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Problem Statement

The South Carolina Rehabilitation Department (VR) has been serving individuals with
disabilities for over 90 years. VR’s mission is to prepare and assist eligible South Carolinians
with disabilities to achieve and maintain competitive employment. On a national and state level,
VR is considered one of the core programs under Title IV of the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA). Performance accountability measures for all national VR programs

include:

e Employment Rate — 2" Quarter After Exit
e Employment Rate — 4™ Quarter After Exit
e Median Earnings — 2" Quarter After Exit
e Credential Attainment

e Measurable Skill Gains

e Effectiveness in Serving Employers

WIOA went into effect in 2014 and clearly, positions the agency as part of South Carolina’s
workforce development system where these measures assess the effectiveness of services
provided to individuals seeking employment in the comprehensive system. In addition to
ensuring job seekers acquire the skills, training and support services they need to succeed in
today’s labor market, WIOA’s goal is to make sure employers are matched with skilled

candidates to meet their workforce needs.

In line with the goals of WIOA, VR emphasizes a dual customer approach, helping

individuals with disabilities find employment and providing employers with access to an



untapped labor pool. Last year VR assisted 6,605 individuals in achieving successful

employment and provided services to over 1,000 businesses statewide.

Individuals with disabilities receive a variety of individualized services to help them prepare

for employment, those services include:

e Assessments to determine skills, abilities, interests, and limitations;

e Disability management through therapies, treatments, counseling or assistive devices;

e Training to improve skills through instruction and work experiences in our offices, on
worksites, or through educational partnerships; and

e Job search assistance to help connect individuals to employment opportunities.

Businesses also receive a variety of services to meet their needs including:

e Planning, to help them learn more about how VR can meet the workforce
requirements of business and industry;

e Recruiting to help them build a strong diverse workforce by providing access to an
untapped labor pool, through job fairs, pre-screening, and interview scheduling;

e Training through classroom instruction, customization, hands-on projects, and
partnerships to help VR consumers learn the fundamental skills needed for the labor
market; and

e Retention services are available to businesses who wish to retain valuable employees
who need help due to a disability that might be jeopardizing their current

employment.



For individuals with disabilities who wish to seek VR services to assist them in finding
employment, the first step is to contact a local area office, schedule an appointment, and sit down
with a counselor who asks a series of questions to determine eligibility. Currently, the only way
to request an appointment is to call or walk-in to one of the local area offices. The initial
meeting can take up to an hour and a half and typically consists of counselors gathering
information for the intake application (which VR refers to as the survey) (Appendix 1), this
includes everything from personal and financial information to work history and educational
background. This initial meeting also serves as a critical time for VR counselors to start building
rapport and trust with potential consumers, but this can be a challenge while gathering and

entering all the necessary information.

In 2015 the VR website was redesigned to allow users to easily find information regarding
services that assist individuals with disabilities searching for jobs or businesses searching for
qualified candidates, but the redesign did not provide a way for individuals to request an

appointment or submit an application for services online.

The challenges that exist with the current processes and procedures to request an

appointment and submit an application include:

e Time spent by VR counselors obtaining information from potential consumers and
entering it into the Case Management System (CMS) (most counselors have more
than 100 individuals on their caseload);

e Time spent by potential consumers contacting local offices, scheduling appointments,
and reporting information face to face;

e Time spent by VR administrative staff on scheduling appointments; and



e Number of individuals that discover VR services may not be the best fit for them after

having spent time scheduling an appointment and meeting with a counselor.

This project serves to analyze available data in order to estimate how much time (money) is
spent scheduling appointments and taking applications. This information will allow me to
determine if developing alternative methods to schedule appointments and submit applications

through a website portal would be beneficial.

Data Collection

The goal of data collection was to determine how much time is spent scheduling
appointments, taking applications, and if other options are worth exploring. Since time is critical
for individuals who need employment and extremely valuable for VR counselors who often have
more than 100 individuals on their caseloads, would a method for scheduling appointments and

submitting applications online save time for potential consumers, VR staff, and the agency?

More specifically the goal of the data is to discover:

* Current number of users that visit the website

* Amount of time counselors spend on an application for services

* Amount of time spent scheduling appointments

* Number of new appointments scheduled and applications taken in a week

* Average salary of counselors

» Average salary of other employees involved



* Information from other state VR programs (do they provide the ability to submit

applications online? If so, what are the benefits or issues?)

