MRC ORIENTATION REPORT

PROJECT SUMMARY 

Presented to MRS: March 2004
Under the Workforce Investment Act, the Michigan Rehabilitation Council (MRC) is responsible to ensure effective service delivery within the public vocational rehabilitation system.  One of the ways the Council works to achieve this goal is to gather input from customers, Agency staff, and the public regarding the Michigan Department of Labor and Economic Growth-Rehabilitation Services (MRS).  The input is obtained from a variety of resources including: Public Comment at Business Meetings, Disability Voice, Focus Groups, workshops at the Michigan Rehabilitation Conference and participation on MRS work groups. A common theme has surfaced based on these data that one of the challenges of the MRS system is often found in the lack of equity in services between District Offices. 

In early 2003, the MRC Service Delivery Effectiveness (SDE) Committee began discussions and research regarding the best way to address this issue. They concluded that the initial contact the customer has with the Agency is critical to the establishment of an equitable, active and productive Counselor - Customer partnership.  For this reason, the SDE Committee decided that reviewing the MRS customer orientation system was the first step in determining the message given to customers during their initial contact with the Agency. 
It was quickly realized that a combination of receiving input of local office practices and observation at orientation sessions would provide a thorough overview of the customer experience. Thus, a two part project was created for implementation over a six month period.  
The goal of part one of the project was to query the MRS Site Managers regarding their orientation practices.  It was believed that this information would reveal two key areas of orientation information; the similarities and differences for comparisons at a statewide level and the changes desired at the local service site. The goal of part two of this project was for MRC Members and staff to attend, observe and experience an orientation session.  It was expected that this opportunity would result in a summary by office of the overall orientation experience to include contact with the session(s facilitator and the information provided to customers. 

Part One

Process

The MRC SDE Committee created the MRC MRS Customer Orientation Survey to obtain information from the Site Managers regarding orientations. A cover memo (Appendix A), survey (Appendix B) and return envelope were sent to the Site Manager in each MRS office.  Site Managers who supervise more than one office were sent a survey at each of their individual sites. Ten days after the initial mailing, a reminder post card (Appendix C) was sent. From the 36 surveys sent out, only four were not returned, yielding a response rate of 89%.  Respondents to the surveys included Site Managers as well as the Orientation Facilitators, who the Site Manager forwarded the survey to for completion in some offices. 

Outcomes
The findings of the first part of the project indicate that there are differences in orientations across the state. Differences were noted in the areas of: Basic information and materials provided to customers, length of time of orientations, information customers are required to bring, as well as when and how customers are scheduled to attend orientations.   

Almost half of the offices (41%) conduct orientations one time per week, some offices incorporate Ticket To Work into the general orientation, while 41% hold an additional orientation for Social Security, Ticket to Work, or to provide information regarding community resources.  Individuals conducting the orientation represent MRS staff, external agencies and blended staff. External agencies and blended staff primarily represent Centers for Independent Living and Community Rehabilitation Organizations.  Forty four percent (44%) of the offices utilize a combination of these resources to conduct the orientation.  

One recommendation of the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group (Convened in August 2003 with members including MRS staff, MRC, the Client Assistance Program (CAP), external and blended staff) was to create a customer handbook to ensure that the same information is shared consistently in each office. In agreement with these findings, the results of the MRC MRS Customer Orientation Survey find that 80% of respondents indicated that a handbook would be helpful, while 20% felt it would not as the current policy is sufficient, and that unique customer bases in each office would not be served best by a standardized process.  Staff satisfaction with the orientation was high (81%) and the individual respondent’s satisfaction was also high (84%). 
The length of time for orientations varies from one hour or less (23%) to two days (3%), with each office reporting their orientation is conducted in an appropriate length of time. Customers are informed of orientations through a variety of methods including: Telephone, letter, word of mouth, walk in, personal or agency referral, or a combination of these. Seventy six percent (76%) of customers are scheduled to attend the orientation within two weeks of the initial contact with the Agency.  The remaining 24% are scheduled to attend an orientation within a month or more.  

