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● uses direct verification, 
● added phone calls and emails in 
addition to a reminder letter, 
● encourage parents to respond by 
emailing smartphone photos of 
documentation to dedicated SFA 
email address, 
● developed a visual representation 
of verification process, included as an 
insert with verification instructions. 

● highly organized administrative 
process, 
● phone calls in addition to an adverse 
warning letter, 
● adverse letter offers parents the 
opportunity to opt out rather than not 
respond, 
● consult student information database 
for alternate addresses, phone numbers, 
emails if necessary, 
● have a separate follow-up for those 
who provide partial documentation, 
● Spanish speaker in SFA office; get help 
with other languages from other 
departments in the school district, 
● adjust schedules to make phone calls 
in early morning and late afternoon. 

Game Changer Game Changer and Popular Choice Game Changer and Best Documented 

Verification 
Improvements 

Carrollton-
Farmers Branch 

 

 Independent 
School District, 

TX 

NSLP VERIFICATION RESPONSE RATE CHALLENGE WINNERS! 

Meeting the 
Challenges and 

Creating 
Solutions for 
Verification 

 

Gwinnett County 
Public School 
System, GA 

Rolling 
Verification 

Process 
 

Orange County 
Public  

Schools, FL 

● updated language on verification 
letters, 
● added new translations, 
● increased follow-up phone calls 
and emails in addition to reminder 
letter, 
● use school district's reserve call 
messaging system to reach parents, 
● text messages, 
● adopted rolling verification 
(sampling and sending notices 
weekly rather than all in October), 
● send verification packet home with 
student in addition to mailed letter, 
● packet includes checklist for 
parents and contact information. 
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Guilford County 
Schools, NC 

 

Submitted by 
Betty Ann Champion

Roswell Independent 
School District, NM 

 

Submitted by 
Tracey Wells

NSLP VERIFICATION RESPONSE RATE HONORABLE MENTION` 

Thanks to SNA for the EXTRAORDINARY support  

● phone calls and emails in addition to 
reminder letter, 
● marks envelopes with "Important 
Information,” "Student Information," and 
"Time Sensitive," 
● continuous phone calls in the last weeks. 
 
Plans for 2017-2018: 
● alert parent by phone to expect a mailed 
verification notice, 
● phone calls throughout verification period 
for nonresponders, 
● YouTube video to explain verification 
process to families. 
 

● organized administrative process, 
● all letters in both English and Spanish, 
● letters sent certified return receipt, 
● call a few days after initial verification 
notice to answer questions, remind 
parents of deadlines, and clarify the 
consequence of not responding, 
● explain by phone that parents can opt 
out rather than not respond, 
● mail reminder notices every 10 days 
using different colors in the letter header, 
● make weekly calls; check student files to 
confirm use of current phone number, 
● have access to translator. 
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Lessons from Omaha Public Schools – Tammy Yarmon 

 
 Review last year’s plan and “tweak” it, then set a goal for the coming year.  

 
 Ask for help and support – we explain why it is so important to have families respond:  

 

o School Secretaries: monthly meetings starting in August through November 
 

o School Principals: email the timelines 
 

o Contact the bilingual liaisons in the schools and the ESL office at our Central Office 
 

o Contact our Nutrition Services Cafeteria Managers 
 

 Utilize numerous methods of directly contacting the parents or guardians: 
 

o Start EARLY and don’t FINISH until the last day! 
 

o Mail the verification notification home 
 

o Send the information home with the youngest child 
 

o Email the parent or guardian (if an email address is on file) 
 

o Personal calls; best response time is between 4:45 and 6:00 PM 
 

o Use a tracking form to document all of our contacts 
 

 
   Be Persistent!   
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School Year 2015-2016 Pilot: 
Modified Verification Notice 

 
In 2015, Food and Nutrition Service staff and members of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Team (SBST – part of 
the U.S. General Services Administration’s Office of Evaluation Sciences) began a series of projects to address 
verificaiton non-response. For this first project, the FNS and SBST redesigned its verification notice template to see 
if a more personalized and friendlier tone would encourage more families to respond. 
 

 The new template was available for school year 2015-2016 for districts to adopt (and personalize) and was 
pilot tested in 70 districts across the country.  
 

 The three primary changes in the template were: 
o adopting a friendlier, more conversational tone, 
o rewriting the instructions resulting in three, easy to follow steps, and 
o making it as easy as possible for households to respond – including emailing pictures of their 

documentation. 
 