Data Analysis

Findings include:

e Website users —

o Over 138,000 people visited VR’s website last fiscal year (data collected through
Google Analytics)

o 94,000 people were first time visitors to VR’s website (data collected through
Google Analytics)

e Staff time —

o Counselors spend an average of one hour on an initial application (data collected
through quantitative methods using random face to face interviews with Area
Supervisors)

o Administrative staff spends an average of 15 minutes per request scheduling
appointments for potential consumers (data collected through quantitative
methods using random face to face interviews with Area Supervisors)

e Number of requests —
o Varies by size and location of office, but on average Area Offices receive requests

for appointments/take new applications at a rate of 70 per week



e Salaries —
o Average salary (plus 30% for compensation/benefits package) Counselor I,
$52,898 (information provided by HR records)
o Average salary for permanent Administrative Team Support (plus 30%) $37,665
e Nationwide VR agency practices —
o Six other state VR agencies provide the option to apply for services online (data
collected using quantitative methods through questionnaires sent to agency

Directors)

To clarify and strengthen the quantitative findings of the VR Director Questionnaire, in-
depth follow-up interviews were performed with three of the states that offer online application
options. During the interviews, information was received about the benefits, challenges, and

processes involved.

Calculations for the cost of scheduling appointments and taking applications to determine

eligibility for VR services:

e Average # of new requests per office each week - 70

e Average time spent for administrative staff on each appointment request - 15
minutes X 70 = 1050 minutes (17.5 hours per week)

e Average time spent for counselors on each application — 1 hour x 70 = 70 hours
per week

e Average administrative staff salary per hour = $19.32

e Average counselor average salary per hour = $27.13



e Average cost for administrative staff per week — 17.5 x 19.32 = $338.10 (for each
area office)

e Average cost for counselors per week — 70 x 27.13 = $1,899.10 (for each area
office)

e Cost of administrative staff plus cost of counselors per office = $2237.20 (per
office per week)

e With 31 area offices located across the state that is an average cost (staff time
only) of $69,353.20 per week spent.

e With approximately 49.5 working weeks (52 weeks minus 13 paid holidays for
state employees) that would equal a total average cost of $3,432,983.40* for time
spent on scheduling appointments and taking applications for potential consumers

for all VR offices per year. (Appendix 2)

*a conservative estimate — based on the average of a counselor I’s salary, a counselor II or

counselor III has a higher average salary and they also take new applications.

This data will be used to recommend and justify providing a website portal that allows
individuals to request an appointment and submit a pre-application for services will save time
and money for both potential VR consumers and VR staff. The calculations on time and money
spent includes only that of VR staff, there is no way to calculate time and money spent for
potential VR consumers. It is not uncommon for individuals seeking VR services to eventually
determine they do not want VR services or do not meet the eligibility requirements. Often times
this is not determined until after time and money has been spent scheduling the appointment,

making the drive to a local area office, and meeting with a counselor.



A comprehensive website portal (modeled after the most all-encompassing example -
Ohio’s VR agency) could serve as a solution to this costly problem. With over 138,000 visitors
to VR’s website last fiscal year, this type of portal would assist by first, educating individuals
seeking VR services, then helping them determine if VR is the right organization to assist them,
and finally allowing them convenient access to apply online. Even though VR has a clear
mission of preparing and assisting eligible South Carolinians with disabilities to achieve and
maintain competitive employment, it is not unusual for people to confuse VR services with that
of other organizations that assist individuals with disabilities or to misunderstand the definition

of disability.

There are concerns that exist for the agency in providing a portal on the website which
include federal regulations/requirements administered by the US Department of Education’s
Rehabilitation Services Administration. These regulations include a maximum on the number of
days a VR agency has to determine eligibility (60 days) and develop an Individualized Plan for
Employment (IPE) (90 days) after an individual has officially applied for service. The IPE
identifies a vocational goal and outlines the services that will be provided to achieve that goal.
The above-mentioned concerns are addressed with the reassurance that the information received
from individuals interested in services would be in the form of a pre-application and would not
be considered an official application until the individual meet face-to-face with a counselor to

sign the application.

Overall, the detailed goal of the website portal is to

e First deliver helpful thorough information regarding applying for VR services

explaining the



o Responsibilities of VR, services offered, and the processes
o Requirements of the individual applying for services, such as gathering
documents, medical records, etc.
e Then to provide the ability to request an appointment online (saving individuals
seeking services time and money)
e Significantly decrease the amount of time counselors spend entering

information/data into CMS

Implementation Plan

With support from leadership, the plan will be rolled out in three phases that correlate

with three easy steps that will posted on VR’s website:

Phase 1 will be to provide individuals with detailed information about VR services and
processes to help them determine they are entering into the “right door” before submitting an
application. This will be accomplished through the development and posting of a short motion
graphic video on the website that describes what to expect at VR (listed on the website as Step 1

- Watch a brief video).

Implementation Phase 1 — development of a brief 3 to 5 minute video will include the

following time and resources of the following VR staff members:

e Media Resource Consultant (planning, writing script, applying graphics, producing
video)
e Staff member used as narrator (will be recorded reading script)

e Communication Director’s (review and approval)



e [Edits will be made after Director’s review
e Leadership team will view for final approval
¢ Any final edits made at request of leadership

e Commissioner’s approval (or recommendation of further edits)

Video will be posted to the website by the Communications Resource Specialist

(video will be produced with VR’s video production equipment)

Phase 2 will be to provide potential consumers with a brief assessment, so that they can be
reassured that they are seeking services from the correct organization. The website will guide

them to take the assessment (listed on the website as Step 2 after watching the brief video).

