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Introduction 
 
The Legislative Post Audit Committee authorized this audit at its April 24, 2024 
meeting. The topic was suggested by staff. 
 
Objectives, Scope, & Methodology 
 
Our audit objective was to answer the following question: 
 

1. Does the number of free lunch students used for at-risk funding accurately 
reflect the number of students who are eligible for the program? 

 
The scope of our work included reviewing financial and other documents for 769 
(out of about 198,000) students who qualified for a free school lunch in the 2023-24 
school year. The sample was chosen randomly from Kansas Department of 
Education (KSDE) data and is representative of the state’s free lunch student 
population. The results are projectable to the population with a 95% confidence level. 
 
Our method included reviewing the rules the United States Department of 
Agriculture requires of school districts that participate in the National School Lunch 
Program. We also reviewed guidance and audit documents provided by KSDE. We 
randomly selected a sample of students from data KSDE provided. For each student, 
we requested supporting documentation from the student’s district. For students 
who submitted income information to their school district, we used financial data 
from the Kansas Department of Revenue and the Kansas Department of Labor to 
determine whether the household’s income qualified them for a free lunch in the 
2023-24 school year. For other students, we reviewed documentation to determine 
whether the district appropriately approved the student for a free lunch.   
 
More specific details about the scope of our work and the methods we used are 
included throughout the report as appropriate. 
 
Important Disclosures 
 
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform 
the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. Overall, we believe the 
evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on those audit objectives.  
 
Audit standards require us to report our work on internal controls relevant to our 
audit objectives. They also require us to report deficiencies we identified through 
this work. In this audit, we noted that a lack of verification of reported household 
income puts this program at high risk for fraud, waste, and abuse. 
 
Our audit reports and podcasts are available on our website www.kslpa.gov.  
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The number of free lunch students used for determining at-risk 
funding appears to be significantly more than the number of 
students who may be eligible for the free lunch program.  
 
Background 
 
The federal government reimburses school districts for meals they serve to 
students through the National School Lunch Program. 

 
 The National School Lunch Program is a federal program that reimburses 

school districts for meals they serve to students. The United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) administers the program. The program has 
been in operation since 1946. 
 

 The program is open to public and private schools, charter schools, and 
certain residential childcare institutions. The USDA reimburses participating 
schools for each lunch they serve. In exchange, schools must offer free and 
reduced-priced lunches to students who qualify. Additionally, schools must 
serve meals that meet federal nutritional standards. In the 2023-24 school 
year, all 286 school districts in Kansas participated in the National School 
Lunch Program.   

 
 The federal government reimburses districts for several food programs. This 

includes reimbursements for lunch, breakfast, milk, and snacks. In this audit 
we focused only on the lunch program. 

 
 Federal lunch reimbursement rates are based on a few factors. Districts 

receive a smaller reimbursement for lunches they serve to students who fully 
pay for their meal. Reimbursement rates for students who qualify for free or 
reduced-price lunches are higher. The percentage of students in the district 
who receive a free or reduced-price lunch and whether the district meets 
certain nutrition requirements also affects the reimbursement rate. In the 
2023-24 school year Kansas districts received: 

 
o $0.40 to $0.50 per lunch served to a student who fully pays for their lunch. 
o $3.85 to $3.95 per lunch served to a student who qualifies for reduced-price 

lunches. 
o $4.25 to $4.35 per lunch served to a student who qualifies for a free lunch. 

 
 The state also reimburses school districts for each lunch served. This 

reimbursement meets the federally required state match for the National 
School Lunch Program. In 2023-24 the state reimbursed districts $0.04 for 
each lunch served.  
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Students receive a free or reduced-price lunch through the National School 
Lunch Program if they meet 1 of several criteria. 

 
 The National School Lunch Program requires districts to offer free and 

reduced-price lunches to qualifying students. Students can receive a free 
lunch if they meet 1 of several criteria: 

 
o The student participates in certain federal programs. This includes 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Food Distribution 
Program on Indian Reservations, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), and certain Medicaid benefits. Pre-schoolers 
participating in Head Start programs are also eligible. 
 

o The student is a migrant, runaway, in foster care, or experiencing 
homelessness. 

 
o The student attends a school that participates in the Community Eligibility 

Provision of the National School Lunch Program. This provision allows 
qualifying schools to provide free lunches to all students regardless of the 
student’s household income.   

 
o The student’s parent (or guardian) submits an application reporting total 

household income is at or less than 130% of the federal poverty line for its 
size. In 2023-24, this was $39,000 for a household of 4. 

 
 Students receive a reduced-price lunch if the student’s total household 

income is between 130% and 185% of the federal poverty line. In 2023-24, this 
was between $39,001 and $55,500 for a household of 4. Students who are 
eligible for a reduced-price lunch pay no more than $0.40 per lunch. 
 

 Families are not required to notify the school district if their financial situation 
changes. Once a district determines that a student is eligible for a free or 
reduced-price lunch, that eligibility is valid for the entire school year plus 30 
food operating days into the next year. 

 
In Kansas, at-risk funding is based on the number of students who are eligible 
for a free lunch and meet a few other criteria.  
 

