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~ FOCUS ON PROCESS IMPROVEMENT AN EVALUATION OF THE USE OF THE

RFP PROCESS IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF FEDERAL WORKFORCE
EDUCATION FUNDS IN MINNESOTA .

BACKGROUND |

‘This study is to evaluate the efﬁciency, and fairness
 of the request for proposal (RFP) process for funds '
distributed by the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and

Applred Technology Education Act and the Job Train-

mg Partnership Act JTPA). The study arose from

issues uncovered by the Council’s 1989 and 1991 bien-

nial evaluation of the Perkins and JTPA delivery sys-
tems. To evaluate the RFP process the Council sur-
veyed 91 individuals who respond to RFPs from tech-

_ nical colleges, community-based orgamzatlons (CBOs),

~and service dehvery arcas (SDAs). Finally, the Council
(a) collected the opinions of RFP respondents about

the RFP process, (b) came to conclusions about the

~ RFP process, and (c) made recommendatrons toim-
' prove the RFP process o

SURVEY RESULTS
Charactenstlcs of respondents Surveys indicate that

proposals to numerous funding sources and had a high

level of mvolvement w1th the proposal Wrrtmg process -

| E;\pectatzons of the RFP process relatwe to meetmg the

needs of the people served. RFPs provide funds for
target populatrons not otherwise avarlable ' '

 The effort the RFP process. demands should not exceed
the possible benefits of bemg funded

_ Benefi t;s' of the RFP process to the orgamzatzons ,
~ RFPs provide funds for staff and specral servrces that
are not funded by other sources. ,

 RFPs provrde funds that encourage coordmatron mno-
vation, and planning. .

’ Weaknesses of the RFP process relatrve to your orgamza-yr

tzon Preparmg a proposal is tlme consummg

_ Factors that enhance the RFP process Clear and con-

cise proposal drrectrons enhance the RFP process

Assistance from the state agency staff and collaboratron'

with other agencies enhances the RFP process

. How to tmplement i
respondents have experience with submlttlng program - m '
longer tlme penods '

o :'Factors that detract fmm the RFP process The subjec-

tive nature of the proposal rating system detracts from

| the RFP process.

. Too httle time for proposal preparatron detracts from

the RFP process -

A lack of clear and concrse drrectlons detracts from the

- RFP process

' ,Aspects of the RFP process that most need rmprovement
JTPA respondents stated that the amount of time
 allowed for proposal preparatlon and the madequate

level of funding were two aspects of the RFP process

that most needed mprovement

. Perklns respondents stated that the format of the pro-

posal process and the madequate amount of time al-

~ lowed for proposal preparatron most needed i unprove—
. ment - - , . .

: programs at hrgher levels for

Respondents recommended drrectrons for the RFPs be . "

. clear and concrse

CONCLUSIONS

_ The Councrl made the followmg conclusrons based on

the survey results

, ' There isa need to improve the coordmatton of
_ timelines, definition of data requested, and communica-
,tron about the nature of the RFPs, specrﬁcally

- a. The RFP trmehnes are 1ncon51stent from year-

to-year with regard to dates for subnnssron of
proposals and for drspersal of funds

b. 'Clear and concise proposal dlrectlons make grant

, preparatron casier.

There is a need to improve the evaluation of funded

programs with the goal that successful programs will be
 continued and knowledge about them distributed.

STATE COUNCIL ON VOCATIONAL TECHNICAL EDUCATION
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FOCUS ON PROCESS IMPROVEMENT: A
RFP PROCESS IN THE DISTRIBUT!
EDUCATION FUNDS IN MINNESOTA

a. The RFP process is desxgned to fund innovative
~ programs to help target populatlons

b. An assumption of‘ both the Perkms Act and JTPA;
is that programs that work will be continued ‘

c. Evaluation of funded programs is necessary to de-‘
 termine their effectlveness

There is a need to improve the professibna]
development process relative to RFPs.

a. Excessive effort should not be requxred to prepare a

successful proposal

b. Assistance from state agency staff helps to clarxfy
grant requirements and processes.

_c. Preparing a grant proposal is complicated and re-
quires specific skills. ‘

 RECOMMENDATIONS

The State Council on V0cationa1k’1“~echnical

Education recommends to the State Board of Techni-

cal Colleges, the Minnesota Department of Education,
the Governor’s Job Training Council, the Minnesota
Department of Jobs and Training, service dehvery
areas and local school boards:

Alignment of RFP Formals. Simplify and align the
- RFP formats and requirements for all funding sources.

Ratlonale Spec1ﬁca11y the followmg areas need atten—
tlon o

a. A predxctable framework would facilitate proposal
 writing while still allowing for specific information

that needs to be collected to meet the requirements

~ of individual programs and funding sources.

b. Coinpatible data among the various funding pro-
grams would save time in preparing proposals.

c. Coordinated timelines created at the state level ‘
would alleviate conflicts for those who respond to .
RFPs o

N EVALUATION OF THE USE OF THE
ION OF FEDERAL WORKFORCE

d. Compatible instructions and methods of rating
would clarify the grant process for writers.

e. Explanations of federal requirements would facili-
- tate the submission of program proposals that meet
these legislative goals. : ~

b Requlrements of the proposal should be alxgned

with posmble benefits.

Program Continuation. Determine (a) the effectiveness
of programs funded through the RFP process in achie-
ving their stated objectives, and (b) the capacity to ‘
replicate successful programs in other settings. |

Rationale: Funding is distributed by the RFP process
as an incentive to develop creative educational ap-

proaches while providing services to target populatlons
A successful program proposal begms with an innova-

tive idea designed to meet the unique needs of a client

group. A thorough evaluation of the program must
determine if the program accomplished its goals. The

~ laws assume that a successful program will be contin-

ued w1th state or local funding.

meess:onal Development. Improve the professional
development processes for the apphcatlon and imple-
mentation of RFPs

Rationale: Respondents to the questionnaires said that

- improvements could be made in the RFP process. The

~ 1mprovements suggested could be made easily if on-
gomg professional development were implemented to
increase knowledge of and communication about the
RFP process. A customer centered review of the RFP
processes by those who apply for and implement RFPs
could identify areas and method for improvement.
State agency staff who implement RFPs need to work

~ with those who write proposals to improve the process
~ and develop training which fits that process.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education,
366 Jackson Street, Suite 314, St. Paul, MN S5101.
TEL: 612/2964202 FAX: 612/297.7786
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act and the Job Training
Partnership Act (JTPA) provide funding to the states for vocational education and occupational
preparation. Part of the funding is distributed within the states by formula and the remainder is dis-
tributed through a request for proposal (RFP) process. During the 1989 and 1991 biennial evalua-
tions performed by the State Council on Vocational Technical Education on the Perkins and JTPA
delivery systems, a number of issues surfaced regarding the efficiency and fairness of the RFP
process for fund distribution. The purpose of this study is to discover what those who issue REFPs
and those who submit proposals in response to these RFPs think about the process.

