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Independence First Service Learning After-Action Review


Independence First is a not-for-profit organization with the vision of “full inclusion of people with disabilities.”  Independence First is a relatively small organization.  The internal staff has 75 employees, half of which are people with disabilities.  The internal staff is simply the office.  The field employees are the external staff.  The external staff includes around 800 full-time and part time Patient Care Workers (PCW’s).  The largest part of the organization’s operation is providing these PCW’s to people with disabilities who are also on Title 19 Medicaid.  According to the official mission statement, the four core services are independent living skills training, peer counseling, advocacy, and referral services.  The scope of their operations extends to the counties of Waukesha, Washington, Ozaukee and Milwaukee.  The largest function, carrying with it the greatest involvement of HR, was the independent living function.  The writer of this report worked exclusively with HR in this PCW function.


The HR department at Independence First is a 5-person team.  The HR manager is Wendy Hout, a Marquette University MBA.  Wendy reports directly to the board of directors, the president of the organization, the HR general director, and the EEOC.  Her projects included multilingual policy manuals, employee recognition, and EEOC reports.  Wendy left on maternity leave. Luckily, as an MBA, she knew the importance of cross-functional training and taught her job to the HR employees below her.


Roxanne Gebhard is in charge of screening, recruiting, interviewing, hiring, and separating internal staff.  There were only three job openings during the writer’s time there.  Roxanne was also in charge of the affirmative action program. Roxanne is disabled due to a stroke.  She cannot type with any kind of speed, which was a major handicap in the part of her job, which included data entry for the affirmative action program.


Luz Adams is in charge of screening, recruiting, interviewing, hiring, and separating PCW’s.  Luz Adams, a high-school dropout, has 20 years experience as a C.N.A., has worked in hospitals, and knows what is required for the PCW position.  Luz perhaps had the toughest job in this department and the writer of the paper elected to work with her for most of the period.  Her projects, on top of PCW applications and interviews, include disciplinary action for PCW’s and sending out letters of availability.


Kathy abcdefg assists with the affirmative action program and was also in charge of advertising job openings and letter generation.  Kathy’s projects included calling up minority newspapers and buying advertising space. 


Alessandra Acevado was the HR receptionist fluent in English and Spanish.  Because of the high volume of callers to the HR department, both English and Spanish speaking, Alessandra is a valuable team member.  During a single weekday, with anywhere from 10 to 20 new job-seekers submit applications.  Thirty percent of them are unqualified walk-ins.
The Problem

From what the writer saw in this department, the HR department hindered the organization’s ability to complete its mission.  That is not to say that the HR department was a bad unit.  The HR department had horrible information flow, which contributed to the department’s lack of speed.  Luz Adams said to the writer one day: “We have a lot of pressure to hire people who otherwise would never get a job.”  The HR department folks are busy dealing with the bureaucratic parts of their jobs and looking for information that they lose vision of the overall mission.

Applicant Screening


On the writer’s first day on the job, he observed how information flows throughout the department.  Let us use the example of a PCW application.  An applicant walks into the office and talks to Alessandra.  Alessandra gives them the application and gets it to Luz.  Luz calls the applicant and tells him or her that she will get back to them within a few weeks.  The application goes to Roxanne, who spends more than 2 weeks gathering information for the affirmative action program.  

The general director does not want Luz to have access to an applicant’s race, veteran status, or gender because they are protected attributes.  The general director does not want Luz to have access to this information because she is in charge of hiring.  The department uses Microsoft excel to track this applicant data, resulting in even more confusion when Roxanne loses applicant information during the affirmative action process and nobody knows who has the original application because Roxanne still has not entered information into the “database.”  Phone calls come in from 2 weeks before from people wondering about the application.  Now stack this on top of the new crop of applicants that comes in during the day.

