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· I’m Vicki Kommes.  I’m Staff Development Coordinator at ECCO INC.  I’ve been with ECCO for 24 years.  I began my career as a direct support staff and hold experience in a variety of jobs, including service coordination.  ECCO, Inc. is a non-profit organization in SD.  We provide supports to 74 people with developmental disabilities.  Our mission is “Give Me An Opportunity And I Will Succeed”.  We employ 84 staff.  I’ve seen many changes at ECCO Inc., and in this field over the years, and I believe that right now is an exciting time to be working for people and helping them to achieve their goals.  I’ve also seen changes in orientation of staff.  I believe the time has come to reevaluate the traditional methods of hiring and training new and existing staff.  
· Several years ago I attended a course called Removing the Revolving Door: Train the Trainer presented by Amy Hewitt and Nancy McCulloh.  Amy and Nancy talked about a set of strategies to address recruitment and retention challenges.  It was at this training when I realized that the problem of finding, teaching, and retaining quality staff was not unique to just my agency, but to many agencies around the United States.  I also learned that we would need to make a major adjustment of our practices in order to move toward a committed, quality work force.  The Removing the Revolving Door curriculum was recently adapted to become “The College Of Front Line Supervisors”, part of “The College of Direct Support online training program.  It was at this training that I first became familiar with College of Direct Support.  In 2003 The SD Association of Community Based Services wrote a DD Council Grant for beginning the implementation of CDS.  CDS is not state-mandated; however the SD Association presented the curriculum as a training option.  I attended a meeting to learn more; then later became involved in the CDS project workgroup.  The more I learned, the better I liked it.  Given the fact that I was responsible for all initial orientation in our agency, I decided I was ready to try something new.  It was at that time that I gradually started introducing CDS to our agency staff.  
· Here is how I got started:  
1. I knew I had to get our agency director on board with my plan, so I started by filling him in on CDS – the pros, possible cons, and how this fit in with our traditional training system.  After several meetings with our director, I started step 2.

2. I did not want to push something new on staff without first trying it out myself.  I took all courses provided by CDS.  This also gave me an opportunity to figure things like “How long does it take to complete a lesson?”   

3. Once I completed the courses, I then asked our agency leadership staff (including the director) to take a minimum of one course.  Again, this would give leadership a chance to help take ownership of the plan.  We decided, as a leadership group, that they’d all take the same course – with additional courses being assigned upon request or need.  We chose “Positive Behavioral Supports”, since we pride ourselves on training staff to help people communicate their frustrations in a positive manner.  Once all leadership staff took (and passed!) the course, we sat down and discussed the venture.  Most staff found it challenging and fresh and they were very willing to back this new way of training.  
4. After leadership passed the course, I then assigned courses to all agency front line supervisors.  Once they finished the courses and approved, we were now ready to move forward.  We talked about implementing CDS in a variety of different ways.  One idea was to assign the lessons to all existing DSPs, no matter how long it took to complete, before starting this project with new staff.  We nixed this idea because we felt it would take awhile for all staff to complete lessons and we were anxious to start this with new staff!  The final decision was to assign lessons to newly hired staff, integrating this training with our traditional face to face training.  At the same time, we wouldn’t deny any existing staff the opportunity to take lessons.  During this time, the state division of DD was working with representatives of provider agencies to determine which courses would meet the state’s required training (ARSD rules).  Once those courses and scores were determined, I began to integrate CDS into my new- staff training curriculum.  
Initially, I had fears that I now sometimes hear from other provider agencies who are considering this method of training – Will my job be safe?  Once everything is online, what will I do?  Will I be replaced with a computer?  Isn’t face to face training better than putting a person on a computer for hours at a time?  Will the new staff get bored?  What if potential employees lack computer experience? What happens when the new employees are better trained than the existing staff (that they will then be working with on a daily basis?)  I think now, after three years of working with this project, that I can confidently answer all those fearful questions.  
· Yes, I still have job security.  I’ve actually integrated all training into one efficient system that involves one on one, face to face contact with new staff, online training, and training of agency-specific policy and procedure.  There is no substitute for human contact when training staff in this field – I just now integrate that contact strategically between lessons and courses.