Findings

Chapter One contains the results of surveys that were completed by grant writers from technical
colleges, community-based organizations (CBOs), service delivery areas (SDAs) and state agen-
cies. The tables in this chapter indicate that those surveyed respondents have experience with sub-
mitting program proposals to numerous funding sources and had a high level of involvement with
the proposal writing process.

These are the major findings:

e RFP process provides the opportunity to obtain funds not otherwise available for target
populations.

e The amount of effort required to prepare a successful proposal should not exceed the possible
benefits.

e There is a need for proposals to have coordinated due dates, and formats that are consistent
among groups that distribute funds by RFP.

e The assistance of state agency staff was considered helpful to participants.

Recommendations

Chapter Two contains the research conclusions and Chapter Three contains the recommenda-
tions of the State Council on Vocational Technical Education to the State Board of Technical
Colleges, the Minnesota Department of Education, the Governor’s Job Training Council, the Min-
nesota Department of Jobs and Training, service delivery areas (SDAs), private industry councils
(PICs) and local school boards:

Recommendation One: Alignment of RFP Formats. Simplify and align the REP formats and
requirements for all funding sources.

Rationale: Specifically the following areas need attention:

A predictable framework would facilitate writing while still allowing for specific information
that needs to be collected to meet the requirements of individual programs and funding services.
Making the sections of the RFPs consistent from one program to another would clarify require-
ments for those who submit and fund proposals.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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Compatible data among the various funding programs would save time in preparing proposals.
Often granting agencies want data to demonstrate a local need for funding, but they may ask for
that data in a variety of different ways. If state agencies could agree on the types and configuration
of data useful to them, it would streamline the process for those who prepare proposals. Data
requested in the local plan of the technical college might be used as the model for data requests.

Coordinated timelines created at the state level would alleviate conflicts for those who respond
to RFPs. A comprehensive RFP calendar for the year would provide for coordinated proposal
demands on the schools and community organizations. Survey respondents said that this approach
would help them to plan their proposal submission. ' ‘

Compatible instructions and methods of rating would clarify the grant process for writers. It
would also reinforce the importance of certain information and processes.

Explanations of federal requirements would facilitate the submission of program proposals that
meet these legislative goals. State agencies have a responsibility to clarify local, state and federal
expectations for proposals. Writers need to be clear about the goals of the enabling legislation if
they are going to write a successful proposal.

Requirements of the proposal should be aligned with possible benefits. It is important to consider
the amount of resources necessary to prepare a successful RFP proposal.

Overall Improvements as a Result of Format Alignment
If the RFP formats are simplified and aligned the process will be improved in the following ways:

1. Less preparation is required on each individual RFP because formats will be familiar and data
will be readily available.

2. Conflict over due dates is avoided which enables better planning and execution of proposals.
3. Redundant and irrelevant information is eliminated.
4. Confusion and frustration is decreased.

Recommendation Two: Program Continuation. Determine (a) the effectiveness of programs
funded through the RFP process in achieving their stated objectives and (b) the capacity to repli-
cate successful programs in other settings.

Rationale: Funding is distributed using the RFP process as an incentive to develop creative
education approaches while providing services to target populations. RFP funds, by law, are not
designed to meet permanent program needs, no matter how legitimate.

A successful program proposal begins with an innovative idea designed to fund the unique
needs of a client group. A thorough evaluation of the program must determine if the program
accomplished its goals. Did the program meet the unique needs of the client group? More impor-
tantly, could this program serve similar groups in other parts of the state. The laws assume that a
successful program will be continued with local funding. Currently, there is no process to deter-
mine if successful programs are continued with local funding. In addition, if programs are not con-
tinued or evaluated, the knowledge that RFP funding paid to develop is lost. It is important to
document what did not work as well as what did.

Recommendation Three: Professional Development. Improve the professional development pro-
cesses for the application and implementation of RFPs.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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Rationale: Those who responded to the questionnaires felt that there were improvements that
could be made in the RFP process. The improvements suggested could be made easily if on-going
professional development were implemented to increase knowledge of and communication about
the RFP process. A customer centered review of the RFP processes by those who apply for and
implement RFPs could identify areas and methods for improvement. That is, state agency staff
who implement RFPs, need to work with those who write proposals to improve the process.

Professional development for those in state agencies would also help to support and enhance
the current assistance provided to RFP applicants. Respondents both in the technical colleges and
the SDAs reported that the assistance of state level staff was a factor that enhanced the RFP
process for them. For example, people said:

“Good communication with state agency people - positive support [enhances the RFP
process].”

“Staff from the state agency have been helpful in the preparation of the proposal.”

However, there is no systematic analysis of the assistance to determine precisely how it enhances the
RFP process. If granting agencies knew how the assistance enhances the RFP process, they could
continue to provide the type of support needed by those in the field.

While improving the quality of assistance by state level staff is important, SDA staff also need
professional development activities to develop the knowledge, skills, and processes required to
prepare a successful proposal. Bidders’ conferences™ were praised by applicants and could con-
tinue to be part of the professional development process for local staff. In addition, SDAs themsel-
ves need to provide professional development activities so their staff have the skills needed to
write quality proposals.

1
These conferences are designed to provide applicants with assistance with the preparation of proposals in

response to RFPs.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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INTRODUCTION

This study evolved out of the biennial evaluations, conducted during 1989 and 1991, on the ade-
quacy, effectiveness, and coordination of the delivery systems funded under the Carl D. Perkins
Vocational Education and Applied Technology Act (Perkins Act) and the Job Training Partnership
Act (JTPA). A number of issues surfaced during these evaluations regarding the use of the request
for proposal (RFP) process to support programs funded under these two acts. The objective of
the study is to discover how those who submit and those who fund proposals in response to RFPs
view the process.