People who were granted interviews are not yet entered into the “database.”  Part of this is that data entry on their excel spreadsheet is a pain.  Instead of selecting an option on the screen, the HR worker would have to look at the application to see, for example race, look at a corresponding sheet to see that “black” corresponded to “1” and then enter “1” into the database.  This results in even more lost data and reports that are impossible to read.  If one tried to print that current “database,” it would be hundreds of pages of useless information in tables.  In order to read it, one would need a piece of paper that decodes the columns!  Using such a horrible report, Luz cannot find the application and has no idea whether or not the person coming in for the interview meets the criteria on the job posting.  Meanwhile, Luz’s voicemail fills up with calls from obviously unqualified applicants from two weeks earlier.  Kathy is unable to find the file for someone she needs to discipline.  The end result is lost data, interviewing unqualified candidates, searching for data that has not yet been entered, and five drawers of file cabinet devoted to individuals the organization cannot hire.

This was the biggest problem in the HR department.  They needed a way to streamline the applicant screening process.  This non-traditional hiring pool required criminal background checks with the Crime Information Bureau, and at least two work references, which were not always positive.  Unfortunately, some of these individuals were granted interviews, wasting time and money.  The most common PCW applicant is an African American female, without disabilities, and walked in without any references or care experience.  This job required candidates to supply at least two positive work references and experience in patient care work.  An honest assessment of the hiring pool, according to Luz, reveals that the hiring pool of PCW’s is of very low quality, low income, and comprised heavily of ethnic minorities.  This leaves a large number of unqualified people following up for jobs when the organization should weed these individuals out of the applicant pool.

The reason for the high volume of applicants is the PCW position.  Independence First starts their hourly wage for the PCW at $9.25/hr.  This is far above the normal wage for this job elsewhere.  This is what attracts the high volume of walk-ins.  The practice of individual consumers referring their relatives also causes a high volume of unqualified applicants.  Either way, their system has failed.

The writer of the paper, tired of seeing peoples’ jobs so complicated, volunteered to design a small software application to simplify the HR department’s job and give them information that would help them eliminate candidates they should not waste time with.  The HR department gave this writer all the freedom to talk to whomever he needed to in the organization.  Independence First did not go by the book.  They gave more consideration to the particulars of each case, seeing as people may be left without a caregiver if they did go by the book.  In short, there was a lot of external, internal, and ethical pressure to hire low quality individuals because otherwise, someone on Medicaid would have no one to take care of them or be admitted to a nursing home where their quality of life would be mediocre.

Interviewing 


The writer was able to conduct a few interviews, one of them in Spanish.  This is relatively easy because Independence First uses a structured interview system designed to gauge the individual’s knowledge, skills, abilities and secular job references.  Luz is a skilled interviewer and knows how to get useful responses from applicants.  She also knows how to read people in terms of honesty and attitude.  

Usually, people who are granted interviews have them because they were referred to Independence First from a consumer on Title 19 Medicaid.  These consumers tended to refer their relatives in order to give them employment they might not otherwise receive, a benefit to both parties.  Luz and the writer of this report were looking for PCW candidates who had patient care experience.  It was required in the job posting.  Luz wanted people who had the knowledge, skills, and abilities of a C.N.A. Honesty was the other quality.  In one of the interviews conducted, a female referred to herself as a “successful ‘bidnesswoman’ and ‘consultant.’”  In reality, she was involved in person-to-person marketing of low-quality nutritional supplements and the extent of her consulting experience was preparing her diabetic mother’s meals and filing paperwork for a friend’s divorce.  This individual also had been taking care of her mother for three months before this interview.  Before the applicant left the interview, she asked us if we could authorize back pay if she were hired, for taking care of her own mother in previous months!  Needless to say, Luz refused to hire this individual.  The same day, another individual came in.  She brought her three children into the office, was chewing gum during the interview, and was very inappropriately dressed.  Independence First has learned to look past bad manners and instead concentrate more on the knowledge, skills, and abilities required for the PCW job.  This individual was honest and knew from experience what she was talking about.  It was a good interview and a likely hire.  The structured interview Independence First used on PCW applicants did prevent them from hiring unqualified people, but organizations should not even interview unqualified people such as our businesswoman above.

