Process of Working Parents Assistance Community Review

The Community Review of Working Parents Assistance (WPA) was conducted May 16-18, 2000.  The review panel included Judge David Cahoon, Ms. Delores Lincoln and Ms. Sidney Schiller. WPA was the eighth program that experienced a community review in FY’00.

The panel rated the program in the following areas:  

Section I—Achieving Outcomes, which includes Developing Key Results, 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:  
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The panel used the following definitions of the rating scale for Working Parents Assistance:

Highly Commendable

· There is evidence of exceptional performance.
Meeting Expectations

· Expectations are being met by the contract, agency’s goals or the panel’s own reasonable presumptions.
· There is evidence neither showing exception 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 viewed the category as positive performance.
Not Meeting Expectations

· There is evidence that performance is falling short of expectations.
The panel gathered information by meeting with WPA’s two program managers to obtain an overview of the program and ask questions about the program’s self-assessment, the budget, eligibility, program statistics and the voucher and payment process.  The panel also toured the WPA offices and observed the reception area for clients.  Panel members watched the screening process with clients conducted by one of the program’s screeners over the telephone.  The panel was able to sit in on two interviews with clients and attended a parent information session in the evening for new clients.  The family service worker (fsw) who does outreach work presented an outreach PowerPoint demonstration.  To learn more about what each individual staff persons does, the panel spoke with several family service workers, one of the screeners and the program’s principal administrative aide.  The panel also met the provider payment specialist and viewed how the payment process works.

Additionally, the panel interviewed the Director of Child Care Services for the Department to gain a better understanding of the County’s child care services’ infrastructure issues and needs.

One of the program managers showed the panel how WPA’s database system works and what information could be generated from the system.  Reviewers also saw how a program manager reviews the fsws’ individual folders for voucher approval.  The panel was able to attend a child care services manager meeting for related child care programs.  Additionally, one reviewer attended a presentation to some of the County’s child care services’ staff members by Linkages to Learning.  To learn more about services to clients, a panel member spoke over the telephone to a parent on the advisory board who had been a former client and a family day care provider who works with WPA.  

Reviewers looked at program documents such as the self-assessment, WPA statistics on self-sufficiency and other program statistics, a projected expenditures report, a staff caseload report, a sample caseload status report for one fsw and program brochures and flyers.  Additionally, a report on the average cost of child care in FY’00, program guidelines/procedures, the appeal process and the program application was given to the panel for review.  For further information, the panel examined an application summary completed by a fsw, the parent and provider handbook, the evaluation forms for parents and providers, the organizational chart of child care services, position descriptions, staff evaluation forms, a monthly report and the WPA staff list. 

This report is divided into the following two parts:  

1. The first is a summary of the reviewers’ overall impressions about the program’s performance in each area.  This part also includes recommendations and suggestions for improvements.

2. The second part displays the review scale with the panel’s results, comments and scoring.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES

Summary

Work of the Program that is Highly Commendable

· WPA is clear as to the inter-relationships between family income, child care and child support.

· Inter-relationship between WPA and Purchase of Care (POC) is excellent.

· The WPA program gives equal weight to indicators of quality child care and economic self-sufficiency.

· Written program material is excellent.

· WPA keeps up-to-date with child care costs and provider satisfaction.

Work of the Program Meeting Expectations

· Program’s ability to identify program measures of success and strategies to achieve outcomes are meeting expectations.

· WPA can account for monies received and numbers of clients receiving rental assistance, tax credits and those clients who have paid taxes.  The program also keeps track of clients who have filed for or are receiving child support.

· The program’s awareness of relevant partners and an on-going relationship with those partners.

Work of the Program that Needs to Be Developed Further

· The measuring of the long-term effects for those clients who receive a subsidy.  This should include dropouts as well as “graduates” of the program.

· An expanded customer profile for those customers who apply and are eligible, and for those who apply and are ineligible, in order to redefine program strategies and better measure the progress of the WPA program.

· The measuring of the length of time customers stay in the WPA program and the ability of customers to sustain employment.  These measurements can be used as indicators of the program’s success.

· Use partnerships/relationships with other agencies and organizations for outreach and needs assessment rather than using WPA staff.

Suggestions for Improvement

· Collect customer profile information, manually, (on fsw long sheets) until computer system is programmed for additional input and output.

· Use the Parent Evaluation form at different times in the process, not just at the parent information session in the beginning, to receive customer feedback.

· Include in the first interview a discussion of the program’s desire to follow each individual customer’s progress to better serve customers.

