Maine Bureau of Rehabilitation Services

Division for the Blind and Visually Impaired

Division of Vocational Rehabilitation

And 

National Telecommuting Institute

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING (MOU)

This memorandum is intended to be used as an aide to staff in the Maine Division for the Blind and Visually Impaired, the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation and the National Telecommuting Institute.  It contains information about policies and processes that pertain to maintaining and enhancing the relationship between these two entities.  This memorandum is not to be used or regarded as a legally binding agreement or contract.  It establishes no new obligations or responsibilities for either program.  Rather, it provides information about the programs and how we intend to work together.

Division of Vocational Rehabilitation/Division for the Blind and Visually Impaired

The Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) and the Division for the Blind and Visually Impaired (DBVI) are the two state Vocational Rehabilitation agencies in Maine, which are within the Department of Labor as part of the Bureau of Rehabilitation Services (BRS) and are charged with the responsibility to administer the Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) and the Independent Living Rehabilitation programs.

National Telecommuting Institute

National Telecommuting Institute (NTI) is a unique distance training disability organization.  Working in partnership with employers who have agreed to “go virtual”, NTI trains and places individuals with disabilities into competitively paying home-based jobs.  While the majority of placements made by NTI are into in-bound customer service jobs, NTI also trains and places VR consumers into medical transcription, medical billing, indexing and survey positions.

NTI has placed VR consumers trained to perform customer service work with companies such as 800-Flowers, AAA, Staples, The Gap, Home Shopping Network, TicketMaster, Alamo Car Rental, Lens Express and the AT&T Language Line.  NTI works with federal agencies, such as the Centers for Medicaid and Medicare Services, the Department of Labor and the Veterans Administration, which also outsource work that can go virtual.

NTI began as the job placement division of Helping Hands, a non-profit disability organization established in Massachusetts in 1982.  The division was re-organized and incorporated under the name National Telecommuting Institute in 1995.  As a pioneer in telework for people with disabilities, NTI has been the recipient of grants from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Mott Foundation, the AT&T Foundation, the US Department of Education and the US Dept. of Labor.

NTI has offices in Boston, San Francisco, and Washington D.C. and employs teleworkers throughout the continental United States.

Statement of Purpose

State vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies prioritize services to individuals with significant and most significant impairment related service needs.  This results in an increase in the percentage of individuals within counselor caseloads who need home-based employment.

Home-based jobs, particularly those that do not require professional level training or much manual dexterity, are exceedingly difficult to find.  There are certain industries in which such job niches do exist.  For example, 10% of large call centers are already experimenting with home-based customer service agents to handle catalog orders, process plane or hotel reservations, provide product information or take insurance or financial claim information.

The purpose of this MOU is to describe the working relationships between NTI and DBVI/DVR.
DBVI/DVR

VR counselors will work directly with NTI staff in relation to services to their clients.  To resolve issues and provide overall coordination, Karen Fraser, at the BRS Central Office, will function as lead liaison between DVR/DBVI and NTI.  Questions from both VR and NTI staff can be directed to her.

VR has established a fee schedule rate of $ 3,300 for the training services provided by NTI.  The training fee is payable only upon successful placement, as defined in the client’s Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) and including the desired average minimum number hours to be worked each week.  NTI will not be paid for training if a consumer fails to successfully complete 90 days of employment (training typically occurs concurrent with the consumer working).

In addition to the training, other costs may be incurred by VR.  A computer, software, adaptive equipment and/or the installation of a second phone line may be needed.

In the event that a computer purchase is required, close coordination with NTI staff will be necessary to ensure that the computer meets or exceeds minimum requirements for the job to be performed.

All costs will be authorized by the VR counselor when a VR client has been accepted by NTI into their program and when the training and related expenditures have been incorporated into the individual’s Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE).
NTI

NTI is responsible for screening consumers referred by state VR agencies and for selecting those likely to be successful in the telework opportunities identified. NTI staff will work directly with VR counselors in relation to client services.  To resolve issues and provide overall coordination, John Bertram, at NTI, will function as the lead liaison between DBVI/DVR and NTI.  Questions from both VR and NTI staff can be directed to him.

National Telecommuting Institute (NTI) offers two telework programs:  the first is a short-term learning/assessment program that provides individuals with a telework experience.  This short-term experience may involve a training/work stipend, but it is available only occasionally and will not result in a successful case closure for clients seeking long-term telework employment.  NTI is not authorized to charge VR agencies a fee for this short-term telework assessment.  

 
NTI also offers a 12 month telework training/support program designed to take place within the context of placement into a long-term year-round telework job.  VR counselors are authorized to purchase this full service program for appropriate VR consumers.    

 
Participation by a client in NTI’s short-term assessment, which may pay a modest stipend, should not preclude a consumer’s enrollment in NTI’s 12-month telework training program; in fact it may enhance a consumer’s ultimate success in the program.  
NTI will coordinate the purchase of equipment needed by the consumer at no additional charge to VR.

In the event that adaptive equipment is required and NTI staff does not possess the required expertise, consumers will be referred back to the VR counselor with a request for technical assistance.

Training is provided via distance methods.  Customer service representative trainees are typically linked with an instructor via a conference call bridge for a voice connection at the same time their computers are linked via the Internet and distance training software.  This configuration enables the home-based agent to see the instructor’s screen while the instructor explains the application.  The instructor can reverse the screens so that the student’s screen can be observed by the instructor or other members of the virtual class as they engage in customer/agent role play sessions.

NTI staff will follow clients for the first 90 days to support clients through the initial telework adjustment period.  NTI staff is available 12 months post placement to problem solve in the event difficulties arise.

Referral Process
To refer a consumer for consideration by NTI, the counselor should instruct the consumer to complete an on-line application (see www.nticentral.org) and submit a resume.  NTI will typically conduct a telephone interview within 10 days of receipt of the on-line application.

NTI will only accept into training those VR consumers that NTI staff believes can be trained and placed within a three-month period.  In the event that the consumer is judged a good candidate for telework but no training opportunities have been identified which match the client’s skills and interests, the consumer will be advised that they will be contacted as soon as a suitable opportunity is identified, but they should continue to explore other employment opportunities available to them.

Individualized Planning

The VR Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) guides and controls the services that are available through the VR program.  It also sets the conditions under which services are provided and continued.  The IPE does this by spelling out client responsibilities and the intermediate objectives that must be met in order to achieve employment with VR assistance.  Due to the nature of the VR program, the goal orientation of all involved, and the need for judgment in what the program can or cannot contribute to the rehabilitation of an individual, the IPE is of paramount importance.

It is critical, therefore that:

1. Key elements of the NTI program must be communicated to the VR counselor and incorporated into the IPE.

2. There must be planning for contingencies, which may occur for which resources, other than those provide by NTI, will be required.

3. If the outcome of the NTI screening/assessment is a positive one and the consumer wants to proceed, the VR counselor will incorporate NTI’s service into the client’s IPE.

4. The VR counselor will plan and budget for the NTI training and for other required equipment such as a computer or installation of a second phone line.



Implementing the IPE, Monitoring and Payments

NTI staff and the VR counselor will both be responsible for monitoring the progress of the consumer during training.  As of January 2007 and contingent upon the successful implementation of a new database, NTI will make regular reports to VR counselors available on the progress made and outcomes achieved by individual Maine VR consumers.  

 NTI will send an invoice once the consumer has successfully completed training and the first 90 days of home-based employment.

This memorandum has been reviewed and is acceptable by DBVI, DVR and NTI.

DBVI Director _________________________________
Date_________________

DVR Director _________________________________
Date_________________

NTI authorized representative _____________________
Date _________________
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