 In Kansas, the state provides at-risk funding to school districts. Districts are 
meant to use this funding to provide additional services to students at risk of 
academic failure. The funding is largely allocated based on the number of 
students in the district who are eligible for a free lunch on September 20th. 
The free lunch count is used as a proxy to determine at-risk funding because 
of the overlap between the number of students in a district who are 
economically disadvantaged and the number of students who are likely to 
need extra support to succeed academically. K.S.A 72-5132 (2) and Kansas 
Department of Education (KSDE) rules require students who are eligible for a 
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free lunch to also meet some additional criteria to be counted for at-risk 
funding: 
 
o Students in grades 1-12 must be full-time students unless they have an 

Individualized Education Program (students who receive special education 
services have IEPs). Kindergarten and pre-school students can attend 
school less than full-time and still be eligible to be counted for at-risk 
funding. 
 

o Students must be 19 or younger as of September 20th unless the student 
has an IEP. Students who receive special education services can attend 
school until they are 21. 

 
o Students enrolled in virtual schools are not eligible to be counted for at-

risk funding. 
 

 The state allocates at-risk funding based on a weighting that is multiplied by 
the base state aid. In 2023-24, the weighting was .484 and the base aid was 
$5,088 per student. This means that districts received about $2,500 for every 
student who met the at-risk funding criteria. In that year, the state paid about 
$488 million to districts in at-risk funding. 

 
 The state also provides high-density at-risk funding which is based on the 

percentage of students who are eligible for a free lunch in a school district. For 
this type of funding, the state provides additional at-risk funding to districts 
whose free lunch percentage is 35% or greater. In 2023-24, the state paid 
about $75 million to districts that qualified for high-density at-risk funding. 
 

 The number of students included in the at-risk funding count has increased 
by 10% from the 2018-19 school year to the 2023-24 school year. In 2018-19, 
about 180,000 students (36% of all students) were included in the at-risk 
funding count. In the 2023-24 school year about 198,000 students (41% of all 
students) were included. Much of this increase is due to Medicaid being 
added as a program that automatically qualifies a student for free lunches in 
the 2022-23 school year.   

 
Student Eligibility for Free Lunches 
 
In the 2023-24 school year, an estimated 80% of students who qualified for a free 
lunch did so through a process called direct certification.  

 
 Students who meet certain criteria are automatically eligible to receive a free 

lunch. Generally, these students are not required to submit a National School 
Lunch Program application to receive this benefit.  

 
 Instead, state agencies and school districts use a process called direct 

certification to determine which students are automatically eligible to receive 
a free lunch. The USDA requires states to directly certify students who receive 
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SNAP, but states can choose to directly certify certain other groups. In Kansas, 
several groups are directly certified in multiple ways: 

 
o The Department for Children and Families (DCF) compiles a list of students 

who receive federal benefits including SNAP, TANF, and Medicaid. DCF 
administers SNAP and TANF. DCF also verifies students who are in foster 
care. The Kansas Department of Health and Environment (KDHE) sends a 
list of students who are eligible for Medicaid and whose reported family 
income is 130% or less than the federal poverty level to DCF. In turn, DCF 
reports these students in a system that KSDE operates called KN-Claim. 
School districts access this system and can see which students should 
automatically receive a free lunch. This system is updated throughout the 
year and districts receive updates regularly. With the exception of students 
in foster care, if at least 1 student in the household is on this list, free lunch 
is extended to all the students in the household.  

 
o School district officials verify that other groups of students are 

automatically eligible. This includes students experiencing homelessness, 
runaways, and migrant students. In these cases, a local district official 
works with other agencies to verify that a student meets relevant criteria. 
For example, a district official might work with a local homeless shelter to 
verify that a student is a runaway or experiencing homelessness. If the 
district determines the student meets the criteria, the student is 
automatically eligible to receive a free lunch. Additionally, officials that 
work in certain pre-school programs (such as Head Start) verify that those 
students are eligible.  

 
o Local tribal officials verify students who participate in the Food Distribution 

Program on Indian Reservations.  
 

 Students who meet these criteria can receive free lunches for the whole 
school year plus 30 food operating days into the next school year. At the end 
of the 30 days, students need to be re-certified or complete a National School 
Lunch Program application to continue receiving free lunches.  
 

 Students who are directly certified for free lunches are counted in the at-risk 
funding count if they meet the other statutory criteria (i.e., 19 or younger, full-
time student, and do not attend a virtual school). Students who are on the 30-
day carry-over period on September 20th are counted in the at-risk funding 
count even if they do not qualify after that period ends. 

 
 The percentage of free lunch students who are directly certified has increased 

from 46% (about 77,000 students) in the 2020-21 school year to 79% (about 
157,000 students) in the 2023-24 school year. The percentage of directly 
certified students increased significantly in the 2022-23 school year. This was 
the first year that students who qualified for Medicaid were directly certified 
to receive free lunches. 
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In the 2023-24 school year, an estimated 16% of students who qualified for a free 
lunch did so by submitting a National School Lunch Program application.  
 

 For students who are not directly certified, a parent (or guardian) must submit 
a National School Lunch Program application to determine eligibility for a free 
lunch. The application requires the parent to provide various information 
including listing all members of the household (children and adults), total 
income earned by each household member, and contact information. The 
program requires only 1 application per household, and it must be submitted 
annually. See Appendix B for an example of this application. 

 
 School districts typically provide an application at enrollment, but parents can 

apply at any point during the school year. However, only students who were 
eligible for a free lunch on September 20th can be included in the at-risk 
funding count. 

 
 School district officials use the household income information on the 

application to determine whether the student may receive a free lunch, a 
reduced-price lunch, or must pay full price for lunch. USDA rules require the 
district to consider only the information on the application when making this 
determination. The district then must notify the parent or guardian of the 
determination the district made. 

