Recommendations and Best Practices from Washington State’s SNAP E&T Program

The Value of SNAP E&T’s Flexibility
One of the most indispensable features of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
Employment & Training (SNAP E&T) is the flexibility it provides states in designing and
implementing employment and training services that best meet the needs of their SNAP
populations and that are integrated into their distinctive infrastructures and workforce
system objectives. Accordingly, there is no single “best” SNAP E&T model for every state.
In general, states making minimal use of SNAP E&T should give strong consideration
to building more robust and effective programs that can undoubtedly help fill an urgent
need among their under-served and low-skilled SNAP populations for the skills required
to advance to living-wage employment. To build effective SNAP E&T programs, states
should take advantage of the flexibility of SNAP E&T to incorporate best practices, many
of which may be gleaned from Washington’s BFET program.

Place Skills at the Center
Washington State operated a small SNAP E&T program prior to BFET that did little to
move people to self-sufficiency. BFET did more than simply expand the state’s SNAP
E&T services, it made a major shift from workfare to skills-building intended to lead
to meaningful employment gains for participants; from a vehicle for mandatory SNAP
populations to meet their participation requirements to a voluntary program serving
individuals who are prepared and motivated to improve their skills and job prospects;
and from a stand-alone, compliance-based program to a true employment and training
program connected to the state’s workforce system.
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SNAP E&T’s flexibility presents states with important and inter-related choices in
program scope and design, including which populations to target for participation, the
balance to strike between social service supports and purely employment and training
services, and whether to focus on moving participants immediately to any available jobs
or on building their skills for living-wage employment. BFET has resolved these questions
by placing skills at the center. Its goal is to achieve positive long-term employment and
wage gains for participants, and it holds contractors accountable for these metrics. As
such, BFET targets participants that are prepared to succeed in employment and training
programs, even if they require fairly robust support services. It is not designed to serve
individuals who are not ready for unsupported employment simply to give them an
activity to do to remain on Basic Food (SNAP) or punish them if they fail to participate.

Tie to Local Labor Market Demand
SNAP E&T programs should focus on providing participants skills and credentials that
are in demand in local labor markets. Washington’s BFET program relies primarily on
the effectiveness and nimbleness of individual third-party contractors in offering training
that is connected to their labor markets. BFET community colleges and community-based
organizations utilize labor market data along with formal and informal partnerships with
employers to ensure that they are aligned with broader labor market opportunities and
that their training programs are designed to provide participants the specific skills that
local employers want. The third-party SNAP E&T match model can be very effective in
this way because it connects participants to localized labor market openings with which
contractors have greater familiarity than the state. Within the third-party model, a state
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can still play a valuable role by evaluating prospective contractors based on how well their
employment and training programs tie to labor market demand; by providing centralized
resources and training (as in BFET) on the labor market to contractors; and by ensuring
its SNAP E&T program as a whole is an integral part of the state’s workforce development
priorities related to meeting the needs of focal industry sectors. Because SNAP E&T
participants are typically low-skilled, SNAP E&T program should focus particularly on
middle-skill occupations that also offer ample opportunities for living-wages. Middle-skill
jobs are those that require some education and training beyond high school but less than a
B.A., and are thus more accessible to the SNAP population with some additional training.

Complement, Don’t Duplicate Other Workforce/Related Programs
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Though states may think to utilize SNAP E&T to support services similar to those provided
by TANF or WIA, SNAP E&T might best be deployed (as with BFET) to complement
these programs by offering what they typically do not. Unlike TANF, SNAP E&T can focus
on skills and education that will allow SNAP recipients to compete for jobs that will help
them advance to self-sufficiency; unlike WIA, it can provide a more robust, flexible set
of training and support services for a population with multiple barriers to employment.
In the case of BFET, as demonstrated by an in-depth analysis of participant data, the
population served by the program is one that is distinct from and not well served (in terms
of supported employment and training services) by either TANF or WIA.
While SNAP E&T’s flexibility affords states a great opportunity to fill critical gaps within
their workforce development systems, an effective program should not stand apart from
but ought to be connected to other key parts of a state’s workforce development system.
SNAP E&T, as is true of BFET, can be utilized as a bridge from TANF (or to help keep
people from going on TANF in the first place). It can link to WIA as well. In Washington,
WIA one-stop centers are well aware of BFET and can connect appropriate individuals
who would be better served by BFET than by WIA to BFET providers. Overall, SNAP
E&T can be part of career pathway development – the first rung of skills continuum or
providing post-employment wage and skill progression for low-income workers. BFET has
also demonstrated the value of integrating SNAP E&T specifically with states’ community
college systems. Student debt is a huge issue, and SNAP E&T can help alleviate this by
serving as bridge funding for students while they qualify for other sources of financial aid,
and by providing student supports for those students who may not be Pell eligible.