Respondents were asked to list the information required to be discussed at each orientation. The following topics yielded responses lower than 25%: Comparable Benefits (22%), Confidentiality (19%) Appeals Process (19%), Order of Selection (16%), MRS Publications/Agency Policy Manual (16%) and the MRS Process (13%). The following topics yielded responses of 50% or higher: Client Rights and Responsibilities (63%), Informed Choice (56%), Client Assistance Program (50%) and IPE Development (50%).  Each of these items is required in the MRS Orientation Policy, (Appendix D) and ideally should yield a 100% response rate.

Fifty three percent (53%) of offices report that customers are required to bring information with them to the orientation and 47% responded that they request information from customers, but do not require that it be provided in order to attend the orientation. Offices primarily request picture identification, documentation of disability or medical issues, and/or a social security card. 
The next step for customers after attending an orientation varied.  In some offices, the next step was counselor contact. Some offices assigned counselors to customers and the two had an initial meeting the same day. Others required the customer to contact the counselor to set the first appointment, or that the counselor would later contact the customer. In other offices, the customer was required to attend an individual intake with the orientation coordinator, undergo vocational testing, or attend informational sessions and in other offices, the Site Manager assigned counselors.  
Differences in offices were also noted in the requirements of previous MRS customers to attend orientation in order to request that their case be re-opened.  Eighty six percent (86%) of respondents indicated that customers are required to attend orientation again, depending on how long ago they were previously served, and the reason that their prior case was closed.  Though not posed as a survey question, respondents from two offices verbally stated that customers are required to come before a committee of MRS staff in order to apply to have their case re-opened if they have received services in the past. 
When asked how the orientation process could be improved responses included: The orientation should continue to focus on employment, it is helpful to have a representative from Social Security to speak at the orientations, and having on-site orientations for specific referral sources such as schools or vocational and technical centers is good. 

Part Two

Process

The MRC SDE Committee created a second survey, the MRS Customer Orientation Review Tool, for Council Members and staff to utilize in order to collect information as they attended orientations (Appendix AA). MRC Council Members and staff volunteered to attend specific MRS orientations and made individual phone calls to the MRS Site Manger to inform them of the process and set up an appointment to attend an orientation.  The MRC representative attended the orientation, completed the survey and forwarded it to the MRC office.  After this phase of the process had been initiated, MRS Senior Managers asked that a customer feedback sheet be distributed at each orientation visit.  In response to the request, the MRS Orientation Comment Sheet was created by the MRC SDE Committee (Appendix BB). 
The Orientation Comment Sheet was not implemented in all the offices because some orientation visits had taken place prior to form development; other offices already had a form in use. There was also confusion on the part of some MRC representatives about using the forms. Time and geographic constraints required the Customer Orientation Review Tool to be completed by telephone for some offices, which did not allow the opportunity to have direct access to customers in order for them to complete the Orientation Comment Sheet.  

Outcomes
Consistent with results of the MRC/MRS Customer Survey, findings from the MRS Customer Orientation Review Tool indicate that there are differences in information communicated at orientations across the state. Using the MRS Orientation Policy (Appendix D) as a guide, the items that show the most variance are: The requirement to use other sources of funds before the Agency pays for services, client contribution, informed choice, order of selection, rights and responsibilities, equal employment opportunities and the availability of CAP.  

