogether, resulting in decreased meal

participation. Despite student resistance, several SFA directors acknowledged the importance of

requiring fruits and vegetables from a nutritional standpoint.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 514 Westat



The Cafeteria Environment

Distraction, rushed service, and service line layout can also contribute to meal claiming errors. Both
cafeteria managers and SFA directors believed that distraction in the cafeteria combined with the
fast pace of service creates an environment conducive to counting mistakes. Cafeteria staff are
pressured to work quickly, which can lead to staff misidentifying reimbursable meals. Cafeteria
managers stated that cashiers may not be able to check each student’s tray in detail due to the speed
at which they are coming through the serving line. They also believed that cashiers are simply too
busy assisting with other aspects of the meal service (e.g., bringing items out, restocking milks) to
propetly check each tray.

“You could easily be running to grab something and you could easily have a

kid who goes by, or you could have a cluster of children that come up, that

try and go by at the same time. And you could think that you see a cup of

fruit or a juice, and then you realize when they’re already back, when they’re
gone, that they haven’t gotten one.” — Cafeteria manager

A few cafeteria managers stated that the layout or format of the serving line can make it difficult to
discern whether the student has taken all of the required components.

“I would probably like to have a better set up for the grab and go, like a

grab and go cart. Where we can kind of more control that versus them just

randomly picking up things, and then we have to kind say, ‘Wait. That’s not
right.”” — Cafeteria manager

Rushed Transactions in Short Meal Periods

SFA directors added that students often do not have enough time to select, purchase, and consume
their food. Larger schools or districts with limited staff struggle with students who want get through
the line hastily so they can finish their meal and socialize with their friends. One SFA director
explained that lines can take longer depending on the type of entrée served (e.g., pizza is quicker

than tacos), so staff must also adapt to variations.

Pressures to process accurate transactions in a short period of time are amplified when students
forget their PIN or ID or pay for their meal with cash. Several cafeteria managers noted that cash
payment at the point-of-sale during meal service “slows the line” or “slows down the process”
during a “frantic” pace of meal service. At schools that accept cash and check payments, most

cafeteria managers prefer weekly or off-time deposits rather than students paying at the point-of-sale
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during service. Many prefer that parents add money using a debit or credit card to an online account
integrated with the point-of-sale software at the school, if possible (e.g., MyLunchMoney). In
addition to streamlining the meal serving and claiming process by minimizing cash transactions,

these systems also offer households the ability to track what their children are buying and eating.

Gaps in Training

The challenges noted, above, can also be attributed to deficiencies in staff training. Specifically, as
noted eatlier, some staff struggle to visually determine the amounts of each component and others
often confuse the number of items on a tray with the number of required components for a
reimbursable meal. One cafeteria manager mentioned taking a separate class on reimbursable meals
and stated that they would prefer their kitchen staff and cashiers to take this class as well.

“I think it’s also difficult for the kitchen staff that aren’t trained in what

may qualify. I would say, I attended a class through my company, when I

was first hired, about reimbursables, which definitely helped me. But I'm

not on the line checking stuff out. And I can give them information and

inform my staff but whether they retain all that information, I’'m not sure.”
— Cafeteria manager

SFA directors believe complex requirements and different regulations for breakfast and lunch also
confuse some staff. One cafeteria manager stated that staff often lack training in the different
processes for breakfast. Most of the cafeteria managers interviewed reported that the training
provided for breakfast and lunch is the same; however, the number of components required for
breakfast can differ from the number of components required for lunch.

“Breakfast seems to be the biggest confusion for everybody... because that

has changed in the past. Before it was three out of four choices, then it was

three components instead of the—so it got a little sticky for a while there.”
— Cafeteria manager

Another training issue reported is related to reporting requirements. One cafeteria manager stated

that their staff struggle with productions sheets, and recording and calculating items propetly.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 516 Westat



A third training issue is related to I'T skills. One cafeteria manager wished that their staff would
receive basic IT training, not only so they are able to complete everyday tasks (using the point-of-
sale software), but also in case trainings are offered online.

“I would like to see them all have IT training because we do have training

that’s online that we’re required to have, and some of my staff don’t even
know how to turn on a computer.” — Cafeteria manager

A few cafeteria managers mentioned that they often lack the time or resources to properly train their
staff. One made the suggestion of employing additional staff just to train (i.e., designated trainers), as
they do not have the time to train new staff, themselves. According to one cafeteria manager,
managers receive extensive training but do not have the time to propetly relay the training they
received to their staff. They believe that non-managers, such as cashiers or cooks, should receive the
same amount or level of training they do. Another cafeteria manager wished there were additional
resources such as booklets or websites that they could refer staff to, and added that they do not have

time to answer questions, especially when they have a limited amount of time to serve lunch.

