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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE IMPACT OF 

POTENTIAL ELIGIBILITY CHANGES IN SCHOOL MEAL PROGRAMS?
USDA is understood to be considering proposals to require either that families of all children applying for free or reduced-price school meals provide documentation of their income when submitting the meal applications or that families of all children who have been certified for free or reduced-price meals be required to submit verification of income after the application is approved (with the children’s benefits being terminated if the verification is not submitted).
  Both approaches would represent a radical change in the school meal programs.  The existing research strongly indicates that either policy change would be likely to cause large numbers of eligible low-income children to lose meal benefits.  
Current Pilots
USDA is currently conducting pilot projects on these approaches.  Unfortunately, these pilots are being conducted in a non-representative sample of schools, due to funding limitations.  The pilots do not include any large urban schools and are generally located in areas without significant concentrations of low-income children.  As a result, the findings cannot be extrapolated to all schools.  
The evaluation of the first year of the pilots shows that both up-front documentation and expanded verification significantly reduced the proportion of students certified to receive free or reduced-price meals.  Unfortunately, the evaluation has not yet examined whether the children who lost benefits (or were not certified in the first place due to “barrier” or “deterrent” effects from these procedures) were eligible or ineligible.
  Based on the available pilot results, it is impossible to tell the degree to which the policy changes effectively reduced participation by ineligible children or the degree to which eligible children were impeded from receiving benefits.  
Some of the data the pilots did produce are disturbing.  For example, in the pilots that tested expanded verification, an average of 33 percent of the students subject to verification — one of every three — lost benefits because their families did not respond to the verification notice, rather than because income documentation showed them to be ineligible.  This finding is consistent with another recent USDA analysis of the results of the current verification process, in which 34 percent of the students subject to verification lost benefits because their families did not respond to the verification notice.  

USDA Verification Study

 A study of the verification process conducted for USDA in 1987 found that 81 percent of all non-responders actually were eligible for either free or reduced-price meals.  (Some 59 percent of non-responders were correctly certified while 14 percent were certified for free meals and eligible for reduced-price meals and 8 percent were certified for reduced-price meals and eligible for free meals.)  Although the percent of non-responders that are eligible today is likely to be somewhat lower due to the advent of direct certification, this analysis suggests that if every child certified on the basis of an application were subject to verification, over one million low-income children could lose benefits for which they are eligible.
Families of children who are directly certified as a result of receipt of food stamp or TANF benefits are not sent a verification form, and hence would not be among the non-responders now.  But direct certification does not alter the larger picture.  Even if a new study were to find that the proportion of non-responders who are eligible for meal benefits is lower than 81 percent today as a result of direct certification, the proportion of non-responders who are eligible almost certainly would remain high.
  Only a minority of the low-income children who are certified for free school meals are “directly certified” and the non-response rate to verification seems to be much higher now than it was in 1987.
  Thus, direct certification does not appear capable of lowering the 81 percent figure to anything close to a level that would not result in undue harm to eligible low-income children if verification requirements were extended to most or all children certified based on an application for free or reduced-price meals.  The number of eligible children who would lose benefits if verification requirements were extended to all such children would still likely be in the millions.
Representative Pilots

Income documentation and verification requirements were evaluated in a demonstration project conducted during the 1982-1983 school year.  Although this USDA-sponsored research is nearly 20 years old, these pilots were conducted in a representative sample of schools, and the accompanying evaluation assessed whether children who lost benefits as a result of the pilots were eligible or ineligible.  Except for the minority of children who are “directly certified,” the school lunch application process is similar today to what it was at the time that this demonstration project was conducted.

The data from these demonstration projects thus remain a reliable source of data on the impact of income documentation requirements and reinforce the findings of the 1987 study.  The evaluation found that expanded verification requirements led to far more eligible children than ineligible children being lost from the program due to non-response.  When income documentation was required of a randomly selected ten percent of applicants after the start of the school year, six out of seven children in households that did not respond to the request for income documentation were actually eligible to receive free or reduced-price meals.  
The results of this demonstration project raise grave doubts about the wisdom of imposing documentation or verification requirements on most or all children certified for free or reduced-price school meals.  Indeed, the results of this project led the Reagan Administration to conclude that requiring all applicants to provide income documentation at application or as part of a subsequent verification process was a policy that should not be pursued.
� Children directly certified because their families receive food stamps or TANF (in schools that use the direct certification method) would not be subject to the verification requirement.


� The final evaluation of the pilot will address this issue, but results are not expected for a number of months.


� FNS has funded a study of the extent to which verification non-responders in several major metropolitan areas are eligible or ineligible for benefits, but results are not expected until May 2003. 


� Even if the non-response rate could be brought down to 20 percent, and even if only 40 percent of non-responders were eligible — both very optimistic assumptions — over a million eligible children would lose benefits if child certified based on an application were subject to verification.  If instead the non-response rate were brought down only to 30 percent, and 50 percent of non-responders were eligible, over two million eligible children would lose benefits.  
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