 
 In the 2023-24 school year we estimated about 34,000 students who qualified 

for a free lunch submitted a National School Lunch Program application. 
 
In the 2023-24 school year, an estimated 4% of students who qualified for a free 
lunch attended a school that participated in the Community Eligibility Provision 
and submitted a Household Economic Survey. 
 

 The Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) allows eligible schools to provide 
free lunches to all enrolled students without collecting applications. To be 
eligible for CEP the school must have at least 25% of its students eligible for 
free lunches through direct certification in the previous year. In the 2023-24 
school year, 73% (895) of Kansas public schools were eligible to participate in 
CEP. 
 

 Schools that participate in CEP provide all their students with a free lunch. 
This includes students who otherwise would not qualify for a free or reduced-
price lunch. Students are not required to submit an application to receive this 
benefit.  

 
 It is up to the school district to decide whether to participate in CEP and most 

do not. This is because the National School Lunch Program reimburses meals 
in CEP schools using a different formula. In some cases, this results in the 
district receiving less money in reimbursements from the federal government 
than they would if they were not a CEP school. Further, CEP has other 
requirements such as the district must serve breakfast. As a result, districts 
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must consider how any lost revenue, potential increased costs, and any 
potential savings might impact their food service program. In the 2023-24 
school year, 13% (157) of Kansas public schools participated in CEP. These 
districts represent about 56,000 students. 

 
 KSDE requires students who attend CEP schools, but who are not directly 

certified, to complete a Household Economic Survey to determine at-risk 
funding counts. This is because the department only counts students whose 
household income is 130% or less of the federal poverty line in the at-risk 
funding count. KSDE uses the Household Economic Survey to identify which 
students meet that criteria. About 7,000 students (4%) submitted a 
Household Economic Survey in the 2023-24 school year. See Appendix C for 
an example of the Household Economic Survey. 

 
 KSDE also allows alternative schools that do not offer lunch services to provide 

the survey to students. This allows schools that don’t provide lunches to 
determine whether students would be eligible for a free lunch and thus can 
be counted in the at-risk funding count (if they also meet the other criteria). 

 
Eligibility Verification Results 
 
We chose a random and projectable sample of students who qualified for a free 
lunch in the 2023-24 school year to verify their eligibility for the free lunch 
program. 
 

 We reviewed information for 769 randomly selected students who qualified 
for a free lunch in the 2023-24 school year (out of about 198,000 students). 
KSDE provided us data for students who received a free lunch from the 
Kansas Individual Data on Students (KIDS) system. The students in our sample 
were a mix of students whose household provided a National School Lunch 
Program application or a Household Economic Survey and students who were 
directly certified. 
 

 We requested documentation for each student from the student’s school 
district. For students who filled out an application or a Household Economic 
Survey, the district provided a copy of that document. For students who were 
directly certified, the district provided confirmation that the student was on 
the direct certification list. 

 
 For reasons we discuss in detail in the following sections, we were not able to 

assess all students’ eligibility for the free lunch program. Figure 1 shows the 
number of students in each group in our sample. As the figure shows, we tried 
to verify household income for 20% of the students. Further, we were only able 
to project our results to the group of students whose household submitted a 
National School Lunch Program application. 

 
 



 

9 
 

 
 

We reviewed household income information for a projectable sample of 
students who submitted a National School Lunch Program application to 
determine whether those students appeared to be eligible for free lunches. 
 

 The random sample of students included 122 students across 55 districts (out 
of an estimated 34,000 students) who qualified for a free lunch because they 
submitted a free lunch application. This sample is large enough to be 
statistically valid for projecting at a 95% confidence interval. 
 

 We requested the National School Lunch Program applications from the 
students’ districts for the 2023-24 school year.   

 
 We used information from that application to find 2023 income tax 

information for that household from the Kansas Department of Revenue 
(KDOR). When we could not find income tax information, we looked for 
quarterly wage information from the Kansas Department of Labor (KDOL). We 
reviewed the income information we could find and determined if the 
household met the free lunch income requirements for their household size. 

 
 

Figure 1. The students in our sample were a mix of students who provided 

an application or survey and students who were directly certified. (a)

Source: LPA analysis of a random sample of students who received a free lunch (audited).

Kansas Legislative Division of Post Audit

(a) We attempted to verify all of the students in these groups. However, we were not 
able to find 30 applicants' income in KDOR's income tax system or KDOL's wage 
system.

Directly Certified

National School Lunch
Application

Household Economic
Survey

615
(80%)

LPA verified

122
(16%)

32
(4%)
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We estimated that 54% to 72% of all Kansas students who qualified for free 
lunches because they submitted a National School Lunch Program application 
were likely ineligible in the 2023-24 school year. 
 

 We reviewed 122 applications but could not find any income information for 14 
applicants. In some cases, the application did not provide enough information 
for us to locate those individuals in KDOR or KDOL’s system. For example, the 
applicant did not provide their social security number. In other cases, we had 
enough information, but we still could not find the individual in either KDOR’s 
or KDOL’s systems. This could be because these individuals did not submit a 
tax return or had employers that did not properly submit wage information.  
 