· No, the new employees rarely get bored with computer training. Many of our new employees are college students.  Madison is a university town- one of the most progressive universities for computer use in the United States, so these students are no strangers to computer learning!  This quickly engaged us in the CDS curriculum.  (No, we don’t exclude people with limited experience with the computer.  Those people find CDS very user-friendly, and we’ve experienced very little problems in this area.)  
· Yes, new employees are now going into their work areas with better initial training than their peers.  We look at this positively, and now know we have to work extra hard to make sure existing staff continue to work on lessons.  
SOME PROJECTS IN THE WORKS

· All front line supervisors (new and existing) are required to complete the College of Frontline Supervisor courses.  We developed a curriculum for these courses.  Supervisors are assigned one course at a time to be completed in a certain time frame.  They then meet as a group to discuss each course and work on activities from that lesson.  Many new ideas have come from this curriculum.  For example, after completing the course on Recruitment and Retention, the group began developing marketing strategies and also worked on creating a job announcement.  
· All employees responsible for implementing person centered planning are included in a training package which involves CDS Person Centered Planning lessons and one on one discussion of these lessons.  This is required training prior to attending service plan meetings.  
· CDS has a Surveys component.  We are just beginning to explore all the possibilities of this tool.  The component actually tracks and trends things such as staff satisfaction, employee exit information, consumer satisfaction, supervisor satisfaction, and I’m sure a whole variety of other things I haven’t even tapped into!  This survey component has great interest for me.  We are accredited by The Council on Quality and Leadership, and one of our recommendations is tracking and trending information relevant to giving people quality responsive services.  
· I have developed a project with the SP.ED professor at our local university.  On a yearly basis, we provide 16 students with a field experience in our agency.  The professor and I decided that each student should complete a CDS course prior to working with stakeholders.  This was a very successful project and we are looking forward to our second year this fall.  The side effect and beauty of this has been recruitment.  Three of those 16 volunteer students picked up an application and are now staff in our agency.  They already had some CDS lessons, so their training time will be less.  One of the new hires commented, “No, the tests weren’t easy.  Many students failed to pass the first time around, but the training was beneficial to our degree. I hope to use this information some day in my own classroom.”  
· Last, but not least, we’ve expanded training opportunities to consumers, family members, and board members.  Initially, I had not thought of this when we started implementing CDS.  I was talking to a group of consumers one day telling them about the new training opportunities for the staff.  The following day, I had several consumers come to my office asking if they could try some lessons.  I assigned “Safety at Home and In the Community” to several people, and this took off from there!  I ordered some assistive software for those who can not read.  One person commented, “I hope that other people, especially people with disabilities and their families try the College Of Direct Support.  It is a good way for people to improve their lives and gain independence.”  (Also, as a side note:  I originally considered excluding the testing or lowering our criterion score for passing.  I was just really unsure of everyone’s learning potential.  I did not get that done, which turned out to be fortunate because we found that the first person to take the lessons was scoring between 90 and 100 person on the post-test exams of every lesson.  This taught me the big lesson of never assuming the learning abilities of a person.  
· We recently started group training using the course “Employment Supports For People with Disabilities”.  4 -6 stakeholders currently working P/T or F/T in community jobs participate in this class.  The Employment Service Director and a DSP serve as instructors.  They use a projector and plan to complete one lesson per month.  This serves as double duty – each person and the class instructors will take the tests separately. 
SOME CHALLENGES STILL FACING US 

· Incentives for learners completing all assigned courses – We’d love to offer pay increases or bonuses, but this is not always feasible.  We need to continue to think creatively and offer other incentives.  After all, they worked hard to become a direct support professional!  
· OJTs (On the job training program.)  One of my biggest concerns is this:  We now have an excellent system for providing initial training for all new staff.  But having competent staff does not stop there.  I often comment to our director, “They are getting great initial training, but how are we ensuring that the computer training is translating to their actual job?”  The OJT package is an excellent format for this concern, but I’m still trying to figure out how to implement this without overwhelming the supervisor and staff.  One true thing – the stakeholders will benefit in the long run.  
One final thought for those of you who may be considering using CDS in your agency:  JUST JUMP IN AND TRY IT!  What do I wish I’d known in the beginning that I now know? That the transition from traditional training methods to CDS would be so easy!! I hope we continue to be committed to new and innovative ways to use CDS and see the benefits through staff retention, and QUALITY staff!!
What are the benefits for staff?  Flexibility and Creativity!  
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