One strong and consistent piece of information communicated at each orientation is the Agency focus on employment.  Additionally, some offices provide information to assist customers with issues potentially affecting employment, community partners speak at orientations, offices have developed customer support groups, one office has a social worker on site to assist customers and additionally one co-located office has obtained a cash match agreement for a staff person to serve as a liaison between the MRS office and the Michigan Works ! Agency.  Customers are provided with MRS and community resource brochures; however, there was inconsistency across the offices on which brochures are provided.
Anecdotal reports from MRC representatives indicate that five offices required customers to complete the application for services at the orientation, requesting that customers leave the signature and date lines blank until the first meeting with the counselor. In other offices the application was completed at the second one on one meeting with the orientation specialist, or at the first meeting with the counselor. At one orientation, customers were asked to complete the application at home and bring it back to the Agency. Eighteen offices utilize the MRS Orientation Video, with mixed viewpoints on the effectiveness of its use.  Five offices utilize power point and/or projectors to communicate information. 
Survey results indicate that on the whole, individuals conducting the orientation, including MRS staff, blended and external agency representatives were very positive in their approach to presenting information, explaining the rehabilitation process and the services available through MRS. Although there were differences from office to office, the orientations were conducted in an open and interactive manner with opportunities for dialogue between facilitator and customer throughout the process.  For the most part, customers at the orientation were treated with courtesy and respect, and questions and/or issues they presented were handled effectively. 

In many instances, the offices welcomed the MRC representatives and took extra time during the orientation to help the customers complete the MRS Orientation Comment sheet.  After the orientation, the facilitators often met with the MRC representatives to further discuss the process and often introduced the representative to the other MRS staff and gave them a tour of the office.  Both the Orientation Facilitators and Site Managers stated that they strongly believe in continuous improvement, and positive outcomes for the customer and that they would be interested in seeing the results of the MRC Orientation Project. 

Conclusion
The results of the MRC Orientation Project indicate that there is variance in orientations across the state. This results in customers receiving different information about MRS Services depending on where they live and which orientation they attend. These differences lessen the ability of customers to actively partner in the rehabilitation process and make informed choices regarding their options. Thorough review of the data contained in this report coupled with the development and implementation of a plan to address the report recommendations will result in an enhanced orientation process, effectively meeting the needs of customers, staff and the Agency. 
MRC ORIENTATION PROJECT EXPENSES
	ITEM
	COST

	Office Supplies 

(Includes postage, paper, copy and binders)
	1415.00

	Staff Time 

Attending Orientations, Creating  and Reviewing Documents and Report.

(Executive Director, Program Manager, and Executive Assistant hours multiplied by hourly rate of pay)
	                                                  5000.00

	Contract Employee Time 

(Data compilation)
	                                                    555.00

	Staff Travel (State Rate x number of miles)
	                                                    807.00

	Council Member Travel

(State Rate x number of miles)
Note-Nine Council Members attended orientations and did not submit travel expense to the MRC
	                                                      91.00

	TOTAL
	                                                 7868.00


The Membership of the MRC volunteered over 120 hours of their time in the completion of this report. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation #1

Each MRS Office should follow the Agency Orientation Policy currently in place. 

Rationale 

Complying with Agency Policy will ensure equity of services and quality of information provided to customers at each MRS office, and maintain compliance with Federal standards. Results of the MRC Orientation Survey sent to MRS Site Managers  (question 12) show that only 16% of respondents indicated that Order of Selection is required to be discussed, 19 % confidentiality and appeals process, 22% comparable benefits, 38% client contribution and Ticket to Work and  41% eligibility requirements. 

This recommendation is consistent with the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group (Appendix E) and the Service Equity Workgroup report recommendations from May 2003 which states that:

“Variation exists in the number of steps in the intake process 27% require three steps 38% two steps and 35% require one step before accessing the counselor. It is apparent that there is no consistency in the process of intake and orientation across the state in terms of how long it takes, how many steps there are in the process, and which staff are involved.” 

“Developing a participant handbook to include information about the rehabilitation process, decision points, emphasis on employment outcomes, informed choice, differences between primary and secondary support services and utilization of services that are the least cost to the agency.” 

Implementation Strategy

Utilize the handbook and power point being created by the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group to provide training to individuals who conduct orientations in each MRS office, including blended staff and external agencies, statewide.  For offices where orientations are conducted on an individual basis, assign a counselor from that office to attend the training and bring the information back to their office. 

Recommendation #2
Eliminate the practice currently in place at some MRS offices where customers who have previously been served are required to come before a committee of MRS staff in order to apply to have their case re-opened. 

