	Conservation Corps Community Review


The Community Review of the Conservation Corps was conducted March 15 through March 17, 2005.  The review panel included Austin Heyman, Earl Flanagan, Jr. and Seymour Sokatch.

This report is divided into the following four parts:

1. Program Description

2. Review Process

3. Summary of Findings, which summarizes the reviewers’ findings about the program’s performance in each reviewed area.  This part also includes recommendations and suggestions for improvements.

4. Review Scale with Results and Comments that includes a description of the areas reviewed and the review scale and the review areas with the panel’s scoring results.

Program Description

The Montgomery County Conservation Corps (MCCC) is a County operated program engaging young adults, ages 17-24, in community work projects.  The majority of members come to the Corps looking for a second chance to succeed in life.  In return for their efforts to restore and strengthen their communities, Corps members should receive the following:

1. A minimum wage for 34 hours per week;

2. Classroom training to improve basic competencies and if necessary, to secure a GED or high school diploma;

3. Experiential and environmental service-learning based education;
4. Technical skills training;

5. A wide range of supportive services and 

6. An AmeriCorps post-service educational award.

The program’s primary goal is to help young adults develop as responsible citizens, by increasing their employability, improving academic skills and developing them as responsible citizens through involvement in meaningful service linked to structured learning activities.
MCCC is a versatile, cost-effective County “intervention” that allows young people to accomplish important, community restoration and human service projects, while also developing employment and citizenship skills.
From the Conservation Corps Program Self-Assessment
Review Process

During the Conservation Corp’s three day community review, panel members had the opportunity to meet the staff and observe crews.  A campus tour was also given.  A program overview and a description of program research were discussed by the director and the crew leader and policy committee president.  Current members and crew supervisors presented to the panel.  The role of the project sponsor, a discussion of projects and training as well as an explanation of work and service projects were included in the review.  Reviewers talked with project sponsors and went on site visits to observe projects.  The staff outlined the Corps’ outcomes measures, customer service process and infrastructure design.  Various documents were reviewed by the panel.
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary 

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations
Staff members clearly understand the mission and are dedicated to achieving MCCC's mission.  They understand and believe in what the mission contributes to the greater community.  It was clear, that in the best possible sense, the staff owned the mission.
Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations

The program meets expectations for the outcome measures required by the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS).  The panel has some concern that the existing measures may not by themselves adequately reflect MCCC's unique program of providing service to its members as well as it's role in selling services or products to its external customers
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

To better understand the program’s outcomes and key indicators; benchmarks should be established and compared to other like programs, such as Youthbuilds, which serve a similar population and use essentially the same service delivery model.
Suggestions for Improvement

To measure the program’s impact on its participants, an improved job of collecting and massaging client data is necessary.  Time constraints prohibit the current staff from gathering the appropriate quantitative and qualitative data necessary to adequately describe the program’s outcomes to DHHS management and the greater community. 
It may be possible to utilize a University of Maryland or Montgomery college student to develop a MCCC specific database, which would allow for a more extensive picture of program outcomes.  A unique database might also allow for tracking participants after they leave the program to get fuller sense of the long term impacts of MCCC.
Additional Comments and Recommendations

The panel was impressed with the quality of program and services produced in a difficult budget environment.  Care needs to be taken to ensure continued viability for this program and the service it provides to a vulnerable population.
SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations

· The leadership for the program is outstanding.
· Staff members are experienced, dedicated and focused.
· Staff members are very skilled in carrying out their responsibilities.
· Staff members have empathy and are caring about the clients.
Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations

· Primary clients receive instructions to pass the GED exam.
· Primary clients are developing skills that increase and improve self-esteem.
· Secondary customer utilization of Corps members’ skills has been mutually beneficial.
· Staff members interchange some responsibilities and duties.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

· Provide Individual counseling to enable clients to achieve their goals.
· Develop and maintain data supporting the mission.
· Develop a more formal customer satisfaction survey to assess the Corps’ effectiveness.
Suggestions for Improvement

· Document data that supports goals of the corps.
· Add mental health position.
· Ensure that other County programs and agencies understand how the Corps works.
Additional Comments and Recommendations

· Ensure that the program has access to additional resources and information to make appropriate referrals.
· An Evaluation of the Americans with Disabilities Act checklist was not completed because the program is moving from its present facility.
SECTION III:  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations

· The Conservation Corps is fortunate to have a strong staff and all staff members are dedicated to their tasks.
· The current program manager provides exceptional leadership.  Her background, skills, motivation and interests enable her to bring special talents needed to administer a challenging program. 
Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations
· The program manager has identified what is needed to both strengthen and expand the Corps’ program and reach.  With the recent addition of a new supervisory position, together with the Friends of the Corps, she plans to identify new business opportunities and partners for the Corps’ work and funding.