Finally, a couple cafeteria managers expressed that they, themselves, received little to no training.
They felt like they were thrown into the job and wish they had received more extensive training.
“I was thrown in blind. I was a cook. I never managed it. And they rely on

the next person to train you and it don’t happen...there’s no class where
. Y . pp
you go sit to learn that.” — Cafeteria manager

To reduce some of these gaps in training, cafeteria managers mentioned actively rotating their staff’s
duties to ensure that everyone gets the chance to learn and perform each task. Similarly, many
cafeteria managers explained that cafeteria staff are cross-trained; each staff member receives the
same training, which ensures that someone is always available to act as a back-up cashier in the case
of staff absences. Other districts retain trained cashiers to fill in at various schools or they send
district staff to cover absences. However, untrained substitutes tend to be placed in roles other than
cashiering because these substitutes may not feel comfortable cashiering, may not be used to the
speed or the process the cafeteria follows, or can make errors when it comes to knowing whether a

meal is reimbursable.
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53 Key Recommendations

Cafeteria managers made several recommendations to improve the training that is provided for
breakfast and lunch. Both cafeteria managers and SFA directors made recommendations to improve

meal serving and recording processes.

53.1 Recommendations for Training

Cafeteria managers believe that training on serving and recording procedures should be mandatory
for all staff involved with the school meal process including cashiers, cooks, servers, assistants, and
teachers and training on reimbursable meals should be reinforced throughout the school year:
training refreshers should be provided and staff should be tested on their knowledge on a regular
basis. In addition, there should be regular assessments to make sure they are aware of any recent
changes to the requirements or regulations. One cafeteria manager suggested adding professional
development days throughout the year for managers and their staff. They would like to use those

days to reinforce the training they received at the start of the school year.

Cafeteria managers would also like the training that is provided to be more hands-on and prefer
that staff are trained on a one-on-one basis instead of in a group. Substitutes, cooks, and servers
should also receive more training, and substitute cashiers, especially, should receive more consistent
training,

“That would be, my number one recommendation is for there to be an

official process and time throughout the year. When we have half days and

we leave because we’re done for the day, and teachers stay and do

professional development, there’s no reason why we could not have some

things built into the year where we are learning on top of keeping all the

paperwork straight and keeping the place super tidy, and all the inventory

and things moving, there’s no time to make things better.” — Cafeteria

manager
The training provided for breakfast and lunch should also be standardized across schools and
among trainers; staff should be taught or trained in the same format or fashion. Cafeteria managers
believe having a standard training would minimize confusion among staff and across schools.

Cafeteria managers would also like to be able to discuss common problems and resolutions with

staff and at other schools. They believe best practices should be shared across schools.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 518 Westat



Lastly, teachers, principals, students, and parents should also receive training, or education on
what makes a meal reimbursable, and the training provided should be in layman’s terms. Cafeteria
managers feel a lack of support from teachers and other school staff and believe that additional
training may promote understanding and support of the regulations they have to abide by. Cafeteria
managers believe it would be helpful if students and parents were informed of the requirements for
a reimbursable meal in advance.

“I’d like the students themselves to have more information...because 1

don’t think they fully understand that—some of them, all they understand

as it’s free lunch. But okay, we’re offering a free lunch because it’s a healthy,

satisfying lunch, and it’s not we’re demanding that you eat it all, but these

are what you need to get in order for us to continue with this program to

be reimbursed. I don’t think the general understanding is out there.” —
Cafeteria manager

5.3.2 Recommendations for Serving and Recording

A few cafeteria managers believe that required components should be pre-measured or prepared in
advance to ensure that the correct amounts of each are being served. Cafeteria managers also
suggested using or serving items that are already the correct serving size (e.g., individual frozen
peach cups), so that staff do not have to guess whether students obtained the correct amount of
each component. Similarly, fully prepared reimbursable meals (i.e., meals with all of the required
components included) should be prepared and served, instead. Doing so would make it easier for
students to get all of the required components. Cafeteria managers believe younger students,
especially, should receive all of the required items instead of being given the choice to pick and

choose.