The Value of Third-Party Match Models
States should strongly consider adopting third-party match SNAP E&T models. This
model allows states to build on the efforts of employment and training providers –
community colleges and community-based organizations – already operating in their
states and expert at providing services to low-income/low-skilled populations with barriers
to post-secondary and employment success. It allows states to leverage investments being
made in these organizations to serve as match for federal reimbursement, and build on
their own investments. In utilizing a third-party match model, SNAP E&T can serve as a
vehicle to better align the goals and services of providers with one another (and with the
state) to offer participants a more seamless continuum of services.
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Consider Starting With Focused Pilot Programs
As was true of BFET, the complexity of administering a SNAP E&T program may mean
states are better off starting with limited programs by focusing on specific populations
of SNAP recipients, specific geographies (BFET), and/or specific groups of providers
(e.g., community colleges). Starting small minimizes risk. In Washington, this approach
allowed BFET to work out many of the kinks in program operations, and eliminated the
need for new administrative staffing until the program proved a worthwhile endeavor. It
also afforded time for BFET to begin to demonstrate success as the program went to scale.
Starting small in Washington allowed time to build up sound policies and procedures,
as well as develop expertise among key state-level and contracted agencies who were
subsequently able to provide technical and political support to help grow the program.
For these reasons, and because the program created its own momentum through peerto-peer networks, starting small actually ended up facilitating faster growth of the
program. States that start off with ample SNAP E&T resources – such as may be the
case for those receiving pilot grants – may “start small” by initially investing in strategic
planning, developing administrative infrastructures, policies and procedures, and building
partnerships, prior to commencing program services. Taking the time for such a concerted
effort may have a similar effect of minimizing problems for states after they launch their
expanded SNAP E&T programs.
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Build on the Strength of Local Partnerships: Collaborative,
Not Directive Approach

}
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One key factor underlying BFET’s successful development is that it was “locally grown.”
This means that the state government did not design a SNAP E&T program in isolation
and then ask prospective service providers to apply (e.g., via an RFP process) to provide a
proscribed set of services. Nor has it operated BFET in an isolated, directive fashion. Just as
a critical benefit of SNAP E&T is the flexibility FNS provides states to design their SNAP
E&T programs, so states’ programs benefit greatly from designing and implementing their
program models in collaboration with existing local partnerships. BFET, for example, was
built on a strong partnership, already well-established, involving a local office of the state
agency that administers Basic Food/BFET (DSHS), local community-based organizations
and community colleges, and the funding community. These experts had already been
working on concerted strategies to advance low-income individuals out of poverty
through skills and better employment opportunities, and were given an equal voice at
the table when the opportunity arose to design an innovative and expanded SNAP E&T
program for the state.
BFET’s success since that time has been largely attributable to its development as an
equal partnership between the state and the community colleges and community-based
organizations that deliver program services. State and providers have worked in tandem
to initially set and subsequently revisit and refine clear and mutually-agreeable goals for
the program and its participants. The willingness of the state to listen and respond to
contractors both in building the program and administering it has resulted in BFET’s
continuous improvement and has led new colleges and community-based organizations
to want to join the program.

Foundational Elements:
Strategic Plan, Fiscal Expertise, Technical Assistance and Tools
In Washington State, BFET was driven from the outset by a business plan that included
a set of agreed-upon program objectives and a plan for meeting them. This was followed
up a few years later by a five-year strategic plan that refined the program’s strategic
priorities. Both plans have been invaluable in the growth and success of BFET. In addition,
Washington quickly learned with BFET that SNAP E&T programs in general – and thirdparty match programs in particular – can be quite complex from a fiscal and contracting
standpoint for both the state administrating agency and for contractors. Fiscal expertise
should be brought in early and often, whether at the state level in developing its SNAP
E&T program procedures, or at the provider level in determining whether and how
to participate as a SNAP E&T program contractor. In particular, community colleges
participating or planning to participate in SNAP E&T should ensure coordination
between their workforce education departments and their business offices, financial aid
offices, and student services offices. What has worked well in Washington is peer-to-peer
(college-to-college, community agency-to-community agency) and state-to-contractor
fiscal support for new providers to help them quickly get the financial systems in place
necessary to participate. In a similar vein, technical assistance and tools for current and
especially new providers have been key to BFET’s growth and success. DSHS, for example,
has created tools for new providers to determine their capacity to participate in BFET, as
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well as a detailed program manual that covers all aspects of participation. These tools are
supported by regular convening of providers by DSHS to discuss challenges, successes and
potential improvements to BFET.

