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Executive Summary

The Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) recently completed an eGovernment initiative to streamline and consolidate application processing and financial reporting for grant programs managed by the department and its divisions. This initiative has streamlined the department’s grant management operations, provided dramatic productivity gains allowing the department to move resources from administrative to strategic support roles, and improved customer service provided to local education agencies.

The resulting solution, called iGrants, included an operational reorganization and the development of an Internet based system to manage grants processes, from application through payment. In addition to astounding productivity gains for the first division to use the system, the department has the capability to move additional divisions, and their grants, to the automated system to provide a true consolidated approach for department wide grant management.

The founding DESE division for this innovation is the Division of Instruction, responsible for managing federal and state grants for Missouri’s 524 local school districts. The second division to utilize the consolidated application and Internet system is the Division of Vocational and Adult Education, responsible for grant programs such as Perkins, which expects to go into production in mid-May, 2001.

In the Division of Instruction, the previous grant process was time consuming, confusing, and error prone. Over time, the paper-based process grew to require more time and resources than was available if the department was to provide its other services. They needed a change and looked to reengineer processes to support their customers, improve their effectiveness and deliver a better system to districts to improve overall support to the local schools. 

The results of the new process and Internet system are dramatic.

For DESE these include:

· An 92% reduction in grant processing time, with 35% fewer staff.

· 360% increase in the time spent providing support to districts.

· Consolidated system for grants management. 

· Automation of process – application through payment.

· Elimination of errors and costly re-work.

Benefits for school district personnel include:

· Consolidated grant applications into one easy to use program.

· Dramatically simplified grant applications.

· Faster completion time – as much as 1/10th the time.

· Immediate Web access to grant application and payment information.

· Greater support from state staff focused on improvement programs.

Project Description

Prior to its reorganization, DESE’s Division of Instruction supported each federal grant individually – with separate applications and management personnel for each. The manual process required school officials to complete separate applications, budgets and final reports for each program. DESE staff members were then responsible for checking and processing applications, as well as managing payments for each of the 524 districts. Considering the number and size of the grants, these efforts consumed more than 80 percent of the agency’s time, as well as significant resources for the local districts. 

During an intensive self-review, DESE DOI staff identified how they could operate more efficiently and provide better support to local schools. By consolidating functions and visioning an automated grant process, DESE was prepared to take the next step in their process of change.

In late 1996 DESE turned to MTW, a provider of eGovernment software solutions, to automate operations. Following intensive analysis, MTW worked with agency officials and DESE IT staff to develop an advanced application management system to allow school districts to apply for and track grants via the Internet. The initial system was put in production in mid-1997, with additional grants being continuously added since then.

MTW and DESE first focused on the Federal entitlement programs to design a consolidated system to manage grants from application through payment that would accomplish their objectives and produce the desired benefits in productivity, cost and reusability. Since its original release for the Division of Instruction the Division of Vocational and Adult Education has undergone a similar restructuring to allow them use of the same centralized architecture and core iGrants system.

DESE’s eGovernment grant process focused on consolidating and simplifying grant applications, providing 24x7, anytime access to the application system, integrating payment processes with the application, and providing current and historical data to support district planning. The resulting solution needed to be easy to use, easy to change and maintain, and be scalable to include additional grant types over time.

What was defined was an Internet application that school districts used to complete the refocused applications, compute budgets, save application data in process, and submit final applications to DESE for final approval. Because application and financial processes were integrated, business rules, allocation tables, available funds, rollover funds and payment schedules were built into the application to eliminate errors, and comply with state and federal standards. And, due to the nature of the web interface, users could quickly and easily use links providing support, clarification, and reference. 

Relative significance to the improvement of operation of government

In Missouri, as in many states, there is a need for improved efficiency, improved accessibility, lower operational costs, and improved service. Through the iGrants system, Missouri was able to address these critical objectives immediately for the Division of Instruction, as well as provide a foundation for like improvement in the other education divisions within the state providing grant support. By automating grants management DESE achieves four primary objectives including streamlining the application process, improving consistency, reducing paper, and improving accountability.

· Consistency 

Over the years the division’s grant programs have evolved their applications to suit their needs. These inconsistencies developed confusion for districts due to the varying versions available and requirements associated with each grant. The lack of standardization also caused the collection of redundant and unnecessary information. By standardizing forms and processes, the division will only capture the information necessary to provide grant services.

· Streamlined Applications

The manually completed paper applications previously required applicants to submit information that is either not necessary or collected by other areas of the division. Using the on-line features and by eliminating unnecessary information requests, applicants will complete applications faster and with less confusion. And because iGrants will detect input and calculation errors during entry, back and forth communication previously required to correct the application information will be eliminated. A further benefit is that the electronically captured application information will allow the division and districts to create reports based on awards, expenditures, or grant types to support planning and accountability efforts.