 Figure 2 shows the results of the income verification work for the 108 
individuals we could find. As the figure shows, 68 applications (63%) did not 
appear to meet the income eligibility for free lunches. This means the financial 
information we could find at either KDOR or KDOL exceeded the income 
threshold for the size of the applicants’ households.   
 
o 10% (7) of the ineligible applicants were within 10% of the income 

threshold. This means these applicants were only slightly over the 
threshold. Often applicants provide rounded numbers on the application. 
In these cases, the applicant may have simply slightly underestimated 
their income on the application. 

 
o 24% (16) of the ineligible applicants had incomes between 10% and 50% 

over the allowable income threshold. For example, 1 application listed 2 
adult earners in the household with a total of about $49,200 in annual 
income. The income threshold for that household was about $52,400. 
However, we found income for those 2 individuals that totaled about 
$75,300. That applicant’s household income was 44% over the threshold 
for their household size. 

 
o 66% (45) of the ineligible applicants had incomes that were at least 50% 

over the income threshold. For about half of these applicants, they had 
incomes greater than $100,000 in the year their student received free 
lunches. Two applicants had incomes greater than $200,000. In some 
cases, the application provided income for only 1 adult household member. 
However, we found 2 or more adults living in that household. As a result, 
the income provided for that 1 person might have been accurate, but the 
household income they reported appeared to be incomplete. 

 
 We projected the results from this sample to the whole population of 

students who qualified for a free lunch by submitting an application. We 
estimate that between 54% to 72% of all applicants were likely ineligible for a 
free lunch. That’s about 18,400 to 24,600 students. This work represents a 95% 
confidence interval. This means that there is a 95% likelihood that the true 
ineligibility percentage for all applications is within this range.  
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 It is difficult for school districts to detect these problems. USDA rules require 
them to accept the application at face value. Districts have no way to 
independently verify the information provided on the application. Further, if 
the applicant does not report household income accurately or completely, the 
district is unlikely to be able to detect it. 

 

 
 

The verification work we conducted for students who submitted a National 
School Lunch Program application has a few important caveats. 

 
 The application is a snapshot in time while income tax returns and wage 

information include earnings for the whole year. This means it is possible that 
a student was eligible for a free lunch at the time the application was filed, 
even if the household’s total income for the year exceeded the threshold. This 
means we could have determined that a student was not eligible even 
though they were at the time they submitted the application. 
 

 We could not verify the size of the applicant’s household. As a result, we relied 
on the applicant accurately listing all household members. If they did not do 
so it could cause a couple of issues. 

Figure goes here. Add rows for more space.

Figure 2. For the 108 applicants we could verify, 68 (63%) did not appear to 

meet the income eligibility for free lunches.

Source: LPA analysis of income eligibility for 108 free lunch applicants (audited).

Kansas Legislative Division of Post Audit
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o First, we could have understated the amount of household income. 
Although we occasionally found additional adults not on the application 
living in the household, we cannot be certain we found them all. As a 
result, we may not have counted all household income. This means we 
could have determined that a student was eligible even though they were 
not. 
 

o Second, we could have applied the wrong income threshold to determine 
eligibility. The more members in the household, the higher the income 
threshold is for eligibility. This could create an incentive to list individuals 
who do not live in the household in order to qualify. In this case, we may 
have determined that a student was eligible even though they were not.  
Conversely, if an applicant listed fewer household members. then we may 
have applied a lower income threshold. In this case, we could have 
determined that a student was not eligible even though they were. 

 
 Our estimate only applies to students who were qualified by income, which is 

about 16% of the total free lunch population. We could not project eligibility 
for the remaining 84% who were directly certified or submitted a Household 
Economic Survey, as described in the next sections. 

 
We were unable to verify enough Household Economic Surveys to draw 
conclusions about the whole population of students who submitted the survey. 
 

 Out of our random sample of students who qualified for a free lunch, 32 
submitted a Household Economic Survey in the 2023-24 school year. Only 
students who attend a CEP school and are not directly certified submit this 
survey. We verified these in the same way we verified National School Lunch 
Program applications. We reviewed tax and other earnings information and 
compared that to the appropriate income threshold for the household size. 

 
 However, we were only able to verify half of the surveys. For 16 of the 32 

surveys, we could not find any tax or wage earnings at KDOR or KDOL. The 
survey does not require a social security number which makes locating 
individuals in these systems more difficult. Further, these individuals may not 
have submitted tax returns or had employers that properly submitted wage 
information.  

 
 Out of the 16 surveys we could evaluate, 9 (56%) did not appear eligible for free 

lunch.   
 

o 2 were within 10% of the income threshold. This means the income we 
found was only slightly over the threshold. Often individuals provide 
rounded numbers on the survey. For these, the individual may have 
simply slightly underestimated their income on the survey. 

 
o 2 had incomes that exceeded the allowable threshold by 10% to 50%.   

 



 

13 
 

o 5 had incomes that exceeded the allowable threshold by more than 50%.   
 

 This work has similar caveats as the work we conducted for the National 
School Lunch Program applications. The survey is a snapshot of an applicant’s 
income at a specific point in time. However, the income information we 
reviewed represents total income for the whole year. This means we could 
have determined that a student was not eligible even though they were at 
the time they submitted the application. Additionally, the survey does not 
require the applicant to list all the members of the household. As a result, we 
may have understated income for some households. This means we may have 
determined a student was eligible when they weren’t. Last, if an applicant 
misreported the number of household members, we could have applied the 
wrong income threshold to determine eligibility. 
 

 We could not find income information for enough of the students who 
submitted a Household Economic Survey to project the results to the whole 
population of students who submitted a survey. Nevertheless, these results do 
raise additional concerns about the accuracy of the free lunch count. 

