	Linkages to Learning Community Review


The Community Review of Linkages to Learning was conducted May 17 through May 19, 2005.  The review panel included James Cudjoe, Henry Quintero and Sidney Schiller.
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

Linkages to Learning (LTL) is a school-based program that serves some of Montgomery County’s neediest families by enabling at-risk children and adolescents to improve their physical and mental health, become socially secure and achieve academic success.  Most Linkages sites can be found at both elementary and middle school in neighborhoods with high mobility rates and substantial immigrant populations.  While more than half of Linkages current sites are located in high-needs areas of Silver Spring and Wheaton, remaining sites encompass an area from Rockville to Germantown.

Delivered through a unique collaboration among Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS), the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), private agencies, local businesses, community groups and volunteers; Linkages health, mental health, social and educational support services address barriers to learning.  The program effectively links families to services and resources already established within the community to maximize available resources.  It also provides direct services where gaps exist or when families cannot access services because of language, culture, transportation, childcare, scheduling conflicts and other barriers.  Essentially, Linkages fills a tremendous unmet need for students and families in our communities.

LTL’s case management services assist families in obtaining food, clothing, medicine or a medical provider, health education and preventive health care (through health rooms located in schools).  Additionally, help with housing or utilities, transportation to school meetings or medical appointments and translation services for non-English speaking residents are available.  Parents of LTL’s students are empowered to access the “service system” on their own.  Mental health therapists provide counseling for students who exhibit emotional or behavioral problems due to family instability, poor social skills or mood disorders such as depression and ADHD.  

Outreach and educational programming includes parent education and support, tutoring or mentoring, acculturation for families new to the country and community events.  This programming is tailored at each Linkages site to the unique needs and resources of each school community.  Parents work as partners with staff to develop culturally appropriate solutions to the challenges they face.  They become empowered as they learn valuable life skills, develop relationships with school staff and other parents, and give back to the community by volunteering for Linkages or their school.






From the Linkages to Learning Program Self-Assessment
Review Process

The community review of Linkages to Learning began with a welcome and an overview by staff that included a video about the program and PowerPoint presentation describing LTL’s history.  LTL’s services, contracts, outreach, special events, public relations and volunteer program were also described by staff.  Three site visits to elementary schools with LTL programs were conducted by the panel where they met staff and clients.  Reviewers also had the opportunity to observe a women’s computer class, a providers’ meeting and team meetings.  The last day of the review, panel members attended a monthly staff meeting with all program staff.
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary 

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations

The program’s creation and development of partnerships is exceptional.  The reviewers had the opportunity to see first had the success of the program’s partnerships.
Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations

Within the limitations of the H.A.T.S. tracking system, the staff members do an excellent job capturing data that relates to desired outcomes.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

The following is a list of additional data that could be collected by the program to measure program results:
1. Comparative profiles of families eligible for school free and reduced meals (FARMS) at LTL sites using data in addition to race and ethnic group.  Such data could include the impact of the single parent household versus two parent households, the numbers of children per family, financial assistance, etc.
2. Reports that relate to the numbers served at each school to the total number of FARMS students at the same school as well as total number of children served and total number of FARMS students in the Montgomery County schools.
3. MCPS’ total annual enrollment and percent of FARMS with actual numbers.
4. Reports that include estimates of person’s attending, any and all, LTL sponsored community outreach programs with descriptions and the focus of the events, numbers of one time only contacts via sign-in sheets reflect additional LTL activities that should be documented.

· The sheet that lists,” Top Ranked MCPS Elementary and Middle Schools” needs to be clarified (see document attached at the end of this report).
· The present teacher report has four categories of behavior assessment.  LTL now merges the category, “significantly improved” and “somewhat improved.”  The official report of findings should separate these data items to reflect results.  Also, the teacher evaluation forms are presently sent to therapist delivering the service, which might influence a teacher’s feedback.  The data should be collected by an administrative or objective party.  Lastly, what percent of the population is included in the teacher report?  Hopefully, 100 percent of those served.
Additional Comments and Recommendations

The vision, mission and outcome measures are clearly stated and outlined on page 1 of the Policies and Procedures section in the Linkages to Learning Guidelines Manual.  LTL offers early intervention services that focus on physical and emotional health, economic and safety issues for individual students and their family members.  The goal of these services is to improve students’ likelihood of success in the educational environment.  The primary outcome measures used are:
1. Percentage of students served who attend school at least 85% of the time;

