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The Western Massachusetts Network to End Homelessness (“Network”) is pleased to submit this proposal to support education and workforce development planning for homeless and at-risk families in the Western region. With the recent launch of the HomeBASE program, hundreds of families will experience the opportunity to move into housing instead of shelter.  With this extraordinary opportunity comes the equally extraordinary challenge:  staying housed.  This long-term goal can only be achieved through an integrated and targeted case management approach that maximizes the chances for sustainable housing and family success.  This planning grant will lay the foundation for bringing this approach to fruition and ultimately making gainful employment and stabilized housing an increasing reality for families in Western Massachusetts.  
The Planning Process
The Western Massachusetts Network to End Homelessness will oversee the development of this action plan to strengthen education and workforce development across the four counties of Western Massachusetts.  The Network’s track record of coordinating a vast number of organizations for multiple purposes makes it uniquely positioned to play this role in the Western region.

Over the last two years, the Network has become the primary vehicle for bringing together providers and stakeholders committed to ending homelessness in Western Massachusetts.  With its Leadership Council of 50 members representing every cross-section of community across the four counties, the Network reaches into virtually every facet of work to end homelessness.  It facilitates committees with specific agendas around individual and family homelessness; coordinates grant applications among multiple providers, represents the region in legislative advocacy around housing and homelessness issues, and is the go-to resource for organizations seeking an umbrella under which to further collaborative endeavors.  Overseeing the development of this action plan flows seamlessly from the work that is currently underway.

The Stakeholders
In the initial Network meeting to discuss this planning opportunity, the stakeholders we needed to engage became immediately apparent, many of whom were already sitting around the table:  regional employment boards, career centers, housing and shelter providers, community colleges, literacy programs, health care providers, mental health and substance abuse providers, child care providers, and consumers.  Thankfully, the universe that needs to be engaged is largely known; the challenge is creating the time and space to bring that universe together.  This planning grant will allow for that. With this support, we will identify existing resources, as well as gaps, and create a coordinated and targeted approach to building a family’s self-sufficiency.  

Based on Network experience, stakeholder investment in this process will flow from demonstrating a commitment to collaboration and participation.  That will occur first by bringing together the various stakeholders, both as a large, regional group and then on a county-level basis.  It will also occur through focus groups with both targeted families we are aiming to serve and targeted employers we are hoping to engage.    The consistent and transparent communication, follow-up and opportunities for feedback via meetings and email will build the trust that all voices are heard, and the resulting action plan will have the buy-in that is critical to success. 

The Challenge
The scope of family homelessness in Western Massachusetts
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Homelessness among families has increased rapidly in Western Massachusetts since 2008, as it has across the state.  During our last Point-In-Time (PIT) count in January 2011 there were 507 families who were homeless across our 4 counties, 275 of whom were in hotels/motels.  As of July, 2011, the number of families in motels reached approximately 400.  Family homelessness in our region has increased, on average, by 34% since 2008.

Families in Western MA shelters stay 6 months on average; families in hotels/motels stay longer.  We could conservatively estimate that there are 1,265 homeless families in our region during this past year, about 2.5 times the number of families reported as homeless during the PIT.
Barriers to providing employment and educational services
Homeless families in Western MA are confronted with the same barriers to employment as families elsewhere in the state, such as lack of affordable child care, lack of transportation, limited or no work experience, and language barriers when English is a second language.
     A cross-sectional analysis of 52 adults in families from our region who entered a SAMHSA-funded PSH program
 from hotels/motels and shelter, 80% of whom were unemployed, revealed that challenges related to finding decent employment can emerge many steps before the job search.  For example:
· 45% of the parents did not have a high school diploma or a GED