SFA directors suggested simplifying meal requirements altogether. For example, the requirements
to include certain colors of vegetables creates additional complexities for cafeteria staff. While many
SFA directors valued the regulations that mandate vegetable consumption, several proposed more

flexibility in the type of vegetables. Some SFA directors believed applying the same requirements for

breakfast and lunch would facilitate training efforts and minimize confusion.

Cafeteria staff would like more assistance with supervision; several cafeteria managers stated that
it would be helpful if they could appoint additional staff to watch students go through the serving

line so that the cashier is not responsible for watching students or making determinations.
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Both cafeteria managers and SFA directors believed that staff should have more time to serve and
students should have more time to eat. Staff are often completing other tasks associated with the
meal service while students are coming through the line. Cashiers are usually trying to get large

groups of students through the line and may not have time to check each student’s tray in detail.

Most cafeteria managers wish they could cut down or reduce the number of students coming
through the serving line at one time. One stated that it would be helpful if they had an extra or
separate line for students taking just a la carte items. SFA directors suggested staggering meal

times for different grades to reduce the number of students coming through the line.

In addition to having more time to serve and separate serving lines, cafeteria managers stated that it
would be helpful if staff had more space to set out items. At one school, students are having to go
to three separate locations to get all of their required components, which can be confusing for both

students and staff.

Diagrams, pictures, or other signage that clearly depict the different components of a reimbursable
meal would also be helpful for students and staff. Ideally, these diagrams should be displayed
throughout the serving line. Pointing to the complexity of different requirements for meal periods
and variations across schools, one SFA director expressed a need for more assistance from the State

to create these materials.

“...something that’s very simple and very easy for them, ... Or, even if it
was just a diagram saying that you can have these types of lunches and
they’re all considered reimbursable meals, because especially for items like
“no entree” meals, that is very difficult for the students and for new
cashiers, because we don’t see it a lot at lunchtime. ...not in a word format,
but more in a picture format, it would be easier. Because the kids are more
inclined to look at pictures as opposed to looking at a list.” — Cafeteria
manager

To encourage students to take required components, cafeteria managers also believe items should be

served in a way that is more appealing to students and more variety offered.

“Everything is so sterile. The pans are silver, the line is-- if we could have
more things on different pans to make it look more appealing, that’s the
only thing I-- but we’re offering good things, even like this morning the
apricots are orange, you have color. So that’s appealing. But the utensils
themselves, the layout itself is not as [inviting]... just the color themselves,
it makes a big difference...Presentation counts.” — Cafeteria manager
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Staff believe if students had more of a variety of items to choose from they would take the meal.
Some feel limited by the menus that they have to abide by. Cafeteria managers believe students get
tired of seeing the same items on a daily or weekly basis. They suggest obtaining feedback from
students, especially on the types of fruits and vegetables they prefer to eat or would like to see on
the serving line. One cafeteria manager wished their students had a salad bar as it would allow them
to sample a variety of fruits and vegetables and also help to meet the requirements for a

reimbursable meal.

Another cafeteria manager stated that the required amounts for fruits and vegetables should be
relative to the student’s age or grade level. A younger student may not be able to consume the

same amount of a fruit or vegetable as an older student.

Some cafeteria managers believe students should not be forced to take all of the items required for a
reimbursable meal as it contributes to food waste. For this same reason, others believe offering the
required components should be mandatory, but students should not be forced to take anything.

“That frustrates me when I see apples and oranges and stuff in the trash.

Because they knew they had to take it, they took it, and tossed it... Now,

this is food that could feed someone that’s hungry and it’s in the trash

because we’re requiring them and making them to have a certain amount.”
— Cafeteria manager

Conversely, some cafeteria managers believe students should be able to take as many fruits and
vegetables as they want. Many others believe students should be allowed to eat whatever they

want or like, especially if the meal they have at school is the student’s only meal.

Lastly, cafeteria managers and their staff would like to be able to get students through the serving
line quickly and efficiently. Many believe that students should scan or swipe a card at the point-of-
sale instead of using or entering a PIN as scanning or swiping can be completed more quickly and
would not require the student to memorize a lengthy or complicated PIN. One cafeteria manager
stated that they would rather students scan their thumbprint or fingerprint instead of using an ID
card or badge as students often lose them. Speeding up the recording process would also allow
students to have more time to eat, socialize, and decompress. If students must use a PIN, teachers

or other school staff should help students remember their PIN so they are not holding up the line.