· The current staff and budget enable the Corps to serve approximately 50 members yearly.  While many more apply, many also can not meet the requirements for participation to either enter or complete the program.  
· The current staff has a diversity of talents.  Some have experience in working with the population served and others have expertise in work project areas.  
· The key program component of studying for a GED has been well staffed for the past 18 years by the same individual.

· The work projects generally meet the program’s objective. 

·  The equipment available, especially the newer vans with the Corps’ name on them and other recent additions, appear adequate for current requirements.

Suggestions for improvement

While the panel was impressed with the staff and programs, it was also clear that more could be achieved and additional support would be highly beneficial.  Corps members expressed the need for more time dealing with “family issues,” which may interfere with work.  This population brings to their daily life considerable personal and often emotional history and burdens.  
The position of mental health specialist had been abolished several years ago.  Many of the current staff do not have all the training or possible time to provide support and deal with extremely challenging personal issues.  

Further consideration should be given to addressing this critical need through: 
1. Providing a part-time position (social worker or counselor) who could both work directly with Corps members and also be available for staff consultations. 
2. Additional training should be provided to staff in this area.  It is unlikely that the Corps can hire supervisory staff at the levels currently authorized, who have both the substantive skills in carpentry, forestry and landscaping as well as being youth counselors.

Additional Comments and Recommendations

The County seems to be missing the boat in not fully appreciating and recognizing the potential of the Conservation Corps.  It is unclear whether County government in general and the department in particular are aware of the important work which the Corps is doing working with youth who have been members of gangs, involved in the judicial system and have dropped out of school.  With better understanding, there would be a recognition of the need and merit of providing additional funding support to expand this program, especially at a time when the County is focusing on gang prevention and intervention.  The panel believes it would be cost effective to utilize this valuable existing resource.

In recent years, there has been a requirement that the Corps work on projects to obtain funds to pay for the Corps budget.  While the multiple purposes of this requirement is recognized, this requirement may also be counterproductive to achieving the principal mission of the Corps, which is to increase the employability of unemployed, out of school youth by providing opportunity for personal growth, education and skills training.  

MCCC also seeks to complete projects of real and lasting value, preserving, protecting and enhancing the natural, cultural, community and historic resources of Montgomery County.  It would be preferable to reduce the requirement to find remunerative projects, which may not advance the Corps’ mission and to attempt to develop alternative sources of revenue from partnership organizations and foundations.  The panel also urges County departments outside of DHHS such as the Department of Recreation and the Department of Public Works and Transportation be encouraged to develop collaborate relationships with MCCC on projects.

As a way of providing additional visibility, it is recommended that the work of the Conservation Corps be presented before a meeting of the Commission on Children and Youth

REVIEW SCALE WITH RESULTS AND COMMENTS

Areas for Review and Rating Scale

The panel rated the program in the following areas:  

Section I—Achieving Outcomes, which includes Developing Outcomes, Charting Results and Creating and Nurturing Partnerships.

Section II—Providing Customer Service, which includes Identifying, Responding to and Anticipating and Evaluating the Needs of Customers.

Section III—Building an Effective Infrastructure, which includes Supporting Outcomes through Personnel, Budget and Technology and Training.

The panel used the Community Review tool to guide their findings, which consisted of the following five point Likert scale:  

Not Meeting


    Meeting


              Exceeding

     
Expectations


  Expectations

        
Expectations



   1

       2


3

      4

        5

The panel used the following definitions of the rating scale for the Conservation Corps Community Review:

Far Exceeding Expectations (5)
· There is evidence of highly exceptional performance.
Above Expectations (4)

· Program is doing above the department’s/agency’s expectation.
Meeting Expectations (3)

· Expectations are being met by the contract, agency’s mission or the panel’s own reasonable presumptions.
· There is evidence neither showing exceptional performance nor evidence showing failure to perform.
· If panel finds a mix of evidence showing both excellence and poor aspects of performance, they might place a program in this category.
· The panel views the category as positive performance.
Below Expectations (2)

· There is evidence of minimal effort.
· A program may be rated a two if they are attempting to meet the expectation in this area but do not have all the resources necessary.  In this case, it is not a negative rating and will highlight a program’s need.
Not Meeting Expectations (1)
· There is evidence that performance is falling short of expectations.
SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