 
We couldn’t verify the incomes of students who qualified for free lunch because 
they were directly certified, which means we couldn’t assess the overall 
accuracy of the free lunch count. 

 
 We could not verify whether the students who were directly certified were 

accurately determined to be eligible. These students do not submit an 
application, so they do not provide income information to the school district. 
Instead, eligibility for most of these students is determined by information 
they provide to DCF and KDHE when they apply for benefits such as SNAP or 
Medicaid. Due to time and data constraints, we could not determine whether 
those agencies accurately assessed eligibility for TANF, SNAP, and Medicaid. 
Further, some directly certified students are determined by their school 
district. We could not evaluate whether all the districts made these 
determinations correctly. 
 

 The high percentage of automatically eligible students (about 80% of all free-
lunch students) means the overall accuracy of the free lunch count is difficult 
to assess. This is because decision making related to free lunch eligibility is 
disbursed among multiple state agencies and 286 school districts. Ultimately, 
much of the accuracy of the free lunch count (and in turn the at-risk funding 
count) depends on whether state agencies and school districts accurately 
approve individuals for their respective programs. 

 
 We could not determine whether students were correctly determined to be 

directly certified, but we could verify that those students’ eligibility was 
properly documented. We reviewed a random sample of 615 students (out of 
about 160,000 total students) that the districts identified as being directly 
certified. This sample included 149 school districts. We used the direct 
certification list that DCF compiles and documents the district provided to 
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verify that each student the district reported as being directly certified had 
documentation supporting that determination. Out of the 615 students we 
reviewed, we verified documentation for 612 (99%). For the 3 we could not 
verify:  

 
o 1 district may have inappropriately extended free lunch eligibility to the 

sibling of a student who was not part of the household. 
 

o 1 district told us a student was directly certified but could not provide 
supporting documentation. 

 
o 1 district did not respond to our request for additional documentation so 

we could not verify that student.  
 
We used U.S. Census Bureau data to estimate the number of students who 
might have been eligible for a free lunch but did not apply for one. 
 

 We reviewed data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey. This survey collects information from a sample of households each 
year. That information is then projected to the whole population at a 90% 
confidence interval.  

 
 We used data from this survey to estimate the number of Kansas public 

school students whose incomes were 130% or less of the federal poverty line in 
2023 (130% is the income threshold for free lunch eligibility). We had to 
estimate the number of students at the 130% line because the Census survey 
reports at the 125% level but not the 130% level. We applied this percentage to 
the total number of public school students in the state to determine how 
many Kansas public school students could be eligible for a free lunch. 
 

 We then backed out certain populations of students that we know did apply 
for a free lunch. This estimate takes into account the number of students who 
were directly certified, the number of students who submitted an application 
or survey, and the number of students we found were ineligible. This left an 
estimate of the number of students who would likely be eligible for a free 
lunch but did not apply. 
 

 We did this work because an additional way the free lunch count may not be 
accurate is if there is a significant number of students who are eligible but did 
not apply. This work allows us to estimate any potential undercounting of the 
free lunch count (and in turn the at-risk funding count). 

 
We estimated up to 3,200 students might have been eligible for a free lunch in 
the 2023-24 school year but did not apply, however this is significantly less than 
the number who qualified but likely were ineligible. 
 

 In the 2023-24 school year, up to an estimated 3,200 students who were likely 
eligible for a free lunch did not submit an application or a survey. Families 
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may not submit a National School Lunch Program application or apply for a 
federal program for a variety of reasons, including a lack of awareness of the 
program or concerns about stigma related to receiving those benefits. 
Additionally, students in CEP schools will receive a free lunch whether their 
family fills out the survey or not. This may reduce their incentive to turn in the 
survey.  

 
 School districts receive about $2,500 in at-risk funding for each student that 

qualified for a free lunch (and meets a few other criteria). Because these 
students did not apply, the districts did not receive that funding. As a result, 
districts may not have received about $7 million in at-risk funding in the 2023-
24 school year.  

 
 Even though about 3,200 students may have been eligible for a free lunch but 

did not apply, we found many more students who qualified but likely were not 
eligible. We estimated between 18,400 to 24,600 students who qualified may 
not have been eligible. This number is likely low because we could only 
project our verification results to about 16% of the total number of students 
who qualified for a free lunch.  
 

 This estimate does not include some rare instances where a student could 
have been directly certified even though their household income was greater 
than 130%. For example, migrant students are directly certified for free 
lunches. However, there is no income threshold for these students. Further, it 
is up to a parent to notify the district that the student is migrant or for the 
school to identify the student. If the school did not identify the student and 
the household income is above 130%, our estimate would not count this 
student. This student would be eligible for a free lunch but uncounted. We 
think these situations are rare, but it could result in our estimate being slightly 
understated. 

 
Both the state and federal government likely overpaid districts for at-risk 
funding and meal reimbursements in the 2023-24 school year. 
 

 If students who receive a free lunch are not eligible to receive a free lunch, 
both the state and federal governments make unnecessary payments.  
Conversely, the state and federal government make fewer payments when 
students who are eligible do not apply. 
 

 In the 2023-24 school year, the state may have overpaid in at-risk funding. The 
state provides nearly $2,500 in at-risk funding to districts for every student 
who qualified for a free lunch. In 2023-24 the state paid for 18,400 to 24,600 
students who may not have been eligible for a free lunch. After accounting for 
the 3,200 students who may have been eligible but did not apply, the state 
likely overpaid by about $38 million to $53 million in the 2023-24 school year. 
The state likely overpaid in high density at-risk funding as well. High density 
at-risk funding provides additional funds to districts whose free lunch 
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percentage is greater than 35%. However, our work is done at the statewide 
level so we were unable to determine the impact on individual districts.  