 
 

Results of the pilot 
 Among all the participating districts, the use of the modified letter resulted overall in a modest increase in 

verification response rates, however results varied across States. One State found the new letter so effective 
they asked to extend the pilot to the rest of the districts in their State. 

 One of the most popular changes was the option to send pictures of documentation by email. 
 The pilot reiterated findings from the challenge – that is, it’s a combination of methods that will affect overall 

response rates. 
 A new letter without graphics is available, and districts may also continue to use the old template. 
 R 
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USDA’s Existing Verification Notice Prototype1 

 

 

                                                            
1 This old USDA template is just for illustration. The use of data and nondiscrimination statements in this letter are not current. Please refer to USDA’s Eligibility 
Manual for the most current statements. 
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Modified Verification Notice2 
 

 
                                                            
2 This letter is just for illustration. The use of data and nondiscrimination statements in this letter are not current. Please refer to USDA’s Eligibility Manual for 
the most current statements 
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School Year 2016-2017 Pilot: 
Beginning Verification Before October 1 

 

Districts do not need to wait until October to begin verification – something that has always been allowed, we’re just 
pointing it out! 
 

 It’s easy! Rather than waiting until Oct. 1 to select the verification sample, districts select their required 
sample size from among the applications as they come in; it could be weekly or maybe early in September 
and again in October, or anything else that makes sense for your district – you get to choose!  
  

 The idea behind starting earlier is that contacting parents shortly after they completed the application could 
make it easier for them to find and then provide income documentation.  

 

In school year 2016-2017, five large school districts sent verification notices to households on a weekly basis, 
starting in late August. FNS talked with pilot participants to get feedback on their experiences. After the pilot, 
 

 Four of five participating districts plan to continue weekly verification in school year 2017-2018. 
 Evidence suggests that starting verification earlier has the potential to increase response rates  

(the data are still being analyzed). In addition, pilot participants thought starting verification earlier 
o generally reduced administrative burden, 
o removed a big push in November, 
o allowed staff more time to follow up with non-respondents. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
   

“Applewood” School District approves 
68 school meal applications the first 
week of school (August 21 ‐ 25). 

Staff select 3% of the applications to 
verify (68 × 3% = 2 applications). 

The 2 verification notices are mailed to 
the families on Friday (August 25th). 

Example! 
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VERIFICATION “OUTLIERS” PROJECT 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 WHAT: FNS spoke with school food authorities (SFAs) from across the 
country that had demonstrated above average response rates in a single 
year or significant improvements in their response rates year‐over‐year, as 
well as those just interested in sharing their verification practices. 
 

 WHY: USDA research tells us that many non‐respondents may be eligible 
for benefits, so in order to help SFAs get benefits to families that need 
them, FNS wanted to compile and disseminate the practices and 
procedures underlying these notable, or “outlier” response rates in an 
effort to improve response rates nationwide. 
 

 WHO: Staff from the Child Nutrition Office of Program Integrity (OPI) based 
in each FNS Regional Office and key officials in the SFAs, including Directors 
and subject matter experts with knowledge of and involvement with the 
annual certification/verification process. 
 

 HOW: High‐performing SFAs were identified using annual FNS‐742 
Verification Collection Report submissions dating back to SY 2013‐14. 
Selections were made via weighted analysis taking into account relative size 
of verification sample. OPI staff spoke with these SFAs over the phone or 
during a site visit. We also spoke with SFAs at conferences, meetings, and 
on accompanied Administrative Reviews. 
 

 WHEN: Conversations took place starting in late SY14‐15 and continued 
through late SY16‐17. 
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VERIFICATION “OUTLIERS” PROJECT 

Initial Notice 
 Use envelopes or snap mailers that have a distinct marking, message, or unique color so that they 

stand out for families; 
 Send verification packets home with youngest child in the household – in addition to sending via mail;
 Make use of highlights, underlines, and boldface text, and include specific examples of acceptable 

income documentation; 
 Enclose a self‐addressed and/or pre‐paid envelope to facilitate response; and 
 Call families to let them know that a notice is in the mail. 

 
Reminders and Follow‐ups 

 Prominently include a message like “second/follow‐up request for information,” so that if previous 
communications were missed, the family knows it is not the first verification attempt; and 

 Place notification and reminder phone calls after 5pm when families are more likely to be home. 
 