Integrate Support Services into SNAP E&T
States should consider how to match up state-supported social services with their SNAP
E&T programs in order to provide more comprehensive and seamless services to SNAP
E&T participants. In Washington, aligning BFET with the state-run childcare program
has been critical for BFET providers, even though childcare is eligible for SNAP E&T 50
percent reimbursement. In general, allowing support services that specifically support
SNAP E&T participants’ ability to enter and complete training programs and secure and
retain employment is imperative for the SNAP population. States’ concerns about costs for
childcare, transportation and other support services are legitimate, but can be controlled,
as in BFET, through capping of these costs.

Build Upon Existing State Administrative Structures/Capacity
In building SNAP E&T programs, states should consider how they might build upon
systems already in place rather than recreating/duplicating what exists. Inherent in a
third-party match model is the utilization of existing community college and communitybased organization infrastructures and programs. Beyond this, states may utilize the
systems they have in place to administer public benefit programs such as TANF and SNAP
for SNAP E&T, such as systems for tracking participants. Washington’s adaptation of its
shared case management database for TANF – e-JAS – was critical to the success of BFET.
Similarly, states should consider how to creatively deploy current staffing (fiscal, contract,
program and policy) to develop and administer their SNAP E&T programs. Again, this is
one reason to start small. Once programs are ready to expand, additional administrative
capacity can be added utilizing SNAP E&T 100 percent funds.

Co-enrollment of BFET
participants by colleges and
community-based organizations
has afforded individuals with
multiple barriers the best
opportunity to complete their
training pathways and transition
successfully to employment.
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Washington, the emergence of BFET has actually encouraged colleges and communitybased organizations to work together, forming partnerships and even co-locating services at
the college campuses.

Streamline Eligibility and Billing Systems
In Washington, one of the major challenges of BFET has been developing procedures to
determine whether participants are eligible for BFET services - and whether providers
may thus seek reimbursement for providing these services – that are as streamlined yet
as accurate as possible. The fact is that, for a variety of reasons, many SNAP participants
will go on and off the program, changing their eligibility status for SNAP E&T services.
This increases the challenge for states and SNAP E&T contractors to track participant
eligibility during the often extended periods in which participants may be receiving
services. Giving providers access to a shared case management system – e-JAS in the case of
Washington State – makes this ongoing process more efficient for both providers and state
administrators. The more automated and “real-time” this process can be made the better for
all parties in administrating the program.

Include Outcome Measures, Data Collection and Reporting

Consider All-Voluntary Programs
When Washington moved to an all-volunteer model with BFET it made a substantial
improvement in the quality of the program and gave more flexibility to contracted
partners. SNAP E&T rosters actually increased, not decreased as might have been
anticipated. Moreover, participants enrolling in programs were individuals who truly
wanted to be there to improve their skills and opportunities for good jobs – they had not
been forced. As a result, the quality of programs offered by BFET program providers has
not been diminished by the inclusion of individuals who really do not want to be present.
Further, mandatory participants in SNAP E&T programs remain subject to the 120-hour
rule, limiting the types of employment and training programs in which they can enroll as
well as their ability to work and simultaneously receive training. Mandatory participants
also trigger a significant level of tracking to ensure that they are meeting participation
requirements, placing a heavy burden on third-party providers.

Encourage Community College/Community-Based
Organization Collaboration
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Central to BFET’s success is the ability for participants to benefit from both the training
and education services provided by community colleges (e.g., vocational education, basic
skills) with the wrap around supports (case management, coaching, support services)
and connections to employers and employment opportunities provided by communitybased organizations. Co-enrollment of BFET participants by colleges and communitybased organizations has afforded individuals with multiple barriers the best opportunity
to complete their training pathways and transition successfully to employment. In

BFET has made rigorously-tracked outcome measures a central feature, and so should
other SNAP E&T programs. For BFET, metrics, data collection and reporting have been
keys to continuous improvement of the program, and also to show evidence of impact
to support program growth and continuance. States should be sure that, at minimum,
the level of outcome reporting that is integrated into their SNAP E&T programs meets
federal regulations. With the trend toward requiring higher levels of accountability in
public programs, states should consider how they might include an even higher level of
measurement within their SNAP E&T programs. For BFET, this opportunity is afforded by
the use of a share case management system (e-JAS), enhanced by linkages to Unemployment
Insurance (UI) wage match data and community college data from the state’s Employment
Security Department and the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges,
respectively. These linkages allow a more comprehensive look at long-term employment and
wage data, as well as student achievement milestones (e.g., basic skills, credit and credential
attainment) met by BFET participants at the community colleges.