 
 The federal government may have overpaid reimbursements for the free 

lunch program. The federal government reimburses school districts $4.25 to 
$4.35 for every meal it serves to students who qualify for a free lunch. We 
estimated the total overpayment based on 15,200 to 21,400 students receiving 
166 lunches (average number of school days) per year. We assumed students 
would still eat a school lunch so the federal government would still reimburse 
the district $0.40 per meal. In the 2023-24 school year, we estimated the 
federal government may have overpaid districts by $10 million to $14 million. 

 
School District and KSDE Verification  
 
School districts and KSDE are limited in their ability to verify the accuracy of 
DCF’s direct certification list.   

 
 DCF compiles a list of students who should be directly certified because they 

receive SNAP, TANF, Medicaid or are in foster care. KSDE officials told us they 
do not have the necessary information to verify that DCF compiled that list 
accurately. However, KSDE auditors review DCF’s direct certification list to 
ensure that students who were directly certified after September 20th are not 
counted as part of the at-risk funding count unless there’s an allowable 
exception. Additionally, there is nothing the districts can do to ensure that 
DCF compiled that list accurately.  

 
 For migrant students, runaways, and students experiencing homelessness, 

KSDE does review the districts’ documentation. For these students, the 
districts make the determination that the student meets the criteria to be 
automatically eligible for free lunches. KSDE auditors do not verify that the 
districts correctly made that determination, but they ensure that the district 
had the documentation to support it. 

 
Federal rules significantly limit school districts’ ability to verify household 
income for students applying through a National School Lunch Program 
application.  

 
 Per federal rule, when a family submits a National School Lunch Program 

application, school district officials must make an initial determination of 
eligibility based solely on the information provided on the application. 
 

 Generally, federal rules require districts to verify eligibility for a small 
percentage of the total approved applications (this includes applications 
approved for both free and reduced-price lunches). The district must verify 
either 3% of applications or 3,000 applications, whichever is less. In the 2023-
24 school year, districts verified a total of about 1,900 applications. KSDE 
determines the number of applications the district must verify. USDA rules 
require districts to randomly choose the required number of applications that 
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are within $1,200 of the annual threshold. USDA considers these applications 
to be error prone. If there are not enough of these types of applications, 
districts must randomly choose from other applications. Only in specific 
instances do federal rules permit districts to verify more than 3% of the 
applications. 

 
 District officials review supporting documentation (e.g., a paystub) to verify 

families’ reported income. The district must notify an applicant in writing that 
they need to submit supporting documentation. The documentation must 
include the name of the household member, amount of income received, and 
frequency. District staff review the submitted documentation and determine 
if the student is still eligible. However, districts do not have any way of 
verifying this information outside of the documentation the applicant 
provides. If the parent does not respond, the student is removed from free or 
reduced-price lunch status. The district is required to notify the parent in 
writing of the district’s determination.  

 
 In some circumstances a district may verify applications for cause. Districts 

have an obligation to verify questionable applications. This can include 
instances where a district has knowledge of additional income the applicant 
did not report. If a district has concerns about an application, they must notify 
the applicant in writing. Then they must provide them an opportunity to 
provide documentation. Districts can verify applications for cause at any time 
during the school year. Further, these verifications do not count toward the 
district’s 3% verification requirement. 

 
 KSDE removes students from the at-risk funding count if a district determines 

they’re not eligible for a free lunch. If a student qualified for a free lunch on 
September 20 but the district determined later that the student was not 
eligible, KSDE auditors told us they remove that student from the at-risk 
funding count. Districts receive a portion of their state funding multiple times 
per year so KSDE can adjust district funding throughout the year. 

 
KSDE auditors review several aspects of the National School Lunch Program 
applications but cannot independently verify the household income parents 
report. 
 

 Each year, KSDE auditors audit the greater of 10% or a minimum of 250 
students that submitted a National School Lunch Program application and 
are eligible for the at-risk funding count in each district. 
 

 Information provided by KSDE indicates that auditors review several aspects 
of the application. They confirm that the application was signed, dated 
between July 1 and September 20, and complete. Auditors also determine 
whether the district correctly determined that the student was qualified to 
receive free lunches, reduced-price lunches, or fully paid lunches based on the 
information on the application.  
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 However, KSDE auditors do not independently verify income through other 
sources (e.g., income tax returns). There is no system in place that would allow 
KSDE auditors to take this step.  

 
 Finally, auditors confirm that the district properly verified the number of 

applications the federal government requires.  
 
Districts and KSDE auditors review Household Economic Surveys but they 
cannot independently verify the reported income. 
 

 KSDE requires students who attend CEP schools, but who are not directly 
certified, to complete a Household Economic Survey. This is because the 
department only counts students whose reported household income is 130% 
or less of the federal poverty line in the at-risk funding count. KSDE uses the 
Household Economic Survey to identify which students meet that criteria.  
 

 The survey requires very little information. The parent (or guardian) is only 
required to report the total number of people in the household and the total 
household annual income. Parents must submit the survey to the district 
annually. 
 