· 50% of the parents did not have a driver’s license or learners permit 

· 37% lacked access to affordable child care
Yet there are no targeted programs or resources available to homeless and at-risk parents as they try to take steps toward economic self-sufficiency: With the exception of the SAMHSA program mentioned above, there is no funding available for employment-specific case management services; GED classes have wait lists of 3 months or more; child care vouchers, when available, can be lost arbitrarily; public transportation consists only of bus lines with limited evening or weekend schedules, which prevents travel to jobs whose hours fall outside traditional day job hours.
Moreover, the performance-based contracts of some employment programs, such as those offered by Mass Rehab or our career centers, create disincentives to work with homeless and at-risk families,  whose complex needs are perceived as undermining the program’s ability to achieve its goals. Lastly, the Department of Transitional Assistance has been reluctant to recognize new and/or targeted services, meaning that a parent’s engagement in job search/ job readiness activities can jeopardize their benefits and income.
The most significant barrier to providing effective employment and educational services may be lack of coordination among, and fragmentation of, community-based resources.  Different application forms and supporting documentation requirements, differing eligibility criteria, lack of co-location and lack of bundled services options creates a labyrinthine process that easily derails one’s best attempts at piecing together what is needed.  In Western MA some families must even travel to multiple counties in order to access necessary resources, despite limited public transportation.
Through this planning grant, our region could envision and articulate how to address the challenges that undermine a parent’s ability to gain self-sufficiency.   We could define steps toward innovative targeted programs and policies that would maximize education and job creation opportunities.  We could identify and problem-solve around service gaps such as lack of on-the-job training options and lack of job continuity due to employer-based temporary employment strategies designed to reduce payroll costs.  We could look toward practical and structural solutions in order to effect and inspire change for families who want to be financially stable, healthy and well.
Informing our plan through data and personal reports
A component of this planning project will consist of gathering additional data on homeless families currently living in shelters, hotel/motels, or receiving rental assistance through HomeBASE so that we might define and describe unmet needs, establish baseline indices, and develop reality-based benchmarks that will help us gauge our progress toward effecting change.  This data essentially will provide us with a Needs Assessment for our region.
During the first three months of the planning project our family shelter and regional housing providers will collect relevant information through the Employment, Education and Income sub-assessment available through ETO ASIST (DHCD’s HMIS).  The sub-assessment combines HUD data elements with additional fields developed by the MA ICHH as part of its Uniform Assessment Tool.  The data will allow us to establish baseline measures of relevant metrics such as employment rates by sub-region; benefits to earnings ratios; and educational attainment.  During the fourth month this data will be integrated, summarized, analyzed, and turned into actionable information through its incorporation into our plan.
We will conduct one to two focus groups to contextualize and clarify the quantitative data.  The group(s) will include participants from four settings:  Heads of Households (HOHs) residing in motels and scattered site shelter sites; young parents from congregate settings; and HOH recipients of the HomeBASE rental assistance program.  Through this effort we can be guided directly by the voices of those who have experienced homelessness. 
Value of the Action Plan

This action plan will lay the foundation for transforming the regional approach to families in housing crisis.  This transformation begins with the recognition that extremely low-income families cannot maintain permanent housing without an increase in their income.  And they cannot obtain that increase without targeted case management practices that integrate education and employment needs with a holistic approach to the challenges facing homeless or at-risk families.
At the start, the action plan will capture the broad range of services that currently exist to serve homeless families.  Through the creation of this action plan alone – the cross-agency discussion and relationship-building it will engender -   immediate impact will follow: resources previously unknown will be discovered and engaged on families’ behalf; connections will be made that will facilitate providers’ increased access to job and education opportunities; career centers and employers in turn will have greater access to support services to help sustain their employees’ employment or training.  Relationships will develop, and families will get more of what they need because of them. 

Over the first six months of this action plan, changes in approach will begin to take place.  This will begin with defining best practices for meeting families’ education, training and employment needs.  Borrowing a primary approach from the Center for Working Families, the plan will promote the strategy of “bundling services” so that families do not have to navigate a maze of referrals but may instead start down a single path to reach the multiple stops on their way to self-sufficiency
.  Additional best practices, to be reviewed and chosen during the planning phase, will guide our activities as we partner with homeless and at-risk families in order to create change (Table 2).  

	Table 2.  Possible frameworks to guide our practices and policies

	Evidence Based Practice or Model
	Primary Strategy

	Motivational Interviewing
	A counseling and case management approach that focuses on creating change through person-centered, non-judgmental, non-confrontational semi-directive techniques.

	Family Critical Time Intervention
	A time-limited case management approach that incorporates targeted efforts to address priority areas as families transition from shelters to permanent housing.

	Family Independence Initiative
	A strengths-based anti-poverty innovation that promotes asset building by encouraging and rewarding personal initiative and allowing families to determine their own path.