General 
 Incorporate plain language in all communications, and avoid program jargon, such as “direct 

certification” or “categorical eligibility” wherever possible; 
 Send email notices and/or accept emailed responses – this is more convenient than sending hard 

copies through postal mail for many families; 
 Consider making personal calls in addition to or instead of automated calls to emphasize the 

importance of the verification process; 
 Enlist the help of school secretaries or other school staff to contact families ‐ someone that families 

are more likely to be familiar with and trust; and 
 Treat families and parents as valued customers.

A final report incorporating a detailed analysis of all findings 
will be released by OPI in Fall of 2017. Stay tuned! 

Preliminary Findings and Insights 



FNS is pleased to announce the winners of its

Thanks to SNA for the EXTRAORDINARY support 



Carrollton-Farmers 
Branch Independent 

School District, TX

Submitted by
Kristen Hess

direct verification

phone calls and emails 

smartphone photos of documentation

visual representation of process

dedicated SFA email address

Game changerWINNER!



Gwinnett County 
Public School System, 

GA

Submitted by
Jeannette Morris

highly organized 

opt out option

use student information database

separate follow‐up for partial documentation

Spanish and help with other languages

early morning and late afternoon phone calls

Game changer and popular voteWINNER!



Orange County 
Public 

Schools, FL

Submitted by
OCPS School Staff

updated language

new translations

increased phone calls and emails

use reserve call system and text messaging

rolling verification 

packet goes home with student and is mailed 

send checklist and contact information

Game changer and best documentedWINNER!



Guilford 
County 

Schools, NC

Submitted by
Betty Ann 
Champion

Future 
plans!

Continuous phone calls 

Envelopes marked  
• “Important Information,” 
• “Student Information,” and 
• “Time Sensitive”

call parents to alert them to expect verification notice

phone calls throughout verification period 

YouTube video to explain verification process 

Honorable mentionWINNER!



Roswell 
Independent 

School District, NM

Submitted by
Tracey Wells

Honorable mentionWINNER!

organized administrative process

letters in English and Spanish/translator

letters sent certified return receipt

call within a few days of sending verification notice

parents can opt out

reminder notices every 10 days using different 
colors in letter header

weekly follow‐up calls
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Other, ongoing projects focused on 
to trying to help increase 
verification response



8

Lessons from Omaha Public Schools – Verification Process
Review our plan from the prior year, “tweak it”, and set a goal (less than 20% 
and better than the year before)
We ask for help and support – explain why it is so important to have the 
families respond:

•School Secretaries: monthly meetings starting in August through November
•School Principals: email the timelines
•Contact the bilingual liaisons in the schools and the ESL office at our Central 
Office
•Contact our Nutrition Services Cafeteria Managers

Utilize numerous methods of directly contacting the parents or guardians:
•Start EARLY and don’t FINISH until the last day!
•Mail the verification notification home
•Send the information home with the youngest child
•Email the parent or guardian (if an email address is on file)
•Personal calls; best response time is between 4:45 and 6:00 PM
•Use a tracking form to document all of our contacts

BE PERSISTENT!
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Updated Verification Letter Template
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New Verification Letter Format

Friendlier Tone

Research‐based

Language simplified

• Email pictures of documents

Highlights reply options

• Regular (“snail”) Mail 

• Drop documents by the school
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Beginning Verification Before October 1

This is not a new policy – we’re just pointing out an option that has always 
been allowed.  And it’s simple! Just select a sample of applications as they 
are coming in instead of waiting until October. 

1.  Decide on the timeframe you will select a sample, e.g., weekly 

2.  Each week, identify the required percentage for the sample:

Ex: if you are using a 3% sample, you would select 3% of the 
applications received in any given week

3. Send the verification letters to the families identified in the sample
immediately
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Take-aways 

1.  Approaching verification from 
multiple angles is more effective 
than any one, single approach.

2.  Different combinations of 
strategies will be effective in 

different locations.

rolling verification

opt out pre-notification of selection

before/after hours calls

simplified letter

multiple languages

pre-addressed envelopes email

photos of documentation

text messaging others? …

certified mail



• Visit the USDA Help Desk to speak with subject matter experts 

• Come see us in the Exhibit Hall  USDA Lane Booths #2206-2215

• Become a Team Nutrition School  www.fns.usda.gov/tn/join-team

• Visit us online

USDA is Here to Help!

@USDANutrition
@TeamNutrition

facebook.com/USDA fns.usda.gov