 KSDE requires school districts to verify these surveys in similar ways as 
National School Lunch Program applications. KSDE requires districts to 
request supporting documentation for 3% of Household Economic Surveys.  
Districts require the applicant to provide documentation (such as a pay stub) 
that supports the income reported on the survey. However, district officials 
cannot verify through other sources that the reported income is complete 
and correct.  

 
 KSDE auditors also include surveys as part of the 10% of students they audit in 

each district. Like the National School Lunch Program applications, KSDE 
auditors cannot independently verify the income reported on the survey. 
KSDE auditors must determine whether the student is eligible to be counted 
in the at-risk count based on the self-reported information provided on the 
survey. 

 
The lack of income verification means the free lunch program is at high risk of 
fraud, waste, and abuse. 
 

 Much of the accuracy of the free lunch count is based on whether agencies 
such as KDHE and DCF accurately make eligibility decisions. If there is fraud 
or other errors in determining eligibility for those programs, it is likely to have 
an impact on free lunch eligibility. However, the districts and KSDE do not 
have the resources or the authority to provide oversight of the eligibility and 
verification processes of these programs.  
 

 Household income on the National School Lunch Program application is self-
reported, and USDA does not permit the districts to verify more than 3% of 
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applications. As a result, in the 2023-24 school year, 80% (229) of the state’s 286 
school districts were required to verify 5 or fewer applications. The remaining 
districts reviewed between 6 and 250 applications. Further, KSDE also has no 
way to independently verify the income information on the applications. 
Programs that operate almost entirely on self-reported income are inherently 
at risk of fraud, waste, and abuse. 

 
 Further, districts receive at-risk funding for students who qualify for a free 

lunch. This could create an incentive for districts to not look critically at 
applications. This incentive may create an environment where problems are 
less likely to be detected. 

 
 In 2019, the U.S. Government Accountability Office reported that USDA did not 

have a process to identify and assess fraud risks facing the school lunch 
program. They noted that high error rates in previous years indicate that the 
program may be “inherently vulnerable to fraud.” 

 
 Many of the risks we identified are related to the rules the USDA has created 

for the National School Lunch Program. As such, KSDE and the school districts 
have little ability to correct the problems that create the highest risks for this 
program. 

 
Other Findings 
 
The 2023-24 free lunch count in Kansas was more than double the estimated 
number of students the U.S. Census Bureau indicated should be eligible for a 
free lunch. 
 

 We reviewed data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey. This survey collects information from a sample of households each 
year. That information is then projected to the whole population at a 90% 
confidence interval.  
 

 We used data from this survey to estimate the number of Kansas public 
school students whose income was 130% or less of the federal poverty line in 
2023. We had to estimate the number of students at the 130% line because 
the Census survey reports at the 125% level but not the 130% level. We also 
estimated the number of public school students because the Census survey 
counts all children.   

 
 Using 2023 Census survey data, we estimated about 92,000 public school 

students were living in households that had incomes of 130% or less of the 
federal poverty line. This is about 20% of all Kansas public school students.  
The Census survey reported about 18% of all Kansas children lived in 
households with income of 125% or less of the federal poverty level. Our 
estimate, which includes students up to 130% of the poverty line, is reasonable 
in comparison. 
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 However, in the 2023-24 school year, about 198,000 students received a free 
lunch because their reported household income was less than 130% of the 
federal poverty line. This is more than double the number of students we 
would expect based on the Census survey. The Census survey reported that its 
estimate could have undercounted the number of children in poverty by 
about 1%. We took this into account in our estimate.  

 
 We did this work because the Census data is the only other data source that 

provides perspective on how many students in Kansas likely are eligible for a 
free lunch. However, we noted there are a few reasons the free lunch count 
and the Census count could vary so significantly.  

 
o Much of the accuracy of the free lunch count is based on whether KDHE 

and DCF accurately determine eligibility for Medicaid, TANF, and SNAP. If 
those agencies make incorrect eligibility decisions it could inflate the 
number of students who qualified for a free lunch. 
 

o Individuals who fraudulently seek benefits could also inflate the number of 
students eligible for a free lunch. Fraud in any one of several programs 
could inflate the number of students who qualified for a free lunch. 

 
o Survey respondents may not accurately report their income. If respondents 

consistently overreport their income to the Census Bureau, the survey 
would undercount the number of students who might be eligible to 
receive a free lunch. 

 
There are a few additional factors that could influence the accuracy of the at-risk 
count but evaluating them was outside the scope of this audit. 
 

 The purpose of this audit was to determine whether the free lunch count was 
accurate. In Kansas, the accuracy of the free lunch count is the most 
significant factor in determining whether the at-risk funding count is 
accurate. However, we noted a few other factors that influence the accuracy 
of the at-risk count. We could not evaluate the impact of these issues on the 
at-risk count because it was outside the scope of this audit. 
 

 School districts submit information on a student’s free lunch eligibility to 
KSDE via the Kansas Individual Data on Students system (KIDS). This 
information plays a role in determining the number of students counted for 
the at-risk funding count. If districts do not submit accurate information to 
KIDS, then the at-risk count could be inaccurate. 

 
 The accuracy and thoroughness of KSDE’s auditors can have an impact on the 

at-risk count. If the auditors do not review a sufficient number of applications 
or routinely do not catch errors, the at-risk count could be inaccurate. 
Although we reported on what KSDE’s processes were, we did not evaluate 
the sufficiency and accuracy of those processes. 
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 Kansas statute applies additional criteria to students who are eligible for a free 
lunch before they can be counted in the at-risk count. For example, to be 
counted in the at-risk count students must be under the age of 19 and full-
time students, unless they have an IEP. If the department applies these 
criteria inappropriately, then the at-risk count would be incorrect.   

