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The third meeting of grantees for the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) Rural Welfare to Work Strategies project was held on February 9-10, 2000, at the Humphrey Building, Washington, DC.  Representatives from the following states attended: Illinois, Iowa, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Vermont, and Washington.

Welcome

Gary Stangler, Director of the Missouri Department of Social Services, welcomed grantees.  He remarked on the 1996 welfare reform act and reflected how that legislation was conceptualized for the inner city and urban poor population and not the rural poor population. Although PRWORA has been deemed “successful,” as evidenced by the significant caseload reduction, the current welfare system has created a larger class of  the working poor. Although many current and former TANF recipients are currently working, many are still living below the poverty line.  Mr. Stangler emphasized his hope that the next wave of welfare reform debates focuses more on supporting the working family and not just on current welfare recipients.

A closer examination of effective strategies in rural areas is needed.  Unique obstacles exist in rural communities that are not found in urban communities.  In rural areas, supports are needed in child care, transportation, health care, and child support.  An examination of current strategies is important now because reauthorization is on the horizon.  During the reauthorization debate, rural issues need to be better explained to state legislators and to Congress.  Innovative ideas are needed for rural America so that rural America is not “invisible” during debate surrounding reauthorization.

Evaluating Rural Welfare to Work Strategies

Robinson Hollister, Professor of Economics at Swarthmore College, made a presentation on methods of evaluating rural welfare to work strategies.  Unique challenges exist in implementing welfare programs in rural areas.  With the upcoming 2002 reauthorization debate, there is an increasing need for rigorous evaluation and scientific standards in welfare research.

After PROWRA was enacted, the initial question asked in welfare research was “What works for whom?”  To best understand which programs are effective, experimental research design is needed with random assignment.  There is no universal set of interventions that are successful for everyone.  To understand the true effect of an intervention, we need to know what would have happened in the absence of the intervention, so a counterfactual is necessary.

Some welfare research uses comparison counties. Comparison counties are not effective counterfactuals because unique circumstances can occur in one county and not the other.  Although the demographics of sample members may be similar, their experiences may be different.  Another welfare research strategy often employed to understand the efficacy of an intervention is to use a pre-post design.  This is not a recommended strategy because natural changes in life (e.g., maturation) and environmental factors can confound the true effect of an intervention.  Another strategy often employed is the use of non-participants as a comparison.  This is also a biased design because individuals who do/do not participate in a program may possess a unique set of characteristics.  

To understand what works for whom, researchers should look at sub-groups.  Dr. Hollister raised two points.  First, he discussed the importance of fidelity to the intervention.  Second, particular attention is needed in sub-group classification and the screening criteria. 

States were encouraged to consult technical assistance providers to help design effective programs and good experiments.  Technical assistance can help planners as they think through research and program ideas.  Dr. Hollister also identified secondary data sources for states to consider using in evaluation research.  These include administrative records (such as unemployment insurance, Social Security, schools and post-secondary institutions, PICs/WIA, Medicaid/Medicare, birth certificates, food stamps, WIC, and TANF records); Regional Economic Information System available at (http://fisher.lib.Virginia.EDU/reis/), Census data, and data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  He also suggested detailed mapping of clients, opportunities, and support services.

Following Dr. Hollister’s presentation, participants discussed experimental design and it’s relative merits to other research designs.

Preparing for Phase II

Michael Wiseman, Senior Fellow at the Urban Institute, presented on ways for states to prepare for Phase II of the Rural Welfare to Work Strategies Project.  In preparing for Phase II, Dr. Wiseman reminded the states that they have two clients: the federal government and their state governments.

Preparing for Phase II was divided into a three-step process:

1. Setting the Stage:

It is important for planners to explain what they are talking about, i.e., what is meant by rural and to distinguish a rural strategy from a non-rural strategy.  It is also important to explain lessons learned about the circumstances of the state’s rural population (characteristics of people and characteristics of the economic environment).  Furthermore, it is important to describe current strategies and what still needs to be done.

2. Designing and Planning the Intervention

The purpose of the Rural Welfare to Work Strategies Project is to stimulate research on emerging approaches to welfare reform policies and programs in rural America.  In Phase I, many states outlined current activities in a target community and identified needs that remain unaddressed.  For Phase II, states will need to:

· describe the anticipated change from the program as it currently exists; 

· discuss how the program is expected to work; 

· make the case of why the intervention is worth systematic investigation; and

· demonstrate that the proposed approach has both agency and political support for implementation.