2. Percentage of students served who have two or fewer suspensions and

3. Percentage of students served who fall into a specific range of improvement in classroom behavior.

Present yearly reporting of the “Maryland School Assessment” rate does not continue to validate the findings of the 1996 University of Maryland federally funded LTL and School-Based Health study.  In order to establish a cause and effect relationship between the outcome measures and LTL services, current comparative reports on non-LTL schools with comparable FARMS numbers and diversity are warranted.
As acknowledged in the LTL Program Self-Assessment, there are a number of barriers that prevent the collection of data that measure program results.  The long-term benefits to the individual child, sibling and parent/s require a tracking system that follows the child and school-aged siblings throughout their school years.  The long-term success rate of students and families served are anecdotal and cannot be quantified.  It is therefore important to the strengthen reports using data that is available.  Several examples are included in this section’s Aspects of the Program that Needs to Be Further Developed on the page 5 of this report.
Measuring and charting results for prevention services is always challenging.  It would be difficult to believe that students and families who receive school-based mental and physical health, social and economic services from an experienced, caring, ethnically diverse staff would not benefit at all levels of functioning and well-being.

SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations

Many aspects of the program exceeded expectations in the customer service area.  In large measure, this was due to the knowledge and dedication of the staff.  This was particularly evident in identifying and responding to client needs.  
Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations

Overall, clients appeared to be more than adequately satisfied with services provided by the Linkages staff.  Most clients are very satisfied and comfortable with the bilingual staff.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further

· Information that evaluates customer satisfaction i.e., such as in written form has been somewhat difficult to obtain.
· The program’s work is well defined and implemented to the satisfaction of the clients.  It seems that somewhat adequate space is allotted to Linkages staff.
Suggestions for Improvement

· If feasible, a cost effectiveness approach should be undertaken to assess in practical terms, the usefulness of the program.
Additional Comments and Recommendations

It would be helpful if copies of past program evaluations, if available, are given to program evaluators.

For the next community review of Linkages, it is suggested that a larger sample of schools are visited by the reviewers over an increased review duration (longer than three days).
SECTION III:  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

Summary

Aspects of the Program that are Exceeding Expectations

· The management of personnel resources is one of the strengths of Linkages. 
· Staff appears competent and comfortable with their roles in carrying out LTL’s mission.
· The use of teams, collaboration and cooperation between resource agencies is impressive.

· Staff has access to and claim to take advantage of variety of training opportunities.  
· The program seems to do well in recruiting and using volunteers.

Aspects of the Program that are Meeting Expectations

· The program has managed to sustain its budgets without any cuts in funding. 
· Budgets have increased slightly in the last couple of years. While it can use more money, it is great that the program is holding its own.
· The program staff makes good use of the H.A.T.S. software tool currently available to them for data collection and reporting.  However, the system itself has limitations and the anticipated new system in development should offer better facilities for information tracking and reporting.
Aspects of the Program that Need To Be Developed Further
· With LTL’s effective management of staffing and training in place, the reviewers observed a potential under-representation of African Americans on staff from the different meetings panel members attended during the review   The target population for Linkages includes a sizable African American presence in the county.  
Suggestions for improvement 
· When the new IT system replacing the H.A.T.S. system is available, all staff members should obtain access to information input and reporting.
· The program should ensure efforts are in place to recruit and retain a diverse staff.
Additional Comments and Recommendations

As a important “political” strategy provide elected officials such as the County Executive and

Council members copies of evaluation reports, particularly at budget time.
Linkages is an excellent program, which is well run with great leadership and an enthusiastic, dedicated staff.

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 Linkages to Learning 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
	2
	6
	

	Subtotal =  41 out of a possible 45
	

	Comments:

· Outcome measures for health of students and families are only counted for at two LTL sites.  The referral form asks for health information, which could be part of the program’s data collection for reporting.
· Individuals served are not followed through elementary to high school and data is not available to measure self-sufficiency.


	
	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
	
	
	15
	
	
	

	Subtotal =  15 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
	
	
	
	
	5
	

	Subtotal =  25 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
	
	
	3
	6
	1
	

	Subtotal =  38 out of a possible 50*   
	

	*Possible score reduced from 55 to 50 because item#7 was 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
	
	
	1
	7
	1
	

	Subtotal =  36 out of a possible 45
	


	
	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
	

	Comments:

· It would be helpful to have a record of the number of parent satisfaction forms sent and how many are received.


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
	4
	

	Subtotal =  38 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
	
	1
	1
	2
	
	

	Subtotal =  13 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
	
	
	3
	
	2
	

	Subtotal =  19 out of a possible 25 
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