· Reduced Paper

The previous process of supporting grant management was paper-intensive and time consuming. By moving to an electronic environment, the division replaces its existing paper applications with easy to navigate web screens. For the Perkins grant alone this eliminates a 23-page application. Electronic grant applications also meets several key goals that will improve productivity, including the elimination of paper records, the ability to quickly search and create reports based on historical data, and the ability to build in accountability features for reporting results based on spending and programs.

· Pooled Resources

A trend started within the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education is the view of division resources as a pool to be leveraged to support education and agency operations. Adopting this practice within the Division of Vocational and Adult Education has provided access to more money and freed staff to pursue change and improvement initiatives. This has allowed the division to leverage funds ear-marked for administration to provide the financial resources necessary for widespread improvement projects such as new technology and additional training. It has also allowed the division to assign staff to support multiple programs with similar service roles.

Anticipated benefits include faster grant application times, faster turnaround for grant approval, electronic payment notification and Internet access to grant application, budget, and payment information. Additionally, by improving efficiencies in grant management, the division expects to move personnel from administrative to technical assistance roles to support education initiatives. Over time, as the division continues to fine tune grant processes, it will move additional grants into the online format to provide 100 percent consistency in their electronic grants management.
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The online system dramatically improved the agency’s ability to process grants, administer payments, and provide technical assistance. This newly realized productivity allowed the Divisions using the application to free people who previously were dedicated to grant processing to provide technical assistance that focuses on improving services for students and teachers. In the Division of Instruction they freed 10 people. In the Division of Vocational and Adult Education, the number freed was 21. What’s more, staff members dedicated to grant processing, finance, or instructional improvement all had immediate access to the same up to date information for each district. 

Further, use of the system has improved the department’s ability to respond and support their local education agency customers. In addition to requiring fewer people to manage the grant process, they have improved the speed in which they are able to turn grant applications around. In the case of the Division of Instruction, the average grant turn around time has gone from 65 days to 5 days, including weekends and holidays, marking a 92% improvement. And with the reduced number of people, the division has increased their ability to provide technical assistance to schools by 360%.

Service Recipients:

The improved capabilities of the local education agencies include the faster and more convenient completion of grant applications, the use of historical grant information for planning purposes, the ability to track electronic payments, and the ability to submit final expenditure reports online.

Local school officials responsible for completing and monitoring grants have reported time savings of up to 90% compared to their previous paper-based processes. Further, they now have access to current and historical grant budget information to utilize in their planning efforts and can submit the necessary expenditure reports online. The added convenience of the automated applications is further enhanced due to the division’s ability to streamline applications and reduce the collection of unnecessary or redundant information.

State:

The state of Missouri, and in particular the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, has seen tangible benefits from the improved productivity, faster service, and their ability to reduce the number of people required to perform grant processes. A further benefit that they are just now starting to realize is the fact that multiple divisions or agencies throughout the state can leverage the investment in process reengineering and technology. 

Because of the success in the Division of Instruction, the Division of Vocational and Adult Education has been able to perform a similar reorganization of their processes to leverage the iGrants system for their own grants. Their ability to utilize this technology provides them access to innovative improvements that they otherwise couldn’t afford and extends the value of the DESE investment. 

Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback, including summary calculations

The Division of Instruction originally funded the project to reengineer operation and build the automated iGrants application using a combination of state and federal grant administration funds. While this application is not seen as a revenue generator, it is viewed as an investment that improves productivity and availability of service.

Return on investment for this application of technology can best be calculated through

the saving of resources and their reallocation toward activities that better serve the state

and its citizens. Under the old system, only 18.5% of DESE’s resources were available

to assist school districts with the implementation of improvement projects. With the new

system, this number advances to 44.4%, a significant improvement of resources

immediately available.

In the first use of this application, the number of elapsed days for application approval improved from 65 days to 54, or a 17% improvement. Three budget cycles later, this improvement has increased to 92%, more than double their original expectations.

Due to these results the investment in the application is viewed as having a positive return for the department and state. Further enhancing the long-term payback of the department’s investment is that the addition of the Division of Vocational and Adult Education grants was completed at a fraction of the original development cost.

iGrants Functional Capabilities
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Grant Application and Budget Data
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Additional System Benefits


24 hour Internet access to grant and application information


Provides a common data framework, based upon common grant administration processes


Eliminates narrative from applications enabling accountability checks and better reporting 


Isolates changes to the data structure and minimizes their impact


Simplifies and expedites system development via reuse of technical components    
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