Perkins Act

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act of 1990 states as its pur-
pose “...to make the United States more competitive in the world economy by developing more
fully the academic and occupational skills of all segments of the population.”

The Perkins Act stipulates two major funding procedures for the distribution or allocation of
funds; (a) the federal funding formula, and (b) the RFP. The act states that RFPs will be used to
fund the following categories of activities:

a. sex equity and single parents programs,

b. criminal offenders programs,

c. consumer and homemaking education programs, and
d. Tech Prep programs.

This study did not survey those preparing proposals who work in criminal offenders programs
because the Council is currently engaged in a separate study of correction education in Minnesota.

JTPA

JTPA provides federal training funds for employment and support services to the economically
disadvantaged. JTPA, which was enacted in 1982 and amended in 1986 and 1991, replaces the
Manpower Development and Training Act of 1962 (MDTA) and the Comprehensive Employment
Training Act (CETA). JTPA differs philosophically from earlier legislation in that it places more
emphasis on private sector involvement and state-level responsibility.

JTPA funding, like Perkins funding, is also distributed partially by formula and partially by RFP.
The JTPA programs funded by RFPs are:

a. Title II—Dislocated Workers

Duane A. Rominger, “The Condition of Correctional Education in Minnesota: A Vision for Learning”
(St. Paul: State Council on Vocational Technical Education, 1993).

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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b. 8 Percent Title IIA—Education Coordination
c. 3 Percent Title [IA—Training for Older Individuals

Research Methods

In order to evaluate the RFP process, an advisory committee was formed. The committee con-
sisted of individuals who respond to RFPs, state agency managers who administer the REFP
process, a research advisor, and Council staff.> The committee’s role was to advise the Council on
the study design, survey instruments, data analysis, findings, and rec4ommendations. Advisory com-
mittee members, working as a group, developed survey instruments, one to be completed by RFP
administrators and the other by those who submit proposals.

Advisory committee members also helped to develop the lists of individuals to be surveyed.
Committee members thought it was important to survey those individuals who actually prepared
proposals and not individuals who merely sign the forms. Committee members wanted to know
about the experience and opinions of those with first-hand knowledge of the RFP process. A list of
individuals who were experienced with the Perkins Act RFPs was developed by asking technical col-
lege presidents to supply the names of grant writers in their institutions. The JTPA survey list was
compiled from the lists of those individuals who had applied for JTPA funding in the last two years
regardless of whether they were funded or not. The list was limited to two years because there had
been significant changes in the JTPA process to distribute 8 Percent Education Coordination
Grants two years ago. Originally the JTPA list was in two parts, those who applied for 8 Percent
funding and those who applied for 3 Percent funding, but later the two parts were consolidated
into one list. Advisory committee members were able to furnish the names of agency administra-
tors directly as there were so few individuals in this group.

Cover letters, survey instruments and return envelopes were mailed to all individuals identified
as actively participating in the RFP process. Non-respondents were contacted by telephone and a
second mailing was sent if necessary.

Responses were recorded for each of the survey items as they were returned in the mail.
Responses from Perkins, JTPA, and agency respondents were recorded separately. Once all
responses were recorded, synthesis statements were developed to represent the categories of
responses received for each of the survey items. The responses were then grouped under the
appropriate synthesis statements and the percentage of individuals in each group was calculated.
Synthesis statements with the highest percentage of responses were ordered first under the survey
items.

3
The roster of advisory committee members is in Appendix C.

4
The survey instrument is in Appendix B.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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The report of the RFP study is arranged in a traditional manner. The Introduction states the
purpose for conducting the study and provides a context for the study as well as an explanation of
the methodology used, Chapter One presents the findings of the surveys, including synthesis and
analysis of responses. Chapter Two contains the conclusions of the analysis and Chapter Three the
Council recommendations.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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CHAPTER ONE

FINDINGS

The goal of this study is to evaluate the use of the request for proposal (RFP) process as a
method for distributing some of the Perkins and JTPA funds. Individuals who submitted proposals
during the previous two years were asked about their experiences with the RFP process as were
the staff of state agencies who administer the processes. Those surveyed were from technical
colleges, community-based organizations (CBOs), service delivery areas (SDAs) and state agen-
cies. They were asked seven questions:

(a) What are your expectations of the RFP process relative to meeting the needs of the people
you serve?

(b) How does the RFP process benefit the people you serve?

(c) What are the expected benefts of the RFP process to your organization?
(d) What are the weaknesses of the RFP process relative to your organization?
(e) What factors enhance the RFP process?

(f) What factors detract from the RFP process? and

(g) How would you make any improvements?

Tables 1-3 display information about the individuals submitting proposals, their experience with
the proposal writing process and the funding programs to which they have applied. The remainder
of this chapter presents a question-by-question analysis of the survey responses. When inter-
preting the analysis, it is important to keep in mind that each respondent may have given a number
of responses to any one question, therefore, the percentages reported under each question will not
add up to 100 percent. Rather, the percentages indicate that for all those who responded to a par-
ticular question, a certain percentage of respondents mentioned the same issue.

State Council on Vocational Téchnical Education
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Table 1

Response Rate of Those who Submitted Proposals

JTPA Perkins
N 54 37
Response Rate 69% (37 of 54) 81% (30 of 37)
Table 2

Sources to which Respondents have Submitted Proposals

JTPA Perkins
a. Perkins II—Sex Equity and Single Parent 3 26
b. Perkins III—Consumer/Homemaking 0 9
c. Perkins III—Tech Prep 3 10
d. Perkins other 8 13
e. JTPA Title III—Dislocated Workers 17 2
f. JTPA 8% Title IIA—Education Coordination 30 9
g. JTPA 3% Title IIA—Training for Older Individuals 20 0
h. Other 1 0

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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Table 3

Level of Involvement with Proposal Writing Process

Reported by Respondents

JTPA

Range of Responses

Low High
Scale: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 10
Responses: 1 2 1 2 1 3 32
Mean = 8.8

Perkins

Range of Responses

Low High
Scale: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 10
Responses: 1 3 3 14

Mean = 8.9

NOTE: Respondents were asked to rate their level of involvement with the proposal writing process on a ten point

Likert scale with one being the lowest value and ten being the highest.