Implementation Phase 2 — the Communications team will work to come up with questions for

the brief assessment. The proposed questions should be simple, for example:

e Do you have a disability?
e Do you want to work?
e Does your disability make it hard for you to get and keep a job?

e Are you committed to the process to find employment?

Once leadership approves the assessment questions, the Communications Resource specialist
will post them on the website as Step 2. This phase should be fairly simple utilizing Squarespace
(VR’s web development tool). Until step 3 is complete, the potential consumer will be instructed

to contact their local office to schedule an appointment so that they can submit an application.

Phase 3 will allow individuals interested in VR services to submit a pre-application for services

online and schedule an appointment (listed as Step 3 on the website).
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Implementation Phase 3 — This will be the most complex phase of the implementation plan and
will involve the dedication of multiple resources, including members of VR’s IT team and
Consumer Services staff to assist the Communications team with development of the portal.

Details that will need to be considered include:

e (Capturing pre-application information entered online

e Using pre-application information to create a consumer record in the Case Management
System (allowing for auto population)

e Routing information and assigning consumer to a counselor (determined by zip code)

e Auto assignment of appointment to consumer

Other aspects that will need to be addressed include:

Security;

e Confidentiality;

e Privacy;

e User friendliness; and

e Data storage of collected information (database fields).

There will also need to be a beta test period to simplify the process and work through any

glitches.

Evaluation Method

Evaluation to determine the success of this project will be measured multiple ways:

e Tracking individuals who complete each step
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o number of individuals who watch the video (presumably will be greater than the
number of people who go on to step 2 or 3 because they may determine VR
services are not the right fit for them)

o number of individuals who take the brief online assessment (again will
presumable be greater than step 3, but possibly less than step 2)

o number of people who submit online applications will be tracked over time and
we will hopefully see a gradual increase as people learn it is an option

We will also track the number of calls received by administrative team members to
request appointments — an eventual decline will hopefully be seen as more people are
referred to the website for the online process

We will ask for surveys/feedback from counselors in order to evaluate their time spent on
applications — the goal will be to see an eventual decline in the number of in-person
applications taken (first survey will be provided to counselors 6 months after introduction
of the portal and second survey after the first year)

Surveys/feedback from staff members (admin and counselors) will also ask if they are

o Seeing more people who are in the “right place” from the beginning, so they
follow through with the process

o Spending less time on the tedious application process which is freeing them up to
build better rapport with consumers during their first meeting

o Allowing them more time to get other tasks accomplished

After the first year, compare the number of successful employment outcomes to previous

year (an increase could be a result of people entering the “right door”)
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e After the first year, compare the number of unsuccessful closures (a decrease could be a
result of people entering the “right door”)

e A survey that ask VR consumers if they found the website pre-application process simple
or cumbersome can also be incorporated to get customer service feedback (unfortunately
this will not allow us to factor in cost/time savings regarding individuals time spent, but

will provide helpful information)

Summary and Recommendations

As described in the implementation plan this project will be executed in three phases.

Phase 1 is almost complete. To date:

e The script has been written and approved
e The narrator was selected and the script has been recorded
e The media resource consultant is laying in final graphics for the motion graphic style

video. It is projected to be 3 minutes in length

After final viewings, edits, and approvals have been made, the video will be posted to the

website; a simple process involving You Tube.

Phase 2 should also be a simple process. The assessment questions have been agreed on
and approved, so once the video has been made available, the assessment questions will be then
posted on the website. With the utilization of Square Space, these changes should be

straightforward.

Phase 3 is the more challenging process because it involves the most resources, especially

staff time, including several staff members from Communications, Consumer Services and IT.

13



There are costs associated with the development of the portal that are not covered here, so the
savings will not be complete; however, the concept has been presented to and approved by the
leadership team, so the commitment, which is critical to the success of the project, is there.
Initial conversations concerning security and confidentiality have already taken place with IT.
Now that Phase 1 is nearing completion, a meeting with an IT analyst will be scheduled within
the next month to discuss the next steps in building the website portal. Project completion may
take several months to a year. The end result will be well worth the wait; saving potential
consumers time while also saving VR a substantial amount to be determined after full
implementation, but more importantly allowing staff to more effectively assist additional
individuals with disabilities in achieving employment success and assisting SC businesses with

recruiting more qualified candidates.
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Appendix 2

Average amount of staff time spent on
appointment requests/applications each week *

31%

[l Admin [l Counselors [ Remaining hours
Staff

* Assumes an average of 6 counselors and 1-2 administrative staff per office

Average cost per week per office

$2,237.20

$1,899.10 |

$338.10
Admin Counselor Total
Staff Cost

Cost per week statewide

$2,237.20 x =a=a== = $69,353.20
per office phuEEn per week
31 offices

Total cost per year

o [
$69,353.20 x = = $3,432,983.40
per week 8 B4 per year
=

49.5 weeks
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