APECHII Final Report: Volume 2 Report on V
Qualitative Analyses - June 2020 521 Westat



Most cafeteria managers prefer to use a point-of-sale software to record, tally, and send meal counts
to the SFAs. Both cafeteria managers and SFA directors believe advanced point-of-sale software
systems should be simple to use and processes should be automated whenever possible to minimize

error and maximize efficiency.

5.4 Summary

Cafeteria staff have employed several strategies to ensure reimbursable meals are served and claimed
correctly including bundling or stacking different required components on the service line, preparing
trays with required components in advance, and incorporating required components into the main
entrée or meal. However, varied processes for breakfast, complex regulations regarding what
qualifies as a reimbursable meal, and structural challenges within the cafeteria environment continue
to pose challenges. To minimize confusion among staff, cafeteria managers believe the training on
serving and recording procedures should be standardized across schools, mandatory for all staff
involved with the school meal process, and reinforced throughout the school year. SFA directors
and cafeteria managers also suggest lengthening meal periods so that cafeteria staff have more time
to serve and staggering meal times to reduce the number of students coming through the serving
line at one time. In order to reduce the likelihood of error, both suggest using point-of-sale software
systems to record, tally, and send meal counts to the SFAs and believe these systems should be

automated whenever possible.
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6. Synthesis and Discussion

The in-depth interviews with School Food Authorities (SFA) directors, cafeteria managers, and
households revealed common challenges that these personnel believe contribute to certification
errors, aggregation errors, and meal claiming errors. The interviews also offer insights from those
directly involved in program execution on the dominant strategies being used to reduce errors and

those viewed as most effective.

6.1 Key Challenges

Certification Errors: Application for Free or Reduced-Price Meals

Many SFA directors believed that household misinterpretations about listing income and household
members likely accounted for most certification errors. The main issues included misunderstanding
income frequency, distinguishing between gross versus net income, when and how to report child
income, and determining how to account for intermittent work or other unique household or
employment arrangements. Further, SFA directors described challenges associated with reviewing a

large quantity of applications within a short period of time.

Certification Errors: Direct Certification

Direct certification is associated with reduced error rates and many SFA directors credited State-
level matching with reducing staffing demands and simplifying the process. However, although
automated matching reduces the amount of SFA staff time spent on certification, staff still are
needed for specific functions such as reviewing partial matches. Further, SFA directors described
problematic timing issues such as lag time between when households apply for benefits and when
eligible students appear on matched lists, delays in State list availability, and outdated enrollment
information in student information systems at the beginning of the year. Finally, inconsistent data
entry was identified as a key factor in possible direct certification under-identification errors. SFA
directors emphasized that mismatches due to inconsistent recording of student names on enrollment

rosters and State benefits’ lists was common.
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Aggregation Errors

Aggregation errors are very rare but SFA directors and cafeteria managers often pointed to incorrect
data entry as a major reason for aggregation errors. Specifically, transferring hard-copy counts from
meals served in the classroom or as a result of point-of-sale system outages to the final submission

of claims was frequently cited by both respondent groups as a reason for aggregation mistakes.

Meal Claiming Errors

SFA directors and cafeteria managers attributed meal claiming errors occur, in part, to
comprehension challenges among cafeteria staff and other non-cafeteria staff (i.e., teachers) who
play a key role in serving and recording meals. While the updates contribute to continuous
improvements of the program, the training of cafeteria staff on new requirements can be
challenging. Complex and changing requirements, as well as differences for breakfast and lunch

confound staff and students.

Rushed meal service, distraction, and service line layout can also contribute to meal claiming errors.
Many cafeteria managers believed that distraction in the cafeteria combined with the fast pace of
service creates an environment conducive to counting mistakes. Pressures to process accurate
transactions in a timely manner are amplified when students forget their PIN or ID or pay for their
meal with cash. The format of the serving line can also make it difficult to discern whether students

have taken all of the required components.

6.2 Key Strategies

From the interviews with SFA directors and cafeteria managers, four strategies emerged as the

dominant approaches for reducing error:

° Automation,
° Training,
° The structuring of service lines, and

o Improving the clarity of the applications.
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Across certification, aggregation, and meal claiming processes, SFA directors and cafeteria managers
largely credited automation and staff training for minimizing errors with the other strategies being

secondary factors.