State Cour_lcil on Vocational Technical Education
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Analysis of Responses to Survey Questions

An analysis of the survey questions was done to discover the most common expectations, ex-
periences, and opinions of those who submitted proposals to the funding agencies. Each of the sur-
vey questions is followed by several synthesis statements, in bold, of the most common JTPA and
Perkins responses. Initially, similar responses to a particular question were categorized. From the
categories, synthesis statements were composed that express the essence of the responses in that
category. Also in bold are the absolute number and percentage of respondents who generated this
response. In order to illustrate the synthesis statements, several direct quotes from the surveys are
included. Finally, each section on a particuiar question ends with a short analysis of the responses.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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1. What are your expectations of the RFP process relative to meeting the needs of

the people you serve?

- JTPA Respdndents

RFP process provides an additional source of funds for

target populations not otherwise funded.
40% (12 of 30)

The focus and purpose of these funds needs to
reflect the needs of people who are under-served
by other programs, . . .

it will yield funding enabling us to meet the needs
of these 'special people’.

The effort required to participate in the RFP process

should not exceed its possible benefits.
30% (9 of 30)

The process should be as brief and concise as
possible. The Council must remember that educa-
tion or JTPA respondents are strapped for time and
dollars to develop grants.

The RFP process works, however, the funding is
often so limited that it involves too much time and
effort if the grant is not approved.

An enormous amount of time and energy is spent
for small grant amounts such as Sex Equity, | think
the written process could be strearnlined.

RFPs should be broad and flexible enough to meet vary-

ing local needs.
20% (6 of 30)

This should be an opportunity to . . . test a variety of
strategies (and possible partners) in meeting those
needs.

The focus and purpose of these funds needs to

reflect the needs of people who are under-served
by other programs, yet give the flexibility to create
new and innovative approaches to self-sufficiency.

Perkins Respondents

RFP process provides an additional source of funds for
target populations not otherwise funded.
32% (9 of 28)

The RFP process should result in the provision of
adequate funds to continue the support services
offered in the past to targeted populations.

Provides money for pilot projects.

Without Sex Equity and SP/DH/SPW dollars there
would be a gap in our services.” (Single Parent,
Displaced Homemaker, Single Pregnant Woman)

The effort required to participate in the RFP process
should not exceed its possible benefits.
29% (8 of 28)

That the expectations of the funding source (for rec-
ordkeeping, accountability, etc.) do not exceed the
benefit of the extra resources.

That the timing and RFP requirements are possible
given the on-going demands of our positions.

RFPs should be broad and flexible to meet varying local

needs.
25% (7 of 28)

That there are options (leeway) within the RFP and

that at least one of those options address one or
more priorities that we have as a school.

Our community demographics may be unlike other
communities (metropolitan area), however, specific
needs exist in rural communities too.

Analysis of Responses to Question 1. It is significant that both groups most frequently expressed

the expectation that the RFP process would yield funds for target populations not otherwise avail-

able. They saw the process as an opportunity. However, a few individuals did_caution that if some
programs were generally considered a priority, perhaps they should be funded directly, not forced

to compete for funds.

Both groups also agreed that the effort the RFP process demands should not exceed the pos-
sible benefits of being funded. That is, the responding groups had the expectation that the chance
of obtaining funds would be sufficiently high to justify their investment of time and money in the
preparation of a proposal.

Finally, both groups expected that the RFP process would be broad and flexible enough to meet
varying local needs.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education
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2. How does the RFP process benefit the people you serve?

JTPA Respondents

The RFP process provides funding for special services to

target populations not available from other sources.
58% (21 of 36)

Funds can be utilized to serve individuals with spe-
cial needs or multiple barriers to employment.

If funded [JTPA 8 Percent], its away to . . . better
reach the hard-to-serve.

If funding is approved, the process directly benefits
people that we serve. In our case, that means
people with learning disabilities, with no income,
can access assessment, tutoring, vocational
counseling and placement services, otherwise un-
available to them.”

The RFP process benefits those we serve only if the
proposal is funded.
28% (10 of 36)
The benefit comes in the award, NOT in the
process.

I do not think the process benefits the people we
serve at all. | believe it's more of a disadvantage
having RFPs than straight allocation for good
sound programs.

The RFP process provides a benefit by funding innova-

tive programs.
11% (4 of 36)

We are able to try new programs out on a pilot
basis.

It allows us to be flexible and creative in finding
other ways to serve the welfare client.

Perkins Respondents

The RFP process provides funding for special services to
target populations that would not be funded by other
sources.
42% (16 of 38)
Gives us the where with-all to provide supportive
services and special programs that we could not
do with ‘regular’ funding.
Provides supplemental services or support ser-
vices not otherwise available.

The RFP process funds go directly to students via special

staff and services.
16% (6 of 38)

[Provides for] staff advocacy people who have di-
rect student contact.

Provides specially-chosen staff that possess partic-
ular qualities, experience and diversity.

Analysis of Responses to Question 2. Very high percentages of both groups again report that the
RFP process is a benefit to the people they serve because it supplies funds not otherwise available.

The most interesting finding, however, among responses to question 2, came from the JTPA respond-
ents. Twenty-eight percent (10 out of 36) reported that the REFP was a benefit to those they served
only if the proposal was funded. The JTPA respondents were expressing frustration with the risk
related to investing time and money in the RFP process. In contrast, only five percent (2 out of 38)
of Perkins respondents expressed the same concern regarding the time spent away from students in
proposal preparation. It is difficult to know why there were differences between the two groups of
respondents. Perhaps the technical-college-based Perkins respondents have more support with
proposal preparation and are not in the position of directly taking time away from students.
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3. What are the expected benefits of the RFP process to your organization?

JTPA

The RFP process provides funding for special services to
target populations that would not be funded by other
sources.

63% (22 of 35)

Puts more money in pot locally to expand programs
or serve clients needing special services.

It gives us a (slim) chance to access new funds.