Affirmative Action/ Workforce Diversity


The office atmosphere was extremely politically correct.  With half the internal staff having some kind of disability, and more than 70% female and minority, one had to be very careful about the kinds of jokes one told.  One had better not say “disabled person,” “or stroke survivor,” or risk being counseled.  One should use the phrase “person with disability,” or “person who has suffered from a stroke.”  The colloquialism “see you later” was also potentially dangerous.  As an organization that receives money from the government, Independence First is required to have an affirmative action program.  With one of its goals being the empowerment of people with disabilities, 50% of the internal staff must be persons with disabilities.  This means that people with disabilities run Independence First, a very noble idea.  While quotas are illegal, this organization is able to implement it because of its focus on people with disabilities.  However, field PCW staff does not need to meet this quota.  All the interviews the writer sat in on or conducted were with ethnic minorities.  All but one was with a male, a function of the PCW position being traditionally female.  Overall, the staff is very diverse.  When it comes to the Americans With Disabilities Act, Independence First can proudly say that they are close.  In some cases, the organization compromises job functions “so persons with disabilities can enjoy equal employment opportunity (105).”  Again, given the organization’s focus, this may be acceptable.  Independence First has a room containing a variety of gadgets that defeat many disabilities.  Examples include computer software that allows a quadriplegic with a wooden stick to operate a computer and fonts for the legally blind.


Wendy, the HR manager, had a project involving translation of policy manuals into Spanish, Hmong, Chinese, Arabic, Russian, and Swahili.  The organization only finished it in Spanish. The writer of this report was unable to help with this project.  Had this been done, though, Independence First would be doing pretty well when it came to diversity.

Socialization


Independence First held a new employee orientation on the final day of this writer’s contract.  Activities included sign-ups for C.N.A. training and mandatory training sessions about the PCW job.  Independence First also makes all new employees watch the same three videos and other videos depending on what the job is.  The group of new employees was eager to start work.  This orientation, like many company orientations was uninteresting.  It was full of handouts, videos, and company buzzwords.  Suggestions for improvement include more interactivity, fewer videos, and more indoctrination of the mission and vision.  Too many of the group saw this as just a way to earn a wage.
The Job


The project the writer of this report took charge of had the following goals:  

1) Program a software application to track applicant data 

2) Maintain the integrity of that data by using validity checks. 

3) Provide the user with easy-to-read, printable reports that are easy to make decisions from.

4) Screen out applicants who fail to meet the criteria for PCW’s before they are granted an interview. 

5) Bring out applicants who exceed the criteria for PCW’s.

6) Eliminate the current system of using Excel to track data.

7) Have it done by the beginning of April 2003.  

The software application would use Microsoft Access to store the data, with a user-friendly interface to display it.  This required a bit of programming.  It would keep track of which applicants had no experience in order to screen them out.  It would keep track of which applicants had C.N.A. experience, to give them a better chance at an interview.

The Results  

This application is easier to use and more efficient than the Excel format they were using.  Because this application maintains data integrity, there is less chance of duplicate entries and lost employment applications.  A receptionist could access information in a few keystrokes and less than three mouse-clicks.  It goes without saying that the user-friendly interface is easier to read and make decisions from than the awful system of coded numbers they were using before.  While legally they are required to keep applications for a year, they would at least know which applications were useless to the organization and store them in the appropriate place.


The scope of this project expanded to include a screening system for internal staff applicants.  After they all had seen what the software was capable of for PCW’s, the department members all agreed to implement it.  Kathy and Luz also wanted to see if letter generation was a feasible addition.  Given the complexity of that, the writer of this report declined to do it and limit the scope to an applicant database.  Also recommended was outsourcing their software development next time in order to avoid problems in the future.  Also recommended was buying HR software.  Most HR departments nowadays have software that does a lot more than track applicants.  Given the limited amount to time to design the application, the results are very pleasing.  A small but extremely time-consuming part of the HR department’s job is now easy, freeing the small team up to concentrate on more important things.