· Conduct follow-up telephone calls to dropouts and “no shows” within days of a customer dropping out of the program and/or not showing up for an appointment.

· Prepare an easy form that can be completed by critical partners to assess the communities perception of WPA regarding subsidy needs, problems, resolutions, etc.  The Commission for Women should be included in such a survey.

· Develop a mailing list and/or E-mail list of partners so that these partners become a major referring source for WPA.

· Do a comparison of Purchase of Care (POC) and WPA families.  POC income caps have been increased creating a one-month waiting list and no waiting list for WPA.

· Use a customer profile list so that specific customers can be individually notified of Housing Assistance Opportunities.

SECTION II:  PROVIDING CUSTOMER SERVICE

Summary

Work of the Program that is Highly Commendable

· The program’s Spanish language capabilities to assist clients.  Two Spanish speaking principal administrative aides (one of these aides is assigned to WPA) are available to do screenings and help translate interviews with Spanish-speaking clients.  WPA’s outreach family service worker who works with the community also speaks Spanish.

· The program’s work with partners within DHHS to assist clients such as Abused Persons Program for families with domestic violence and Child Welfare Service for families with child abuse or neglect issues.

· Both WPA’s relationship with licensed child care providers and the payment system to the providers work very well.  In April 2000, the program served over 400 licensed providers.

· The program has an impressive, responsive screening process that often takes place during the clients’ initial contact with the program.

· Eligibility information is clear and easy to understand.

· Written information to clients and providers is descriptive and clear.

· The program is gathering feedback through several means—DHHS Report Cards, a parent evaluation form given at the orientation session, through its advisory committee and an evaluation form given to providers.

· Program provides some evening and early morning appointments to accommodate working families.

· WPA has a dedicated and knowledgeable staff who works well together to provide excellent customer service.  The staff also works closely with the POC staff to ensure that the client is receiving the most appropriate and relevant services.
Work of the Program Meeting Expectations

· Ensure that all staff is attempting to identify the needs of customers on an individual basis and is making referrals to any necessary additional services that the client may need.

· The program’s use of parent evaluation forms and customer feedback cards to improve services.  

· Ensure that all outreach material is translated into Spanish.

Work of the Program that Needs to Be Developed Further 

and Suggestions for Improvement

· Clients need a more detailed explanation from the program regarding pursuing child support.
· Track clients that the program loses because they do not choose to pursue child support.

· Clients need a better clarification and should be reminded of what documentation to bring to the first interview.
· Obtain client feedback more often during the client’s time with WPA, not just at the parent orientation session or when clients come in for interviews.
· Structure the appointment scheduling process so that there is a rotating schedule for all staff during prime time requests for interviews i.e., early morning, lunch or evenings.
· The program should gather information about the safety, health and self-sufficiency of clients and their families when clients get their vouchers to determine how long clients stay in the program and why some drop out.
· Track clients who receive vouchers but do not use them.
· Locate more families that need outreach and information about WPA.
Other Comments and Recommendations 

· Ensure that information about what to look for in a child care setting is included in all parent information sessions.

· Explore additional outreach opportunities such as pediatrician offices, churches and community events such as the African American Festival for Academic Excellence to post and/or distribute program information about WPA services.

SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE

Summary

Work of the Program that is Highly Commendable

· The staff’s knowledge and use of WPA’s database system.
· The team approach used by WPA’s staff and the communication between staff members.
· The current budget meets the program goals but is limited in scope due to the income cap.

· Program has an advisory board that is open to parents and providers and meets 3-4 times a year to give input.

· Each fsw is assigned a program specialty along with regular job responsibilities.  For example, one fsw is the liaison for the computer system, one for the Office of Child Support Enforcement, one does outreach work, one works with the Working Parents Assistance Trust Fund, etc.

 Work of the Program Meeting Expectations

· Employees can attend trainings through the Department’s Center for Continuous Learning.

Work of the Program that Needs to Be Developed Further

· In the WPA family service workers’ job descriptions, it says that a random review is done of their cases by the program manager.  Presently, the program managers do a total review of every record, which can be time consuming.  It would be more efficient if the responsibility of reviewing each folder shifts back to the fsw per the job description.

· Give employees standards in writing about caseload expectations.

· Conduct performance evaluations for contract employees.