The RFP process encourages coordination.
31% (11 of 35)
The planning and ‘getting together’ usually brings
out ‘holes’ in our system.
The process does facilitate coordination among
education and training providers and the private
sector.

The ‘carrot’ to link other agencies with similar goals.

The RFP process provides funding for innovation and
planning.
29% (10 of 35)
Meaningful program development.

Flexibility to try new service strategies to determine
effectiveness.

Perkins Respondents

The RFP process provides funding for innovation and
planning.
33% (13 of 40)

Funds for research and development with special
populations.

It allows us to come up with new and innovative
ideas.

The RFP process provides funding aimed at student re-
cruitment, enrollment, retention and placement.
33% (13 of 40)

Assists in the recruitment/enroliment/retention and
placement of students.

Higher number of non-traditional students retained
in training

The RFP process provides funding for staff and programs
that would not otherwise be available.
28% (11 of 40)

Staffs special services such as equity, diversity, con-
sumer coordinators.

May permit us to maintain staff, programs and re-
sources that would otherwise be cut in times of
retrenchment.

Analysis of Responses to Question 3. The JTPA respondents in large numbers again noted that
the RFP process provides funding for special services to target populations. They also noted that

the process benefitted their organization by encouraging coordination, innovation and planning.
Perkins respondents agreed, but not as high a percentage, that their organization benefitted from
the process by obtaining funds for target populations. The three most common responses among
the Perkins respondents were roughly equal in percentage. It is noteworthy that the percentage of
JTPA respondents who saw their primary organizational benefit being funding for target popula-
tions was twice as high as the percentage recorded by the Perkins respondents. The reason for this
may be that the JTPA respondents are focussed on serving the needs of special populations while
technical college respondents serve the full range of people.
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4. What are the weaknesses of the RFP process relative to your organization?

JTPA Respondent

Preparing a proposal is time consuming.
43% (21 of 49)

The time involved in developing a program and writ-
ing a proposal is often wasted if not approved.

A large amount of time, resources and energy can
go into establishing partnerships, developing pro-
jects and writing a proposal that has only limited
chance of funding.

The recipient selection system is a weakness of the RFP

process.
16% (8 of 49)

We cover a large rural area - yet the staff who re-
view project applications are primarily urban/metro
oriented. Look past the metro area!l!

It [recipient selection] also appears to be too politi-
cal, meaning objectivity is not always utilized when
approval is being granted.

The uncertainty of receiving and maintaining funding is
a weakness of the RFP process.
16% (8 0of 49)

Many of the grants are only for 1 year which also
adds to the uncertainty of whether these dollars will
be available to continue the programs.

Also [JTPA 8 Percent] applications are often funded
at much less than the requested amount resulting
in programs that often do not resemble the original
application.

Perkins Respondents

Preparing a proposal is time consuming.
33% (10 of 30)

Proposal development effort and time are expen-
sive and always done on an after-hour basis.

The RFP process consumes far too many staff
hours.

The timelines imposed by the system are a weakness.
20% (6 of 30)

Various RFP’s due on same date.
RFP due on a Friday rather than a Monday.
Grants could be postmarked by due date.

The lack of flexibility in the RFP requirements is a weak-

ness.
17% (5 of 30)

Sometimes the services needed [by special popula-
" tions] don’t match the RFP’s 'quest for numbers.’
i.e. maximum age is 21.

Analysis of the Responses to Question 4. The most frequent comment of respondents when
asked about the weaknesses of the RFP process was that the process was too time consuming for

them. It appeared that the preparation of proposals was not an activity that was expected to be
part of their regular work day. That is, those who prepared proposals were expected to find time
for this activity by taking time away from other required activities or by doing it on their own time.
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5. What factors enhance the RFP procéss?

JTPA Respondents

Clear and concise proposal directions enhance the RFP

process.
22% (8 of 37)

The 8% discretionary process this year was exem-
plary . . . It was very well laid out and included rank-
ing information . . .

Clear, step by step instructions.

RFP [JTPA 8 Percent] was very clearly written and
easy to follow; it asked for pertinent information in
a concise format.

Coordination and collaboration with other organizations
enhances the RFP process.
18% (7 of 37)

Encourages close coordination with technical col-
leges at many levels.

It allows coordination of effort by many individuals
and/or organizations.

It allows for coordination of services (Area Learn-
ing Center, Technical College, County programs,
etc.).

Assistance from the state agency staff enhances the RFP

process.
14% (5 of 37)

Many of the staff involved in the RFP process are
very helpful to applicants.

Good communication with state agency people -
positive support.

Perkins Respondents

Assistance from the state agency staff enhances the RFP
process.
35% (8 of 23)

Staff [at state level] willing to answer questions.

Staff from the state agency have been helpful in the
preparation of the plan.

Clear and concise proposal directions enhance the RFP
process.
35% (8 of 23)

That there is some regularity in the RFP require-
ments so that the world does not have to be
recreated with each new proposal.

The RFPs improved this year and related informa-
tion is becoming much clearer.

The simplicity and clarity of the RFP process and
procedures.

Analysis of Responses to Question 5. Both groups of respondents indicated that clear and con-
cise directions and forms enhanced the RFP process for them. They mentioned avoiding redun-

dant information that would, no doubt, also decrease the amount of time required to prepare a
proposal. Both groups also said that the RFP process was enhanced by the assistance given by
state agency staffers. They mentioned specifically the availability of state agency staff and Bidders’
Conferences. Bidders’ Conferences are workshops held by state agency staff to assist individuals
interested in responding to RFPs. JTPA respondents found that coordination and collaboration ef-
forts, that are required for JTPA 8§ Percent funding, also enhanced the RFP process.
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6. What factors detract from the RFP process?

JTPA Respondents Perkins Respondents

The rating system detracts from the RFP process. A lack of clear concise directions detracts from the RFP
22% (8 0f36)  process.

At times, it seems that personal biases and agen-
das of the readers can affect the scoring.

Because the readers are outside the local delivery
system, they read for other things.

JTPA agendas (PIC staff) are often hidden and
biased toward supporting their programs.

Personal agendas of readers/raters allowed to
enter review.

Too little time for proposal preparation detracts from the
RFP process.

19% (7 of 36)
Short time frames to respond to RFPs.