	
	Score

	A.  Developing Outcomes
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1.  Able to describe the program’s mission
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2.  Clear about community-wide outcomes
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3.  Able to describe the specific impact of 

     the program 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4.  Have outcome measures in place to 

     measure results
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5.  Able to indicate how the program’s

    outcome measures address client’s 

  well-being
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	  6.  Able to indicate how the outcome measures are linked to the program’s mission
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7.  Using research on “what works” to achieve the program’s mission and improve the outcome measures
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8.  Applying research to develop and/or change strategies.
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	9.  Clearly articulating the key result in program descriptions and publications 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	1
	4
	4
	
	

	Subtotal =  26 out of a possible 45
	


	
	Score

	B. Charting Results
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Using a standardized assessment tool to measure success
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Using a computer to collect and track program outcome data.
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	3. Identifying/setting targets for outcome measures
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	4. Incorporating information about progress toward program key results in reports outside DHHS
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Comparing the program/results trends with other communities, the state or the nation
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	2
	3
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  13 out of a possible 25
	


	
	Score

	C. Creating and Nurturing

      Partnerships
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Able to clearly identify what County system of services the program is under?
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Establishing relationships (other parts of DHHS)
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Establishing relationships (other parts of county government)
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Establishing relationships (other agencies outside of government)
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	5. Identifying additional partnerships
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	3
	1
	
	

	Subtotal =  13 out of a possible 25
	


SECTION II.   PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

	
	Score

	A. Identifying the Needs of Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Identifying primary and secondary customers
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Aware of how customers come into the program
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Using explanations of eligibility criteria that are clear 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Maintaining information in a variety of formats and languages
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Using translation services, such as the AT&T language line, the Language Bank, etc.
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	6. Delivering services in a sensitive manner in terms of cultural diversity
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Knowledgeable about how to provide materials for customers with specific needs
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	8. Identifying needs of customers on an individual basis
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Employing a positive tone
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	10.  Ensuring that customers understand      

       access and intake process
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	11.  Encouraging staff to make a 

       concentrated effort to please

       customers
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	4
	5
	
	2

	Subtotal =  37 out of a possible 45*  
	

	*Possible score reduced from 55 to 45 because items#5 and #7 were not observed.
	


	
	Score

	B. Responding to the Needs of 

     Customers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Offering services consistent with goals 
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	2. Offering services that are readily available
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Easily accessible by phone, fax, e-mail
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Accessible by TTY, use of the Maryland Relay Service and other assistive devices
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	5. Delivering services in comfortable facilities that are accessible to people with disabilities
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	6. Maintaining a waiting list 
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	7. Attempting to meet the needs of customers on the waiting list
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	8. Referring customers to appropriate services if the program cannot provide the requested service
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Demonstrating that staff work well together to serve customers
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	2
	2
	1
	4

	Subtotal =  19 out of a possible 25*
	

	*Possible score reduced from 45 to 25 because item#4 was not observed, the program is moving from its current facility (item#5) and the program does not have a waiting list (items#6 and #7).
	


	
	Score

	C. Anticipating and Evaluating the

     Needs of the Customer
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Able to demonstrate and document an awareness of customer satisfaction
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Using Information to Improve customer service
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Handling complaints/disputes through a clear written process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Offering a formal mechanism to make changes in the program based on lessons learned through the dispute process
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	4
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  12 out of a possible 20
	


SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

	
	Score

	A. Supporting Outcomes through

Personnel
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has staff and appropriate resources to support program goals
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	2. Program utilizes management techniques to ensure that staff are effectively working to meet goals
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	3. Program has staff that is well-matched to program needs
	
	
	
	(
	
	

	4. Program has staff and others that see their jobs in terms of supporting program goals
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	5. Program has job descriptions and evaluations for each staff person.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6. Program has performance evaluations that are conducted on a regular basis
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	7. Program has job descriptions and evaluations that reflect the individual’s role in achieving the program’s mission
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	8. Program utilizes volunteers, consultants or has training opportunities for students
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	9. Program ensures that volunteers and consultants have an understanding of their role in supporting program goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	1
	4
	2
	1
	

	Subtotal =  27 out of a possible 45
	


	
	Score

	B. Supporting Outcomes through 

      Budget
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Budget reflects and supports program goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Budget addresses all of the significant needs of the program 
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	3. Budget incorporates a process so that program needs not reflected in the budget are addressed in other ways
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	4. Budget incorporates a process that includes a recommendation from customers/advocates of the  program 
	
	(
	
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	6
	1
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  9 out of a possible 20
	


	
	Score

	C. Supporting Outcomes through 

Technology and Training
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	N/A

	1. Program has appropriate and sufficient technology to support its work 
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	2. Program has technology available for work “in the field”
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	3. Program has staff that understand how technology can help them achieve goals
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	4. Program identifies training resources needed
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	5. Program makes use of County or other training resources
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	Frequencies
	
	
	15
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  15 out of a possible 25 
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