Increased Automation

SFA directors and cafeteria managers largely attributed fewer errors to increased automation. SFA
directors described the benefits of accepting online applications, software improvements that alert
staff to partial direct certification matches, and advanced point-of-sale software features that
facilitate real-time edit checks of meal counts. For example, online applications that incorporate
error messages prevented the submission of incomplete applications, thereby reducing the added
work created when staff must follow up with households to obtain required information. Electronic

eligibility calculations also help reduce the risk of human error.

Advanced point-of-sale systems were largely credited for preventing claims of duplicate meals,
accelerating transactions, and in some cases, making accurate determinations about a meal’s
reimbursability. SFA directors and cafeteria managers also appreciated increased integration between
point-of-sale software and student information systems that allow staff to monitor meal transaction
counts in relation to attendance information. Moreover, these systems are often linked to online
account services that, in addition to streamlining the meal serving and claiming process by
minimizing cash transactions, offer households the ability to track what children buy and eat. A few
cafeteria managers and SFA directors described upgraded point-of-sale systems with an

“itemization” feature that automatically determines whether a meal can be claimed as reimbursable.

Training and Strategic Staffing

To address comprehension challenges among school staff, most SFA directors described offering
comprehensive trainings and conducting frequent school site visits to remedy issues and offer
specialized assistance. SFA directors mentioned conducting annual trainings for new and
experienced cafeteria staff before the start of each school year to introduce or reinforce topics such
as meal requirements and meal patterns, Offer versus Serve (OVS) guidelines, and point-of-sale
features. Some districts have attempted to educate non-cafeteria staff, as well, to minimize errors

resulting from out-of-cafeteria service. Cafeteria managers also described the benefits of frequent
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trainings on the components required for reimbursable meals and called for additional opportunities

for staff at all levels to learn and practice meal claiming procedures.

SFA directors also mentioned retaining consistent, experienced staff as helpful to minimize
certification, meal claiming, and aggregation errors. Hiring specialized staff was particularly evident
in SFA director discussions about direct certification. Employing staff versed in technology (e.g., I'T
Specialists) as well as working closely with the software companies helped some districts navigate

major system transitions.

Service Line Strategies

Cafeteria staff also employ and recommended strategies on the serving line to simplify the meal
claiming process, including stacking different required components together or placing different
required components nearby one another. These techniques make it easier for students to take all of
the required components and easier for staff to determine whether meals are reimbursable. In
addition, many found the use of technology, such as a computer application that confirms
compliance, and supplemental resources, such as U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) posters

and other visual aids to be very helpful.

Clarity of the Applications

Although direct certification has greatly reduced the need for applications, how to report household

income remains a challenge and redesign of these questions may be in order.

6.3 Recommendations

SFA directors, cafeteria managers, and households offered various strategies and recommendations
for schools, districts, States, and Federal entities to improve certification, aggregation, and meal
claiming processes. Putting this all together, we synthesize these recommendations into three main

categories of focus:
1. Continued Efforts in Automation

A.  Advanced software features for online applications, direct certification matching,
and meal claiming
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B. Mobile units with computers to ensure online application access for all
households

C.  Employing IT specialists and providing systems training to all staff
D.  Universal student/family ID to streamline inter-agency processes
2. Enhanced Training and Technical Assistance

A. Increased access to training for all types and levels of staff

B.  Increased use of hands-on training

C.  Use of “train the trainer” options

D.  Use of video recorded trainings, webinars, and /ot computet-based training

E.  Options for trainings in Spanish to accommodate the growing English as a
Second Language (ESL) workforce

F.  Plain language descriptions of complex requirements

G.  Minimize lag time following requests for information
H.  Technical assistance of layout options and structuring cashier lines
3. Continued Improvements to Application Design
A.  Easy to navigate design—Iess clutter, clear instructions, more white space, etc.
B.  Examples of how to handle complex scenarios
Cognitive testing of new designs

D.  Modeled from the USDA online application prototype (see Appendix N)

6.4 Limitations

Despite the strengths of qualitative data directly from key staff, the relatively small sample sizes and
convenience sampling procedures limit generalizability. The findings from the qualitative interviews
capture the range of views held by the SFA directors, cafeteria staff, and households. While the
findings provide insights into dominant themes, they do not yield frequency estimates nor statistically
robust findings. The qualitative findings become a more useful and powerful line of research when
combined with the quantitative results as it often provides context and an understanding of the

underlying drivers at play with certification, aggregation, and meal claiming errors.
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