Arbitrary and difficult to meet short deadlines [Dis-
located Workers].

Timing is often a factor [JTPA 8 Percent] . . . with
PIC approval required there is often not an ade-

31% (9 0f 29)

RFPs that are overly complicated and prescriptive.
There are probably about 5 major elements to
most proposals in terms of describing the why and
what in a project.

Vagueness of rules.
Questions...are very repetitious.
Tedious proposal forms.

Too little time for proposal preparation detracts from the
RFP process.

24% (7 0f 29)
Timeliness - as in not having enough time to be
able to plan with staff, the community, and students.

Stringent deadlines for submitting proposals - No
deadlines for giving decisions for accepting or
rejecting grants!

quate amount of lead time for a meaningful review

of projects. The rating system detracts from the RFP process.

14% (4 of 29)

A lack of clear and concise directions detracts from the Politics or the illusion of . . .in the competitive pro-
RFP process. cess.
17% (6 of 36)

At times, there is not a clear definitions of what is
required for the [JTPA 3 Percent] grant.

Cumbersome application procedures (Economic
Dislocated Workers Adjustment Assistance -
EDWAA).

State RFPs are too complicated.

Analysis of Responses to Question 6. While both groups of respondents reported the same
three detractors from the RFP process, there were differences in how respondents ranked them.
JTPA respondents reported that they found the rating system for proposals the primary detractor
from the RFP process. They expressed concerns about possibly biased or political decisions in
proposal funding. This issue has surfaced in other sections of the questionnaire as well, although
not in high percentages. The Perkins respondents were concerned most about a lack of clear con-
cise directions detracting from the RFP process, however JTPA respondents were also concerned.
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7. What one aspect of the RFP process most needs improvement?

JTPA Respondents

Agencies should allow more time for proposal
preparation, keeping in mind other RFP due dates.

32% (9 of 28)

Recently the 8% RFP was held up for a long time
which made the time frame for replying and being
able to attend Bidders Conferences very difficult.

More time - January through March is the busiest
time of the year for planners.

State should allow a more generous timeline.

Perkins Respondents

The proposal format and process needs improvement,

35% (8 of 23)
Simplify the process.
Do not ask for repetitive information.
Standardization of data requirements.

Proposal format and required documentation
consistency.

State agencies should coordinate proposal due dates so

. . . that respondents have adequate preparation time.
The duration and level of funding needs improvement.

29% (8 of 28)

RFPs should always be for 2 year programs and for
a minimum of $50,000 to avoid a ‘shot gun’ ap-
proach to the many issues we face.

Limiting funding to one year.

30% (7 of 23)
Better timelines. More up-front preparation time.
Time for completing applications is always short.

Timeframe - person writing grants may have diffi-
culty getting appropriate planning done in time;

. . , much less getting things in writing!
Longer time period for grant; 2-3 years. Don't

make people do it every year.

Analysis of Responses to Question 7. JTPA respondents stated that the amount of time allowed

for proposal preparation and funding were the two aspects of the RFP process that most needed
improvement. In addition, while many JTPA and Perkins respondents said they needed more time
to complete proposals, they also wanted RFP due dates staggered so they did not have several
proposals due at once. JTPA respondents made a number of suggestions in regard to improving
the funding aspect of the RFP process. Most of the suggestions involved packaging the money in
ways that allow for more money in an award or continued funding of successful programs.

Perkins respondents stated that the format of the proposal process and the amount of time al-
lowed for proposal preparation were the two aspects of the RFP process that most needed
improvement. Respondents pleaded for a simple format with clear and logical instructions.
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8. How would you [the respondent] make the improvement?

ments.

JTPA Respondents
Respondents recommended funding process improve-
42% (11 of 26)
Allocate funds directly
(3of11)

Because the dollars are so limited, | believe that
Straight allocation is in order.

Directly allocate with requirement that certain tar-
get population be served and insist on results
rather than totally focusing on numbers served.

Fund programs for longer period of time

(40f11)
Give money to programs which are proven suc-
cessful . ... It doesn’t pay to fund an innovative

project for one year (proves success), then it's
over for lack of funds

Either only run RFPs every 2 years, or split funds
and still only provide 2 year contracts . . .

Making the RFP for 2 years.

Fund at higher levels

(40f11)
Fund proposals as written.
Maybe hold more funding back for proposals.
Award a few large grants.

Respondents recommended improvements to the
proposal process.

50% (13 of 26)
Provide feedback
(4 0f13)

A comment section in the response on how to im-
prove proposals not selected for funding would be
helpful, as well as an indication whether the
proposal would be worth resubmitting in the future.

Release information/ proposals from successful
bidders and release comments/ scoring of
readers. Make the process public.

Require readers to make complete comments.
This would not only show whether personal agen-
das are entering process, but help applying or-
ganization to improve proposal for submittal to
other sources.

! 3 ! !.n

(3 0f13)
Delays have a negative impact on participant
services, reduces time needed to coordinate pro-
posal development and in the long run increases
costs.

Start earlier-send the RFPs out in November.

eque. re- Sa
(2 of 13)

Have an initial one page request and weed-out
several agencies. This would reduce the up-front
commitrment of agencies who have little or no
chance of funding.

Perhaps letters of inquiry and invitations for full
proposals would alleviate hours of work put into
full proposals.

Improve RFP rating process

(20f 13)

Scoring consistency could be improved by not in-
cluding readers’ highest and lowest scores in in-
dividual categories.

Perkins Respondents

Respondents recommended improvements to the
proposal process.

50% (9 of 18)

Have the RFP applications shorter and less compli-
cated.

A meeting of all individuals who develop RFP for-
mats to share ideas that work well and an agree-
ment on similar formats for all areas.

Require less narrative.

Have a small ad-hoc committee review the forms
and make changes.

Respondents made recommendations to improve the
timelines.

28% (5 of 18)
Change the planning calendar.

If RFPs cannot be given earlier, perhaps early draft
quidelines could be given.

Have workshop for grant writers - give what, when
and why of what is to come for the next year.
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Analysis of Responses to Question 8. A large percentage of the JTPA respondents made recom-
mendations about the distribution and level of funding available through the RFP process. It is in-
teresting to note that these respondents did not just ask for more money, but sought ways to
increase the level of funding for individual programs by restructuring the distribution process. For
example, rather than fund a program at a lower level, only issue the RFP every two years and give
the applicants the level of funds they request.