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The state has tied at-risk funding to a student count that may no longer accurately 
reflect the number of students who are at risk of academic failure. Free lunch was 
originally used as a funding basis because the number of students in poverty and 
the number of students at risk of academic failure tended to be similar. However, 
over time the program has changed significantly which allows more students to 
qualify for free lunch without submitting household income information. We found 
that a significant number of students receiving free lunch had household incomes 
that well exceeded the poverty threshold. Consequently, the free lunch count might 
not be an accurate measure of the number of students in poverty in Kansas schools. 
Further, districts now consider more factors than poverty when determining which 
students need at-risk services. As a result, the free lunch count may no longer be an 
accurate measure for determining the number of students at risk of academic 
failure in a district. 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

1. Because the free lunch count may no longer be an accurate measure for 
determining the number of students at risk of academic failure in a district, 
the Legislature should consider how at-risk funding should be allocated, 
including whether it should continue to be allocated based on the free lunch 
count. 

 
 

Agency Response 
 
On June 26, 2025 we provided the draft audit report to the Kansas Department of 
Education.  Its response is below. Agency officials generally agreed with our findings 
and conclusions. 
 
Dear Ms. Clarke, 

 
The Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE) knows that all processes can be 
improved and has built a culture based upon this belief. An audit by an outside 
agency provides a different perspective and should help the agency gain insight 
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into how to improve. KSDE agrees with the findings of the Free Lunch and At-Risk 
Audit but would like to highlight some of the findings and offer an alternative 
conclusion. 
 
Eligibility Verification Results 

 
KSDE appreciates LPA’s understanding of the limited information that is available to 
school districts and KSDE for the purpose of verifying family eligibility for free lunch 
through the National School Lunch Application. As stated in LPA’s report, school 
districts are limited in the number of applications that may be reviewed and only 
have access to supporting documentation provided by the family. School districts 
cannot use Department of Revenue records to determine eligibility for the National 
School Luch Program, and they do not have access to those records for use in 
determining eligibility for At-Risk Funding. 
 
It is important to highlight that a family’s eligibility for the National School Lunch 
Program and the district’s eligibility for At-Risk funding is a point in time. This 
means that a family’s financial circumstances may change during the course of the 
year but program eligibility for the National School Lunch Program and At-Risk 
funding are based on the application date or the date of the review. For At-Risk 

funding, that date is September 20
th. 

 
LPA provided an example of two students who qualified for Free Lunch, but using 
Department of Revenue data found that three individuals in the household had a 
total income in excess of $200,000. Although it is possible that the family only 
included one of the incomes intentionally, there are other possible explanations that 
happen commonly. With three wage earners in the household, it is possible that the 
other adults living in the household were a separate economic unit and that is why 
the income was not reported or the individuals were not included on the 
application. Additionally, it is possible that one or more of the individuals lost their 
income in September. If a family of five had a substantial loss of income resulting in 
a total income of $45,682 or less by September 20, the students would qualify for 
free lunch and the district would qualify for At-Risk funding. 
 

Although LPA does explain that the Department of Revenue data can lead to 
erroneous conclusions, I wanted to provide a specific example of how this could 
happen, as changes in household income are all too common. 
 
Conclusion 

 
LPA accurately states that free lunch eligibility under the National School Lunch 
Program has undergone substantial changes related to direct certification. They are 
also correct in pointing out that the legislature intended to use students living in 
poverty as a way to distribute At-Risk funding. However, state law requires that 
school districts expend At-Risk funds on students designated as at-risk and poverty 
is not considered an at- risk qualifier. Based on information provided by LPA, it 
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appears that changes to the Direct Certification program providing eligibility for 
students to receive free lunch may be less representative of students living in 
poverty and more representative of students that meet the defined at-risk criteria. 
The best example of this are students in the custody of the Department of Children 
and Families (foster care). It is very possible that a student foster care would not be 
captured in census poverty numbers. The foster family likely would not qualify as 
household in poverty and the student may not be in the home long enough to be 
part of the estimated counts. However, students in foster care are explicitly listed as 
being at-risk. 
 
In considering the findings of this audit, although the free lunch count may no 
longer be an accurate measure of poverty, the Legislature should consider if the 
formula still meets the overall goal of providing a measure of at- risk students, given 
that poverty is not part of the definition of an at-risk student. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the Reviewing Free Lunch 
Student Counts Used as a Basis for At-Risk Funding. This audit provides valuable 
information for how the State of Kansas provides additional funding to meet the 
needs of some of our most vulnerable children. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Dr. Frank Harwood 
Deputy Commissioner 
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Appendix A – Cited References 
 
This appendix lists the major publications we relied on for this report. 
 

1. School Meals Programs: USDA Has Reported Taking Some Steps to Reduce 
Improper Payments but Should Comprehensively Assess Fraud Risks (June, 
2019). U.S. Government Accountability Office. 

 
 
 

Appendix B – National School Lunch 
Program Application 
 
This appendix includes an example of a free and reduced-price application for the 
National School Lunch Program. The USDA provides this application in about 50 
different languages to school districts each year. 
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Appendix C – Household Economic Survey 
 
This appendix includes an example of the Household Economic Survey.  KSDE 
provides this form to school districts each year. However, households submit it to the 
school district on a voluntary basis. 

 


