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Executive Summary:
Implemented by the Texas Department of Human Services (DHS) and American Management Systems Incorporated, Inc., the State of Texas Assistance and Referral System (STARS) is the first component of the Texas Integrated Eligibility Redesign System (TIERS). Since its inception in July 2001, STARS [www.txstars.net] has assisted over 30,000 Texans in predetermining potential eligibility. 

STARS is a bilingual Internet-based self-screener that allows Texans to predetermine if they are potentially eligible for human services assistance, before they enter into the formal application process. STARS is written at a fifth-grade reading level and has a screening path that complies with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). And STARS offers two navigation options, one for users familiar with the Internet and one for those with limited computer skills. 

By accessing STARS before they come in to apply for benefits, potential clients are better informed and have a better idea of what to expect and what paperwork they should bring with them, thus expediting the entire process. In addition, STARS reduces the time that potential clients may spend applying for services that they may not be eligible for, which means fewer unnecessary appointments.

The most commonly used forms, including applications, are available on the STARS web pages, further simplifying and expediting the application process. Clients can bring the forms in, already completed, or at least have some familiarity with what information will be required when they come in to apply. The site also includes a link to Yahoo! Maps where users can get directions to local DHS offices. 

With the possibility of increased welfare caseloads due to the weakened economy, benefits programs face heavier demands even as budgets are tightening. STARS should make the eligibility screening process more efficient by educating potential clients before they come in to apply for benefits. 

Detailed description:

a) Description of project, including length of time in operation. 

The State of Texas Assistance and Referral System (STARS) is the first component of the Texas Integrated Eligibility Redesign System (TIERS). Since its inception in July 2001, STARS [www.txstars.net] has assisted over 30,000 Texans in predetermining potential eligibility. 

Implemented by the Texas Department of Human Services (DHS) and American Management Systems Incorporated, Inc. (AMS), STARS is a bilingual (Spanish and English) Internet-based self-screener that allows Texans to predetermine if they are potentially eligible for human services assistance, before they enter into the formal application process. In addition to being bilingual, STARS is written at a fifth-grade reading level and has a screening path that complies with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). And STARS offers two navigation options, one for users familiar with the Internet and one for those with limited computer skills. 


b) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government.

STARS improves operations by allowing business analysts (rather than programmers) to add or modify the rules for eligibility. It also provides State employees and other service providers with a fast-path screener that gives a general idea of potential eligibility of clients for over 50 programs in just minutes.

With the possibility of increased welfare caseloads due to the weakened economy, benefits programs face heavier demands even as budgets are tightening. STARS should make the eligibility screening process more efficient by educating potential clients before they come in to apply for benefits. 


c) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state. 

Individuals can access STARS and find out within ten minutes whether they might be eligible for food stamps, cash assistance, child assistance, medical benefits, and other health and human services assistance programs. Potential clients are better informed when they come in to apply for benefits. They have a better idea of what to expect and what paperwork they should bring with them, thus expediting the entire process. And STARS reduces the time that potential clients may spend applying for services that they may not be eligible for, which means fewer unnecessary appointments.


d) Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (include summary calculations). Projects must exhibit measurable operational benefit. 

Since STARS went on-line in summer 2001, the home page has had well over 100,000 hits and more than 30,000 completed self-screenings. As the system becomes more widely known, the number of hits and screenings has continued to grow, with over 30,000 home page hits and almost 8,000 screenings during February 2002. The completion rate has increased as well, with 91% of those who initiate the self-screener questions completing the entire process.
The most commonly used forms, including applications, are available on the STARS web pages, further simplifying and expediting the application process. Clients can bring the forms in, already completed, or at least have some familiarity with what information will be required when they come in to apply. The site also includes a link to Yahoo! Maps where users can get directions to local DHS offices. 

System notes:

The STARS application is browser-based, bilingual, and ADA-compliant. It is a rules-based system that uses open technologies (Java, web standards) and an n-tiered implementation to allow for system flexibility. STARS is the first, and so far the only, Internet-based self-screener in the state of Texas. The rules engine and user screens in the application design serve as the foundation for the Texas Integrated Eligibility Redesign System (TIERS) eligibility system, which will be the first web-enabled eligibility system in the country. 