JTPA respondents also had recommendations specifically for the proposal process. They sug-
gested that timelines stay fairly consistent from year-to-year even if state agencies are not certain
about funding. They recommended that a process of pre-application screening might save both
state agencies and applicants’ time and effort.

Perkins respondents primarily made recommendations for the format of the RFP applications.
Respondents suggested developing a fairly standard application for all of the RFPs. Also the
Perkins respondents expressed some of the same recommendations as the JTPA respondents
about timelines for the RFP. They suggested better coordination of the RFPs so that applicants
could anticipate when they would need to apply and when successful applications would be funded.
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CHAPTER TWO

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter presents the conclusions of the RFP study based on the findings and analysis of sur-
veys completed by those who use the RFP process to obtain funds under Perkins and JTPA legisla-
tion. In addition statements are added to clarify the survey responses. One of the assumptions of
our study was that the request for proposal process would continue to be used for some funds dis-

tribution for target populations; therefore, eliminating the RFP process was not a consideration.
The conclusions are as follows:

1. There is a need to improve the coordination of timelines, definition of data requested, and
communication about the nature of the RFPs to be let.

o The RFP timelines are inconsistent from year to year with regard to dates for submis-
sion of proposals and for dispersal of funds.

® (lear and concise proposal directions are helpful.

2. There is a need to improve the evaluation of funded programs with the goal that successful
programs will be continued and knowledge about them distributed.

® The RFP process is designed to fund innovative programs to help target populations.

®  An assumption of both the Perkins Act and JTPA is that programs that work will be
continued.

e Evaluation of funded programs is necessary to determine their effectiveness.
3. There is a need to improve the professional development process relative to RFPs.

® The effort required to prepare a successful proposal should not exceed the possible
benefits.

Assistance from state agency staff helps to clarify grant requirements and processes.
Preparing a grant proposal is complicated and requires specific skills.
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CHAPTER THREE

RECOMMENDATIONS

The State Council on Vocational Technical Education makes the following recommendations to
the State Board of Technical Colleges, the Minnesota Department of Education, the Governor’s
Job Training Council, the Minnesota Department of Jobs and Training, service delivery areas and
local school boards:

Recommendation One: Alignment of RFP Formats. Simplify and align the RFP formats and
requirements for all funding sources.

Rationale: Specifically the following areas need attention:

A predictable framework would facilitate writing while still allowing for specific information that
needs to be collected to meet the requirements of individual programs and funding services.
Making the sections of the RFPs consistent from one program to another would clarify require-
ments for those who submit and fund proposals.

Compatible data among the various funding programs would save time in preparing proposals.
Often granting agencies want data to demonstrate a local need for funding, but they may ask for
that data in a variety of different ways. If state agencies could agree on the types and configuration
of data useful to them, it would streamline the process for those who prepare proposals. Data re-
quested in the local plan of the technical college might be used as the model for data requests.

Coordinated timelines created at the state level would alleviate conflicts for those who respond
to RFPs. A comprehensive RFP calendar for the year would provide for coordinated proposal
demands on the schools and community organizations. Survey respondents said that this approach
would help them to plan their proposal submission.

Compatible instructions and methods of rating would clarify the grant process for writers. It
would also reinforce the importance of certain information and processes.

Explanations of federal requirements would facilitate the submission of program proposals that
meet these legislative goals. State agencies have a responsibility to clarify local, state and federal
expectations for proposals. Writers need to be clear about the goals of the enabling legislation if
they are going to write a successful proposal.

Requirements of the proposal should be aligned with possible benefits. It is important to consider
the amount of resources necessary to prepare a successful RFP proposal.

Overall Improvements as a Result of Format Alignment
If the RFP formats are simplified and aligned the process will be improved in the following ways:

1. Less preparation is required on each individual RFP because formats will be familiar and data
will be readily available.

2. Conflict over due dates is avoided which enables better planning and execution of proposals.
3. Redundant and irrelevant information is eliminated.

State Council on Vocational Technical Education



Focus on Process Improvement Page 26

4. Confusion and frustration is decreased.

Recommendation Two: Program Continuation. Determine (a) the effectiveness of programs
funded through the RFP process in achieving their stated objectives and (b) the capacity to repli-
cate successful programs in other settings.

Rationale: Funding is distributed using the RFP process as an incentive to develop creative
education approaches while providing services to target populations. RFP funds, by law, are not
designed to meet permanent program needs, no matter how legitimate.

A successful program proposal begins with an innovative idea designed to meet the unique
needs of a client group. A thorough evaluation of the program must determine if the program
accomplished its goals. Did the program meet the unique needs of the client group? More impor-
tantly, could this program serve similar groups in other parts of the state. The laws assumed that a
successful program will be continued with local funding. Currently, there is no process to deter-
mine if successful programs are continued with local funding. In addition, if programs are not con-
tinued or evaluated, the knowledge that RFP funding paid to discover is lost.

Recommendation Three: Professional Development. Improve the professional development pro-
cesses for the application and implementation of RFPs.

Rationale: Those who responded to the questionnaires felt that there were improvements that
could be made in the RFP process. The improvements suggested could be easily made if on-going
professional development were implemented to increase knowledge of and communication about
the RFP process. A customer centered review of the RFP processes by those who apply for and
implement RFPs could identify areas and methods for improvement. That is, state agency staff
who implement RFPs, need to work with those who write proposals to improve the process.

Professional development for those in state agencies would also help to support and enhance
the current assistance provided to RFP applicants. Respondents both in the technical colleges and
the SDAs reported that the assistance of state level staff was a factor that enhanced the RFP
process for them. For example, people said:

“Good comunication with state agency people - positive support [enhances the RFP process].”
“Staff from the state agency have been helpful in the preparation of the proposal.”

However, there is no systematic analysis of the assistance to determine precisely how it enhances the
RFP process. If granting agencies knew how the assistance enhances the RFP process, they would
continue to provide the type of support needed by those in the field.