· Ensure that the computer system is able to generate all needed reports.
· Expand computer database to track potential client base.  Provide technical assistance from the Department for these capabilities.
Other Comments and Recommendations

· If more eligible families find out about the WPA program through additional outreach efforts and these families access services, program could experience a bottleneck effect.  Additionally, more staff resources would be required if additional funds were available to the program or if there were changes to the income cap to provide for more working parents who are in need of child care assistance.
· For final approval, the program managers should develop a checklist to be completed and signed by the fsw in order to avoid having program managers recheck each item in the folder.
· Track reasons why families do not access WPA services until child is over a year old.
· Develop additional ways that volunteers could be used to do office and outreach work.

REVIEW SCALE WITH RESULTS AND COMMENTS

SECTION I.  ACHIEVING OUTCOMES


Score

A.  Developing Key Results
1
2
3
4
5
N/A

1. Supporting community wide outcomes 



(



2. Aware of community wide indicators



(



3. Able to describe the key result



(



4. Able to describe how key result was determined



(



5. Identifying program measures


(




6. Using research to achieve results

(





7. Clearly articulating the key result




(


8. Demonstrating that staff is clear in understanding key results




(


Frequencies

1
1
4
2


Subtotal = 31 out of a possible 40


Comments on Developing Key Results:

· WPA via the child care subsidies support the outcomes of self-sufficiency and safe child care.  However, the gap between WPA rate for child care and the market rate could limit the quality as demand exceeds supply.

· Data is available as to the numbers of families (in January 1998, there 13,553 families) who are at the minimum standard of need ($33,325).  Data on clients receiving child support, public assistance and housing assistance and reports on licensed care are community-wide indicators that tell that the program’s community-wide outcomes are being achieved.  WPA supports the community-wide outcomes of moving families toward self-sufficiency and keeping children safe.

· Self-sufficiency and quality child care are clearly the defined goals of the program.

· Key result contributions by the WPA program can be determined while the customers are receiving and using vouchers.  Child support payments, taxes and child support collected are the basis for this data.

· Program is identifying measures of success by the number of child support court orders and the increase in the total amount of money received by WPA customers.  However the program does not identify the number of customers who lose jobs, lose child support, etc. or customers who are getting marginal child care.

· Data/research is less available on low to moderate-income families than those families at the poverty level.  The panel was curious about WPA’s need for outreach and the number of potential families in the community not being reached since outreach does not seem to be needed for rental assistance. 
· All of WPA written information is excellent.  However, the main outreach flyer might dissuade some customer from applying because it reads, “must be able to pursue child support through the legal system.”  This does not convey assistance with the child support system from WPA.

· WPA staff members are clear about the key results and outcomes supported by the program.  Staff are aware of research regarding child care, employment and all of the benefits of child support—economic and psychological.


Score

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

1. Working to ensure that program measures are moving in the right direction


(




2. Measuring information concerning outcomes for individuals

(





3. Gathering information concerning collective success of the program

(





4. Using information to clarify strategy



(



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





(

Frequencies

2
1
1

1

Subtotal =  11 out of a possible 20*


*Possible total score reduced from 25 to 20 because the panel did not observe any reports that were submitted outside of DHHS.

Comments:

· WPA has computer access to the child support and WPA databases.  WPA generates any number of reports related to program indicators and continues to expand on its reporting capabilities.  The study of the long-term effects of assistance needs to be developed.
· This measuring of individual outcomes for clients is an area that requires WPA to expand the parent profile at the time of the first interview and perhaps, at the screening as well.  This information should be collected manually by each fsw until the computer is programmed for such.

· Additional information about the collective success of the program is important such as the following: 1) customers wanting rental assistance but are not getting a subsidy; 2) length of time customers are in the program; 3) numbers of vouchers not spent, but issued; 4) which customers leave WPA and which ones stay; 5) assessment of the use of the “Parent Evaluation” form as to when and how often this evaluation should be completed.

· WPA program strategies as stated in the WPA Self-Assessment are excellent and inclusive.  More knowledge about the customers per individual outcomes and feedback should be helpful.  For example, some customers are self-motivated while others may require other strategies even to get them to follow through on the initial application process.


Score

C. Creating and Nurturing

      Partnerships
1
2
3
4
5
N/A

1. Establishing relationships (other parts of DHHS)




(


2. Establishing relationships (other parts of county government)



(



3. Establishing relationships (other agencies outside of government)



(



4. Using relationships to support the development of key results



(



5. Using relationships to achieve community-wide outcomes


(




6. Identifying additional partnerships



(



Frequencies


1
4
1


Subtotal = 24 out of a possible 30


Comments:

· The two major child care subsidy programs, POC and the County’s WPA program have an excellent working relationship.  The flexibility and the sharing of staff is to be commended.  The working relationships with the Office of Child Support Enforcement and the Office of Child Care Licensing and Regulation under the Child Care Administration are integral parts of the WPA program.