3. Planning and Ensuring the Evaluation

To obtain federal funds for Phase II, planners must know what they want to accomplish, as well as make a strong case that program effects can be reliably assessed and that the project has political and administrative support.  The challenges of Phase II include: developing a demonstration project that has a subject of national interest, developing a project that can be assessed against some counterfactual, and developing a project that the state wants to do.

Macro International, The Urban Institute, and ACF are all available to assist states in preparation for Phase II.

State Fairs

Each of the ten participating grantees displayed work-to-date about their project and discussed their findings.

Generating Support for Rural Welfare to Work Projects

A panel discussion was held on methods to generate support for rural welfare to work projects.  

Mack Storrs in ACF’s Office of Family Assistance discussed the tremendous success in welfare reform, particularly as evidenced by the number of former welfare recipients who have entered the workforce and wage increases among current and former TANF participants.  Opportunities exist for working with and helping the welfare population.  The economy is good, more resources are available to address issues, and many resources have great flexibility in the ways they can be used.  

Still, concerns surround TANF leavers who are not achieving financial self-sufficiency. 

Some individuals may face multiple barriers such as a mental health diagnosis, substance abuse problems, learning disabilities, developmental disabilities, and domestic violence.  The current challenge is to properly assess these barriers and address them to facilitate self-sufficiency.  TANF funds may be used to provide assistance to needy families, end dependence by promoting job preparation, decrease out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and encourage formation of two-parent families.

In general, rural communities have higher poverty levels, lower incomes, and a smaller population that creates problems for delivering services.  Mr. Storrs noted that the severity of rural poverty “pockets” is not widely understood.  He suggested that a media campaign could increase the visibility of rural poverty issues.  He also said that state legislators have not been fully educated about rural issues, and that rural communities are competing with the complacency of success. More funds are typically allocated to urban areas than to rural areas.

Mr. Storrs offered three ideas for welfare reform in rural areas:

· Increasing the outreach of employers into rural areas.  Nationwide, companies need employees, and telecommuting into rural areas is an option.

· Expanding rural procurement criteria.  State and local procurements do not often stipulate “rural” for contract awards.  Specific rural requirements should be considered.

· Collaboration between rural special interest groups.  Currently, communication among rural special interest groups is largely ineffective.  Stronger partnerships are needed to increase recognition and effectiveness.

Cathy Anderson, Deputy Director, Iowa Department of Human Services spoke about the low visibility of rural issues in welfare legislation.  Although many problems exist in rural areas, a misconception remains that life is “perfect” in rural communities.  Complications of poverty in rural areas are less visible because the population is smaller.

Many rural communities are struggling with the lack of industry.  Although rural communities may have job openings, many do not pay well, working hours may fluctuate, and the market may be variable.  These factors limit opportunities for economic growth.  Transportation is also another large issue in moving people from welfare to work.  It is the key to employment.  Without transportation, individuals often cannot work or participate in work programs.

There are currently not enough data to present to policy makers on rural issues.  Research is needed to make strategic decisions; anecdotal information is not enough.  Interventions must be unique, and a “one size fits all” approach is not appropriate.

The stigma of welfare is real in rural communities.  Planners must talk with TANF recipients and leavers to find out what they need, and this information should be used to create a stronger safety net.  Rural issues need to be promoted.  Goals should include fostering communication and developing partnerships with legislators.  

Jack Tweedie, National Conference of State Legislatures, spoke about the necessity to promote rural issues and the importance of research when communicating with state legislators.  He recommended focusing on policy and building research-based information into the discussion.  He also noted the importance of moving quickly from identifying problems to offering solutions.  Policy makers care about research and what works.

Welfare caseloads have been dramatically reduced.  Although many TANF leavers are working, their salaries are often too low to achieve economic self-sufficiency.  To enable leavers to attain self-sufficiency, gaps in child care and transportation must be removed, and job retention and wages must increase.  Additionally, TANF recipients who remain on the welfare rolls may have problems in the areas of mental health, developmental disabilities, or substance abuse issues—all of which need to be addressed.

Although the economy is currently strong, eventually, it will weaken.  The effects may be especially difficult in rural areas.  The country needs to prepare for an economic decline.  