A state’s SNAP E&T
administrative
agency should play
a prominent role in
facilitating the honest
broker model.
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No Wrong Door (Honest Broker Approach)
States’ SNAP E&T programs should institute an honest broker approach in which service
providers cross-refer participants to other providers offering programs that are a better
match for participants’ employment and training needs and objectives. This system
has worked well in Washington State with the BFET program. There are various ways
to institute an honest broker model. A typical scenario: a provider conducts an initial
assessment of a prospective participant to gain a picture of his or her education/training
and career goals, current level of educational attainment and work experience, timeline,
financial and family situation, barriers, and need for support services, and then assists
with the development of an individualized employment and training plan. Based on this
assessment and plan, the provider determines which SNAP E&T provider(s) offer the best
programs to meet the participant’s needs and helps the participant make the appropriate
contacts. The goal is for the participant to move as seamlessly as possible to the right set of
services.
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A state’s SNAP E&T administrative agency should play a prominent role in facilitating the
honest broker model. This is true even if the state, like Washington, has a decentralized
third-party match model in which contractors are primarily controlling the client flow
(e.g. intake, referral of SNAP E&T participants). With the BFET program, for example,
DSHS provides a website and other materials listing all BFET providers and their specific
services. It trains its frontline staff working with low-income residents – as well as staff
within the WIA one-stop system – on the BFET program, its contractors and their menu
of services so that these staff can refer individuals on or qualified for SNAP to appropriate
providers. Beyond its benefit to participants, an honest broker approach helps facilitate
closer collaboration between employment and training providers.

Utilize 100 Percent Funds to Build Program Infrastructure

Partnership with FNS

Utilize 100 Percent Funds to Seed Growth of New Providers

States should ensure that they are communicating openly and regularly with their FNS
regional offices in developing and operating their SNAP E&T programs. This assists states
in ensuring that they – and their contracted service providers – are not incurring and
seeking reimbursement for disallowable costs. Because SNAP E&T is still a developing
program with the benefit of fairly flexible guidelines, it may be the case, as it was with
Washington State and the FNS Western Region, that states and their FNS regions are
learning in tandem about the parameters of the SNAP E&T program and how they apply
to states’ distinct models. Regular and open communication helps ensure that questions
are answered and issues resolved before significant problems arise. A sense of partnership
between FNS and states helps bring the goals of these two entities for the SNAP E&T
program into alignment.

The growth of BFET in Washington State was greatly facilitated by the state’s strategic use of
100 percent SNAP E&T funds to seed the measured addition of new service providers to the
program. Due to the complexity of administering SNAP E&T programs, it typically requires
a significant investment of time and effort among service providers to get their programs up
and running. In Washington State, in addition to providing new BFET contractors technical
assistance and peer-to-peer support to flatten the learning curve, the state directed a limited
amount of 100 percent BFET dollars to these organizations as “start-up” funds to support
initial program planning and implementation. This has helped remove what is perhaps the
chief disincentive to BFET participation among prospective contractors. It has also provided
a bridge for these contractors, allowing them to get their BFET programs up and running
while they get their 50 percent matching funds in order.

SNAP E&T 100 percent funds (including pilot grant funds) can be effectively deployed by
states to support the building of program infrastructure for their SNAP E&T programs,
including: strategic planning and program development, initial staffing, the development
of systems such as a shared case management database, building a data collection and
program evaluation system, and creating resources for service providers such as tools
and technical assistance, and so forth. These funds should be allocated within a limited
timeframe, after which states should begin to utilize primarily 50 percent reimbursement
funds to build up their program services in a sustainable manner.

Ultimately, the longevity
and success of SNAP
E&T programs is
contingent on building
50-50 funding models.
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Building 50-50 SNAP E&T Funding Models
Ultimately, the longevity and success of SNAP E&T programs is contingent on building
50-50 funding models. States that are using exclusively or primarily 100 percent SNAP
E&T funding (including those receiving pilot grant funds) should have in place wellconsidered plans dictating how they will transition in fairly short order to programs
driven mainly by the presence of robust 50 percent local matching funds. This is obviously
necessary as 100 percent funds, including those awarded through SNAP E&T pilot
grants, are limited, so a transition to 50-50 funding models will be necessary to sustain
programs. Beyond this, a key benefit of the 50-50 funding model – and a factor that has
made BFET such an effective and cohesive program with strong advocates – is that it
naturally creates a program in which there are multiple players with “skin in the game”:
the federal government (FNS), state government, community colleges, community-based
organizations, and philanthropic organizations (including corporate donors) are all
investors in the program and have a stake in its success.
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A first step for states in planning to transition to SNAP E&T programs driven by 5050 funding is to map out the existing (non-federal) resources already being invested in
employment and training services for their low-income population. States themselves,
as well as entities like community colleges (which may be using state-based, college
foundation-based or other non-federal dollars for tuition and support services at the
college), community-based organizations, local governments, United Ways and other
philanthropies, are likely investors in many states. These investments are an initial source
of ready match and thus these entities are those to target for third-party match if they
are providing appropriate services. SNAP E&T 50-50 funds can reimburse for these
expenditures and allow entities to expand their services to new SNAP participants.
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