· The WPA Self-Assessment lists approximately 30 partners.  Some of these include government agencies other than DHHS.

· Evidence of a relationship with the business community is the existence of the Working Parents Assistance Trust Fund.

· The relationship with the Office of Child Support Enforcement is helpful to both WPA and the Office of Child Support Enforcement.  Unfortunately, the enforcement division of the Office of Child Support Enforcement is closed to WPA staff and other agencies from contact.  The Housing Opportunities Commission alerted WPA to upcoming opening dates for clients to submit applications for housing to share with customers.

· Although, WPA has done an excellent job in identifying partners, there should be a mailing list of partners for the purpose of letting the public know about the program.  This could eliminate the need for in-person outreach.

· The Commission for Women should be included as a desirable and necessary partner of WPA.

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. Attempting to identify the needs of customers on an individual basis


(




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


(




7. Employing a positive tone




(


8. Ensuring that customers understand access and intake process



(



9. Encouraging staff to make a concentrated effort to please customers




(


10. Able to demonstrate an awareness of whether customers are pleased

(





Frequencies

1
2
2
5


Subtotal = 41 out of a possible 50


Comments on Identifying the Needs of the Customers:

· WPA defines its primary customer as Montgomery County families who need assistance paying for child care and its secondary customers as licensed or registered child care providers in Montgomery County.

· The screeners ask customers how they found out about WPA during the initial intake process over the telephone and inputs this information into the WPA database.  Most customers come into the program through word-of-mouth and some customers become aware of the program through the flyer. 

· Program information clearly describes eligibility to receive child care assistance.

· WPA has Spanish, some Asian and other language capabilities to assist customers.  The program pamphlet is available in Spanish.  The main program flyer should be translated into Spanish.

· Because of limitations of time during the screening process, a follow-up call or letter is needed to remind customers of their appointments and the information they need to bring to their first interview.  Additional effort should be made so that the customers are better prepared at the first interview.

· The panel was very impressed with the screener they observed and found this screener’s work with clients to be exceptional.

· Program loses a lot of potential clients because they are told they have to pursue child support.

· The panel thought that WPA has a delightful staff who works well together and with the POC staff. 

· WPA uses DHHS Customer Report cards to receive customer feedback.  These are given to clients when they sign in for an appointment and are collected.

· WPA has a parent/provider advisory group that gives input about all areas of the program.  WPA also works closely with the Commission on Child Care to ensure they are meeting clients’ needs.


Score

B. Responding to the Needs of 

     Customers
1
2
3
4
5
N/A

1.Offering services consistent with goals                 




(


1. Offering services that are readily available




(


2. Easily accessible by phone, TTY, etc.




(


3. Maintaining a waiting list





(

4. Attempting to meet the needs of customers on the waiting list




(


5. Referring customers on the waiting list to appropriate resources in the community




(


6. Delivering services in comfortable facilities




(


7. Delivering services in a sensitive manner in terms of cultural diversity




(


8. Demonstrating that staff work well together to serve customers


(




Frequencies


1

7
1

Subtotal =  38 out of a possible 40*


*Possible score was reduced from 45 to 40 because in November 1999, WPA received 

  substantial funding and for the first time in years, no longer has a waiting list. 

Comments on Responding to the Needs of Customers:

· The program is offering services that are readily available, if a client meets the eligibility criteria of the income cap and pursues child support if necessary.

· Because the program met the County’s expectations of providing services, WPA received more funding to meet the needs of customers who were on WPA’s prior waiting list.

· WPA is currently housed in a building on Fleet Street in Rockville that is accessible to those with disabilities and easy to access for those using public transportation.  WPA’s office has a comfortable reception area, which includes a play area with toys for children. The facility also has plenty of free parking available for customers and some off street parking.  The current WPA offices are divided among the two floors of the current building.  However, this should change with WPA’s prospective move to Gude Drive where the offices will be together.

· The WPA staff has regular staff meetings and the program managers attend a child care managers meeting with other related child care program managers.  

· The scheduling of client appointments needs to be more structured e.g., the staff could have a rotating schedule during the prime time requests for interviews—early morning, lunch, evening, etc.