Mr. Tweedie recommended thinking about rural welfare issues by using a map.  This helps people understand where caseloads are declining, where individuals are leaving without jobs, time limits, and so forth.  Maps are an effective way to communicate issues to legislators. 

Strategies for effective communication with legislators include:

· Speaking to legislators in terms of continued progress and the need to build on current progress.  

· Encouraging the legislator to take ownership of initiatives. 
· Discussing initiatives, preferably in-person, with a one-page handout that summarizes issues (e.g., a map).  

· Communicating in a concise and effective manner while respecting the legislator’s time and understanding the “conservative” nature of legislators in regard to the pace of change.  

· Bringing innovative programs with quick payoffs.
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Seminars

Two seminars were held:  “Creating Collaboratives for Rural Welfare to Work Projects” and “How to Identify and Select Rural Welfare to Work Projects.”  The seminars were led by content experts who presented an overview of the topic and engaged the participants in relevant discussion.

Creating Collaboratives for Rural Welfare to Work Projects

Martin Blank, Director for Community Collaboration at the Institute for Educational Leadership, facilitated the “Creating Collaboratives for Rural Welfare to Work Projects” seminar.  His presentation focused on community commitment as the key element in moving individuals from welfare to work and strategies to bring together different stakeholders to build capacity.  Three topics were covered:

1.
Which community members can play a role in creating collaboratives?

It is important to identify potential assets and the contributions of different stakeholders.  Community resources to consider include citizens, parents and families, public agencies, non-profit agencies, private sector resources (e.g., employers), faith-based institutions, and support networks.  An organizer approach was recommended, i.e., go directly to people, get people invested early, listen to voices of experience, and investigate what else is occurring in the community.  Regulations or the fear of regulations may act as possible barriers to community support.

2.
What results do you want?

It is important to consider the results to be achieved.  This often helps to obtain a clearer vision and sense of results.  Measures or indicators help gauge success.  Indicators can also help in planning a strategy.  Seminar participants generated a list of indicators to measure effectiveness of rural welfare to work strategies; the indicators include job retention rates, wage rates, school readiness, immunizations, school completion, out-of-home placements, job training opportunities, job training completion (and related measures), savings accounts, and internal labor market (promotability).

3.
How can people systematically think about collaboration?

A framework was presented that was taken from the book Together We Can.  Mr. Blank reviewed a grid, distributed to seminar participants, that was developed as a tool for community collaboration.  The grid defines the elements of reform, stages of collaboration, and cross-cutting principles of reform.  The framework is not project- or systems-oriented, but rather community-oriented.  Moreover, it is a fluid process, not a linear one.  The framework depicts movement across stages as spiraling.  It is predicated on building on strengths and involving a mix of stakeholders for balance.

The following concepts provide an outline for the framework.

· elements of reform—collaborative decision making; public engagement; parent, consumer, and neighborhood participation; accountability for results; comprehensive services, supports, and opportunities; financing and resource development; leadership and professional development; and capacity building.

· stages of collaboration—getting together, building trust and ownership, strategic planning, taking action, deepening and broadening the work.

· cross-cutting principles—family/neighborhood driven; respect for and understanding of the implications of ethnic, linguistic, and cultural diversity; and a systemic focus.

(Additional copies of the Together We Can Community Collaboration Framework are available for $5.00 plus $2.00 shipping and handling from the Institute for Educational Leadership, 1001 Connecticut Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20036, or by calling (202) 822-8405.)

How to Identify and Select Rural Welfare to Work Projects

Ila Schneibel and Paul Ramcharit of the Minnesota Department of Human Services facilitated a seminar on  “How to Identify and Select Rural Welfare to Work Projects”.  Their presentation focused on seven components of the approach Minnesota used in its rural welfare to work strategies initiative:

· Establishing a steering committee with broad representation from multiple agencies and organizations. Twenty-one members representing 17 agencies and organizations participated served on the steering committee.

· Involving rural counties through a survey of county agencies for information on initiatives that address barriers TANF participants face and perceptions regarding the success of those initiatives.  Responses were received from 74 of 80 rural counties (a 92.5 percent response rate). 

· Involving employment service providers in rural counties through a survey about TANF participants’ barriers to employment, current initiatives to address those barriers, and types and availability of jobs.  Responses were received from providers covering 56 of 80 rural counties (a 70 percent response rate).