	Community of Practice
	Spanning institutional structures and hierarchies, CoPs create strategies for organizing and sustaining shared practices as members engage in a collective process of learning.


This transformation clearly requires a willingness to shift the paradigm, as well as time and resources to implement it.  Our Network has expressed its commitment to make this shift happen, and this action plan will make the launch possible.

Our first and last priority during the planning phase and the implementation phase will be on the families in our region who are homeless or at-risk for homelessness.  We want to create opportunities for their growth, change, and financial stability.  In the near-term we hope to improve access to, and opportunities for, GED and community college classes along with job training programs and field placements.  We want to address transportation, child care, and language barriers.  But we also want to increase their opportunities for long-term meaningful employment, which will not only benefit the whole family but also our communities, as we find new and better ways to value the potential and contribution of every family who lives in our region.
In the long term, more fundamental change must take place, and this action plan creates the seed for that change.  For instance, the public transportation system, or lack thereof, in Western Massachusetts poses a constant and significant barrier to low-income families seeking and retaining employment.  Tackling this challenge will require relationship building, as well as advocacy, with state and local officials and business and community leaders, working towards investment in transportation infrastructure that would literally redefine opportunity in Western Massachusetts.

This action plan provides a critical vehicle for bringing together the stakeholders in our community who are crucial to ending family homelessness in Western Massachusetts.  After we maximize every existing resource, after we coordinate and collaborate at every turn, the reality will remain that achieving permanent stable housing for homeless and at-risk families demands resources that we do not have.    We need to invest more across our communities, in education, job training, child care, and public transportation, to get the results we expect and families deserve.  This investment requires political will.  Joining forces as employers, business and community leaders, educators, and providers across the spectrum is absolutely vital to the creation of that will. This action plan will allow that work to begin, and the ultimate promise of lasting and profound systems change comes with it.
Implementation

Oversight 
The Western MA Network to End Homelessness and specifically, its Steering Committee and Management Team, will be responsible for overseeing the plan and monitoring its progress toward achieving desired goals and objectives.  The Management Team consists of the Chair and Vice Chair of the Leadership Council, the Network Coordinator, and Continuum of Care (CoC) administrators from each of our 3 CoC regions (Berkshire County, Hampden/Hampshire/Franklin County, and Springfield).  The inclusion of CoC leaders assures representation from rural and semi-rural communities along with our urban communities.  

A Project Manager (PM) will be responsible for the nuts and bolts of project implementation, integrating daily activities with longer-term goals while providing administrative and managerial support.  The PM will produce progress reports for the Steering Committee and Leadership Council and will work closely with the Network Coordinator regarding communication among collaborators and stakeholders.  The PM will monitor data collection and data quality and provide ongoing feedback to providers and agencies about data collection protocols.  Lastly, the PM may oversee a Community of Practice initiative, consisting of stakeholders such as career center staff, providers, and formerly homeless heads of household, who would serve in an advisory capacity and operate as a work group of the Steering Committee.  The PMs scope of activities will depend on our level of resources.
Monitoring & Evaluation
A mixed method evaluative framework will be used to assess our plan’s success over time.  It will integrate  qualitative data gathered through focus groups or surveys with administrative data gathered through ongoing provider- and program-specific activities.  The evaluation plan will rely upon process measures to provide information for ongoing monitoring and improvement and outcomes measures to assess impact.  Outcomes measures will include community-level, program-level, and person-level metrics but will emphasize person-level measures, i.e. rates of change among our target population related to intermediate and long-term outcomes.  These may include:
· Head of Household (HOH) enrollment in GED or certificate programs  (intermediate outcome)
· HOH enrollment in job training programs (intermediate outcome)
· HOH attainment of GED, certificates or college degree
· Resolution of employment barriers (intermediate outcome)
· HOH attainment of employment, by type (part-time, full-time, temporary etc.)

· Employment tenure/ stability, wages and benefits (aggregate measure)
· Earnings-to-benefits ratio (aggregate measure)

Ongoing monitoring and opportunities for improvement will occur through quarterly reporting of process measures regarding activities and outputs.  These measures, their relation to goals and objectives, and mechanisms for continuous feedback, will be described in our action plan.  We will be deliberate in our action plan to balance our desire to measure long-term impact with our practical need to measure near-term successes.
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