Score

C. Anticipating and Evaluating the

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

1. Gathering information about customer 

Satisfaction




(


2. Using Information to Improve customer service


(




3. Using Information to assess impact of services

(





4. Handling complaints/disputes through a clear process




(


5. Making a change in the program because of the dispute process





(

Frequencies

1
1

2


Subtotal = 15 out of a possible 20*


*Total possible score was reduced from 25 to 20 because item #5 was not observed.

Comments:

· WPA gathers information about client satisfaction through DHHS Report Cards and a parent evaluation form (given during the parent training session).  Providers are also sent an evaluation form to give feedback.  Clients and providers also give feedback and comments to staff members through word-of-mouth. 

· The information WPA receives from providers about customer satisfaction is used.  Client feedback could be used better.

· WPA should gather information about the safety, health and self-sufficiency when clients get their vouchers to determine how long clients stay in the program and why some drop out.  The program should track clients who do not use the vouchers.

· WPA has a written appeal process for clients and providers.

SECTION III.  BUILDING AN EFFECTIVE INFRASTRUCTURE


Score

A. Supporting Outcomes through

Personnel
1
2
3
4
5
N/A

1. Program has staff resources that are sufficient 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 job descriptions that reflect the individual’s role in achieving program goals


(




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


(




8. Program has performance evaluations based on employee’s contribution toward meeting program goals 


(




9. Program utilizes any other sources of personnel support such as volunteers and consultants


(




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





(

Frequencies


5
2
2


Subtotal =  33 out of a possible 45*


*Possible total score reduced from 50 to 45 because item #10 was not observed.

Comments on Supporting Outcomes through Personnel:

· Additional staff resources would be required if additional funds were available to the program or if there were changes to the income cap to provide for more working parents who are in need of child care assistance.

· The program has instilled a team attitude throughout the staff.  Refinement of this team effort should be a constant endeavor of the program.

· With a broad range of social service backgrounds, the WPA staff can effectively execute the responsibilities of the program.  One of the program managers was a former family service worker and has worked with WPA for 12 years.

· The staff demonstrates a high degree of commitment in their work.

· Job descriptions are in place for all positions.  Annual evaluations are limited to merit staff positions only.  Consideration should be given to extend the evaluation process to contract staff.  To be effective, annual evaluations should be universally applied to merit and contract staff.

· The program should have standards of operation, which should include workload expectations and expectations about job performance.

· Program has had a limited number of volunteers who have done office work.  Students have also had placements with the programs.  More volunteers could be used.  Agency and business partners could become volunteer resources to disseminate information about WPA.  Program has an advisory board that is open to parents and providers and meets 3-4 times a year to give input.


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 = 15 out of a possible 20


Comments:

· Staff is achieving program goals as determined by the income cap of $35K

·  The budget is addressing all the current needs of the program but is limited in scope by monetary cap for families requesting assistance.

· The Working Parents Assistance Trust Fund, which is a limited amount of donated funds, provides additional support to families in need.  WPA recognizes the connection between child care and cost/availability of child care.  Yearly, the program reviews the market cost of child care in Montgomery County and includes this in their written information.  Program should track how many clients they lose due to the high cost of child care.  Additionally, clients do not seem to access WPA until a child is one year or older.  Infant care is a gap the program is aware of and should be tracked.

· There are beginning efforts of customers and advisory board members to make recommendations about the income cap.  Program does a limited review of client satisfaction to obtain recommendations.


Score

C. Supporting Outcomes through 

Technology
1
2
3
4
5
N/A

1. Program identifies training resources needed



(



2. Program has resources that are easy to access



(



3. Program has appropriate and sufficient technology to support its work


(




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




(


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


(




6. Program is exploring ways to use technology to make its work more effective


(




Frequencies


3
2
1


Subtotal = 22 out of a possible 30


Comments:

· Staff can access trainings that are relevant to their positions through the Department’s Center for Continuous Learning.

· Staff members know how to use the WPA database system and have up-to-date computers. 

· There is large turnover in the Department’s technical support staff, which can slow down the current upgrading of the WPA system.  Improvements to the system are underway to generate more useful reports.

· The outreach worker has a laptop to use in the field.  All staff have voicemail and access to E-mail.  The screeners use a telephone headset that enables them to retrieve calls quickly and complete appropriate intake forms while speaking and attending to customers.  Staff members have access to the County’s Intranet system.
· All staff is knowledgeable about the WPA’s computer program and use it to generate reports.  Staff can also access the Child Support Enforcement database. 
· The program needs an expanded comprehensive database to assist with the tracking of a potential client base.  The program needs additional technical assistance with expanded computer programs to collect this information.
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