· Inviting guest speakers to stimulate steering committee discussions on rural issues, matters affecting TANF participants as they transition to work, and programmatic initiatives.

· Compiling an inventory Minnesota’s initiatives for rural TANF participants.  Several sources were used to create the inventory including the faith community, steering committee members, survey of county financial supervisors, survey of employment services providers, McKnight Partnerships, regional development commissions, and other agencies and individuals.  At the end of October 1999, 64 initiatives were identified.  A questionnaire was sent to administrators of the 64 initiatives requesting a summary of their programs.  Responses were received from 56 initiatives (an 87.5 percent response rate).  These responses were copied and a Rating Form was sent to a review team composed of 10 steering committee members.

· Developing a selection process to identify two or three initiatives that are addressing common rural needs, show the promise of effectiveness, and have the potential to be replicated. 

· Understanding characteristics of Minnesota’s rural TANF participants.  This analysis will use data from a 5-year longitudinal study of the Minnesota TANF population.

These steps led to the selection of the three strategies which met the selection criteria and accomplished the goals of this project.  The three initiatives are: Employer-Based Mentoring, Project Job Wrap, and Transportation Assistance Loan Program.

Discussion about Phase II

Howard Rolston, Director of the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation (OPRE), ACF, hosted a session on the project’s next phase.  He noted that the primary objective of ACF’s welfare reform research is to conduct quality evaluations that provide information on making welfare reform more successful.  More information is needed to know what would make welfare reform better.  This is particularly important with regard to reauthorization in 2002.

Initially, OPRE’s research funds went toward continuing activities, e.g., waiver evaluations.  These projects are coming to an end with important results.  As funds become available, OPRE is focusing more on emerging issues (e.g., job retention and advancement, harder to serve populations).

Phase II of the rural welfare to work strategies initiative is currently under serious consideration.  An RFP is expected in the summer, with funding early in the next fiscal year.  Phase II will focus on evaluating successful projects.  ACF would go forward with Phase II as long as there is at least one “good” project to evaluate.  The contract will have a substantial amount of technical assistance available for projects. Phase II will be evaluative in nature.  An independent contractor will evaluate programs; ACF will fund the evaluation and the costs to the state (for example, costs incurred in accessing administrative data, interacting with the evaluator costs, collecting data).

Staff from ACF, Macro, and the Urban Institute will be available to assist states in preparing for Phase II.  States must write the actual application, but staff from all three organizations will be available for in-depth discussions, conference calls, and meetings.

Dr. Rolston also discussed the following in response to questions raised by participants:

· Phase II will be open to all states and not limited only to those that participated in Phase I.  States that participated in Phase I will probably have a “head start” on Phase II.  States must be the applicants for Phase II, although community action agencies, non-profits, or others may implement the programs.

· In terms of the target population for Phase II, low-income working families can be included and the grant will not be limited for those leaving or currently receiving cash assistance.

· Evaluation design is important.  An experimental design is preferred and states are  encouraged to examine their options for random assignment and not discard that approach too quickly.  Experimental design presents a strong case for policy makers.  This is the preferred design, but other designs will also be considered.  Continuing programs can be evaluated.  The project does not need to be completed before reauthorization in 2002.  Phase II will be a longitudinal study so that long-term effects can be examined.

· To obtain a no-cost extension for Phase I, states should contact the grants management office and stipulate the reason for the extension, identify activities that are incomplete, and state the expected completion date.  States can extend a project up to one year.  ACF encourages states to press ahead and utilize resources.  The approval of this extension still obligates states to prepare and submit a final summary, financial and program progress reports for the entire grant period as well as these same reports for each semi-annual period of the extended grant period.  The final financial report (Standard Form 269) and the final progress report will be due 90 days after the new expiration date of the grant.

· ACF is not expecting states to submit final reports from Phase I, but states are encouraged to share findings with others.  Phase I is not driven by a report, but by getting to Phase II in best shape.

· Phase II projects do not need to be strategies that would not work in urban areas.   The focus, however, should be on rural areas.

· If states encountered problems drawing down Phase I funds, they should contact James Dolson, ACF project officer.

· Sharing information and strategies between states is encouraged.  Program implementation in more than one environment increases the utility of an outcome and is a benefit for all concerned.
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