Rationale
To ensure consistency and compliance statewide in federal requirements for eligibility determination.

Implementation Strategy
Provide training to Agency staff, external and blended staff involved in the orientation, regarding current MRS Policy for determining eligibility.  District Managers will follow up with the Site Managers after the training to ensure Policy is being followed in each office. 
Recommendation #3
The MRS Orientation Policy should include: 

1. Documentation customers are required to provide to the Agency when they attend an orientation and how this information is conveyed to customers. 

2. The circumstances under which a person who has previously received services from MRS is required to attend an orientation in order to apply to re-open their case. 
Rationale
To ensure equity of services and quality of information provided to customers at each MRS office. 

Implementation Strategy

The MRS Policy Unit will obtain relevant standards from Federal regulations, and input from counseling/Agency staff. Combine the information obtained from these sources to create an update to the policy manual and obtain appropriate Agency approval.  Provide training to Agency staff on the updated policy.  

Recommendation #4
Ensure that roles and responsibilities of the counselor, customer and Agency are communicated at the orientation in a clear and consistent manner, statewide. 

Rationale 

To ensure that customers have a better understanding of the vocational rehabilitation process, further increasing their ability to be an active participant and make more and better informed choices. To ensure equity of services and quality of information provided to customers at each MRS office, statewide.
Implementation Strategy

Provide training to individuals who conduct orientations in each MRS office statewide in the use of the power point presentation and handbook being created by the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group. Follow up to ensure the offices are utilizing the materials can be accomplished by District and Site Managers as well as the MRC. 

Recommendation #5
Create a uniform process to inform customers of eligibility determination.
 Rationale
Creating a uniform process of informing customers of eligibility determination will ensure that customers experience a smooth and efficient transition from orientation to service provision. Question 17 of the MRS Site Manager Survey asks “After the orientation, what is the next step for a prospective customer?” Seventeen of the thirty two respondents reported that meeting with the counselor as the next step and fifteen of the thirty two indicated another step before meeting with the counselor.  In the offices where the next step was counselor contact, findings of the Orientation Review Report show that counselor contact occurred in a variety of methods including: Counselor and customer meeting directly after the orientation, counselor contacting client at a later date, customer’s requirement to contact counselor, or Site Manager assigning counselors and counselor assignments based on referral source. When counselor contact was not the next step other steps listed included: meeting with the intake coordinator, testing, record collection, and informed choice classes. It was not possible to determine when eligibility occurred within these variations. This recommendation correlates with findings from the Project Excellence Analysis of 911 Data and Performance Indicators Final Report May 3, 2002: 
“It has been recommended in this report and by Senior Managers that a study be developed and implemented to investigate the customer and counselor factors that have resulted in the finding that the average length of time from application to closure for customers determined to be ineligible for services is 163 days. (note that a small percentage of cases had a large impact on the overall average).  Average length of time from application to eligibility determination in 2001 was approximately 37 days for customers determined eligible for services.

Although beyond the scope and impact of this investigation, MRS may want to further investigate the potential impact that the various orientation and case assignment methods used by the units has on length of time from application to eligibility determination for these customers.”

Implementation Strategy

Convene a short term focus group or ask the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group to reconvene in order to build consensus on the best method for determining eligibility.  Create Agency policy and guidelines to implement the process. Provide training on the updated policy to Agency staff, blended staff and external agencies who conduct the orientations.

Recommendation #6
Eliminate the use of the MRS Substance Abuse Screening Instrument as a component of the orientation process.