While improving the quality of assistance by state level staff is important, SDA staff also need
professional development activities to develop the knowledge, skills, and processes required to
prepare a successful proposal. Bidders’ conferences™ were praised by applicants and could con-
tinue to be part of the professional development process for local staff. In addition, SDAs themsel-
ves need to provide professional development activities so their staff have the skills needed to
write quality proposals.

5
These conferences are designed to provide applicants with assistance with the preparation of proposals in

response to RFPs.
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APPENDIX A

TERMS AND ACRONYMS

The following is a list of acronyms that were used in this report.

Bidder’s Conference - These conferences are designed to provide applicants with assistance in the
preparation of proposals in response to RFPs.

EDWAA - Economic Dislocated Workers Adjustment Assistance - EDWAA is the dislocated
worker section of JTPA.

JTPA - Job Training Partnership Act - Focuses on job training for the economically disadvantaged,
youth, current workers, and older workers.

Perkins Act - Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act of 1990.

PIC - Private Industry Council - The governing body of an SDA. This group plans, oversees,

monitors, and reviews JTPA programs in coordination with local elected officials.

RFP - Request for Proposal - The announcement of funding available on a competitive basis to
those submitting proposals.

SDA - Service Delivery Area - Geographic area within which JTPA programs are administered on
a local level. SDAs are governed by PICs.
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APPENDIX B

SURVEY

Perkins-JTPA RFP Study

Survey of Organizations Responding to RFPs

Name Telephone /

Position Organization

The State Council on Vocational Technical Education requests your assistance
in gathering information for its study of the RFP process used to distribute
Perkins and JTPA funds. The Council is particularly interested in refining
and improving the RFP process and is dependent upon your responses for the
information it needs to develop its recommendations. If you have applied to
more than one program, please indicate to which program you are referring in
your response.

Please complete and return this questionnaire to the State Council on
Vocational Technical Education, 314 McColl Building, 366 Jackson Street,

St. Paul, Minnesota 55101 by Friday 8 May 1992. A reply envelope is enclosed
for your use. Please direct inquires to either Joan Davis Feickert or Leo G.
Christenson at 612/296-4202. Your cooperation and assistance in responding to
this questionnaire is greatly appreciated. Thank you!

1. Have you used the RFP process to apply for Perkins or JTPA funds within
the last three years? (Check one) Yes How many times
No

Why or why not?

2. To which funding sources have you submitted RFPs?

_____a. Perkins Il - Sex Equity and Single Parent ____e. JTPATItle lil - Dislocated Workers

____b. Perkins Il - Consumer/Homemaking ____f. JTPA 8% Title liA - Education Coordination
____¢. Perkins lll - Tech Prep ____g. JTPA 3% Title llA - Training for Older Individuals
____d. Perkins Other ___h. Cther

PLEASE GO ON TO PAGE 2
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3. Indicate your degree of involvement with the grant writing process?
(Circle one)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Low High

4. What are your expectations of the RFP process relative to meeting the
needs of the people you serve?

5. How does the RFP process benefit the people you serve?

6. What are the expected benefits of the RFP process to your organization?

7. What are the weaknesses of the RFP process relative to your organization?

8. What factors enhance the RFP process?

9. What factors detract from the RFP process?

10. What one aspect of the RFP process most needs improvement?

11. How would you make the improvement?

12. Comments

THANK YOU!

Please return to: State Council on Vocational Technical Education
366 Jackson Street, Suite 314
Saint Paul, Minnesota 55101
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APPENDIX C

RFP PROJECT ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Ms. Deena Allen, Associate Vice Chancellor, State Board of Technical Colleges, St. Paul
Dr. Larry Barnhart, President, St. Cloud Technical College, St. Cloud

Dr. James M. Brown, Director, Minnesota Research and Development Center,
Department of Vocational and Technical Education, University of Minnesota, Twin
Cities Campus

Mr. Leo G. Christenson, Research Analyst, State Council on Vocational Technical Educa-
tion, St. Paul

Dr. Jeanette R. Daines, Manager, Systems Development Unit, State Board of Technical
Colleges, St. Paul

Ms. Joan Davis Feickert, Administrative Fellow, State Council on Vocational Technical
Education, St. Paul

Mr. James Korkki, Acting Director JTPA, Minnesota Department of Jobs and Training,
St. Paul

Mr. James W. Mecklenburg, Assistant Director, Wright Technical Center, Buffalo

Dr. John W. Mercer, Executive Director, State Council on Vocational Technical Education,
St. Paul, and Committee Chair

Mr. Bruce Nauth, Manager, JTPA/Education Coordination, State Board of Technical Col-
leges, St. Paul

Mr. Thomas Norman, Director, Dakota County Employment and Training Center,
Rosemount

Mr. Charles Robinson, Program Specialist, Minnesota Department of Jobs and Training,
St. Paul

Ms. Julie Smith, Director, Duluth Private Industry Council, Duluth

MTr. Nicholas L. Waldoch, Service Team Member, Cities of the First Class, Minnesota
Department of Education, St. Paul

Mr. Kevin Wilkins, Director, CBS/Dislocated Workers Unit, Minnesota Department of
Jobs and Training, St. Paul
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~that emphasize business and labor concerns; evaluates the dehvery systems assisted under
~the Carl D. Perkins. Vocational Educatlon Act and the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA);

~and advises on policies that the state should pursue to strengthen vocational techmcal'

“education, as well as mmatrves that the prlvate sector could undertake to enhance program
‘ Jmodermzatlon : o~ i S , ;

Sl _To enhance effectrveness in gatherlng mformatron the Councrl holds at least one town meetlng f

~each year at which the public is eencouraged to express its concern about vocational techni- “

cal education in Mlnnesota To enhance its effectiveness in provrdlng information, the Coun-

~ cil publishes a quarterly newsletter, an annual dlrectory, and a biennial report These V‘

s publlcatlons as weH as prolect and actlvrty reports are avarlable to the publrc

. Informatlon on the date, tlme and Iocatlon of meetlngs and other actuvmes is avallable byg '
‘],callmg the Councrl Ofﬂces at 612/296 4202. : ; T B ‘

366 Jackson Street Sunte 314 St Paul anesota 55101
. TEL 612/296-4202 » FAX: 612/297-7786 s

o ~An equal opportumty/afﬂrmat/ve action agency. -