Rationale 

MRS staff who responded to the Site Manager Survey and MRC representatives who attended orientations noted that the MRS Substance Abuse Screening Instrument is provided to customers to complete at some orientations. MRS should stop administering this tool as a component of the orientation, as results of the tool are used in part, to determine eligibility, before the person has applied for services.  Per the Workforce Investment Act, eligibility determination can only be made by a qualified rehabilitation professional, and with the differences in who conducts the orientation in each office, this cannot be guaranteed. 
Implementation Strategy
Inform all Agency staff at MRS as well as blended staff and external agencies who conduct the orientations that the Substance Abuse Screening Tool will no longer be administered to customers at orientations. Each Site Manager will be directed to inform their staff at office meetings and notice can be sent out through e-mail.  District Managers will follow up with the Site Managers to ensure the tool does not continue to be administered. 
Recommendation #7
Each MRS office and the building that the office is located within should, at a minimum, be compliant with the requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

Rationale

To ensure all customers, staff and the general public have equal access to the every MRS office statewide.

Implementation Strategy
Address the specific issues identified in the MRC Orientation Survey results.  Create a mechanism to allow customers in each office to have the opportunity to provide input on the accessibility of each office statewide. Implement the use of the accessibility checklists that the One-Stop Agencies are required to follow, and designate a person in each office to serve as the accessibility compliance officer.  

Recommendation #8
Include individuals with Supported Employment cases in the orientation process. 

Rationale
MRC representatives inquired as to the lack of presence of individuals whose cases would be classified as Supported Employment at 12 of the orientations they attended. The question was also raised in the MRS Orientation Handbook Power Point Development meeting.  In both instances, MRS staff responded that individuals served through supported employment, who are direct referrals from external agencies (such as CMH) do not currently attend orientations. Including this population in the orientation would serve to ensure equity of services and quality of information provided to all customers at each MRS office statewide and to ensure compliance with federal, state and Agency standards.

Implementation Strategy
Determine why individuals with Supported Employment cases are not represented at the general orientations. Provide statewide training to Agency staff, as well as blended and external agency involved with orientations to inform them of the requirement that all persons are to attend orientation, regardless of the significance of disability. 
Recommendation #9
Schedule orientations later in the morning, or in the early afternoon in order to allow appropriate length of time for attendees utilizing public transportation to arrive at the MRS Office.

Rationale

Many customers rely on public transportation in order to arrive at the MRS orientation. Utilizing public transportation often results in increased amount of time necessary to prepare for, travel and arrive to a destination.  Results of the MRS Customer Orientation Review Report indicate that 11 offices currently schedule their orientations to begin at 9:00 a.m. or earlier. Scheduling orientations later in the morning or afternoon would allow customers greater opportunity to arrive at the orientations.
Implementation Strategy

Each Site Manager will be directed to inform their staff at office meetings and notice can be sent out through e-mail that orientations should be conducted at an hour that allows customers time to reasonably prepare and arrive at the office. District Managers will follow up with the Site Managers to ensure the times of orientations is feasible for customers. 
Recommendation #10
Communicate information regarding Ticket to Work clearly and consistently at every MRS orientation, statewide. The information should be presented in a manner that does not delay an individual’s opportunity to apply for services. 

Rationale 

Results of the MRS Customer Orientation Review Report indicate that the method for informing customers of the Ticket to Work varied. Social Security Representatives attend some sessions, videos are shown, and office champions are assigned in other offices. Information is discussed at the general orientation, and secondary orientations are conducted at some offices specific to this purpose. It was not clear if specific key factors regarding Ticket to Work are required to be communicated to customers, and if those factors are indeed communicated.  

Implementation Strategy
The MRS Policy Unit will obtain relevant standards from Federal regulations, and obtain input from counseling/Agency staff. Combine the information obtained from these sources to create an update to the policy manual and obtain appropriate Agency approval.  Provide training to Agency staff on the updated policy. 
Recommendation #11
Monitor progress of implementing the above recommendations and their impact on improving the orientation process statewide. 

Rationale

To ensure continuous improvement and compliance with federal, state and Agency standards.

Implementation Strategy

MRS will provide a response to this report at the May 2004 Senior Manager Meeting. MRS can contract with the MRC to conduct a follow up study to ensure implementation of recommendations, and integration of power point presentation and customer handbook being created by the MRS Short Term Orientation Work Group
