Talking Points for ROMA

1. ROMA puts flesh of the bones of the CAA story.  All the old talking points . . .local control, pass through to the local level, tri-partite board, volunteers. . .get you what?  Outcomes! ROMA provides the substance to the CSBG story we’ve been telling for years.

Accountability!  Accountability!  Accountability!

ROMA provides a solution to the historic problem with CSBG.  By its very nature, CSBG never lent itself to bean counting methods.  The Act provides broad guidelines to the CAA’s and allows them to develop programming based on community needs.  It’s strength as a program has also been its weakness in terms of accounting for what we do with the money.  For example, under the historical reporting system, CAA A reports that it provided “educational services” to 100 people.  CAA B also reports that it provided “educational services” to 100 people.  In CAA A’s case, the 100 really means that it provided apace and referrals for GED and other educational services in the community.  In CAA B’s case, the 100 means that it used CSBG to run a summer academy for low income children who were one or more grade levels behind in school.  If we assume that the academy resulted in a .8 increase in grade level, that is a significant outcome.  But, under the historical reporting system, both activities count the same – 100 people received some kind of educational service.

ROMA provides a process to actually report the impact that CAA’s have in their communities.  If I were advising a Member of Congress, I’d tell him or her that ROMA, once it is fully implemented, will allow him or her to actually see what changes occurred for families and communities in his/her district as a result of CSBG.

(That is only “one” talking point.  But I think it is the most important and the one that we should drive home.)

2. ROMA enables the community services network to account for its work more accurately and descriptively than ever before.  As welfare reform has gone forward, we have come to realize that not all low-income people need the same kind of assistance, nor move at the same pace, in an effort to become self-sufficient.  Community action agencies have always known this, and work with people to address needs identified by the agency staff and the customers.

Using the ROMA style of planning and reporting allows the network to evaluate disparate programs and services and demonstrate how they work for different people, because the common thread in this example is the outcome of achieving a higher degree of self-sufficiency.  Using an outcome to define success also helps us learn valuable lessons about what works best for whom, something more traditional management and reporting styles do not.

3. A couple of years ago, David said all the talk of Congress was “re-invention.”  People on the hill were asking us to re-invent CSBG.  ROMA allows agencies to re-invent themselves.  Commitment to ROMA promises that agencies will be better-more effective and more efficient.

4. I think we could also talk about how ROMA (where it’s done right) improves the partnership between the state and local levels.

5. ROMA is cutting edge, leading edge, bleeding edge.  It is about learning, testing, and innovating.  One reason it is difficult to implement is that all the tools necessary for measuring outcomes in the human services area aren’t there yet; so CAPs that that are embracing these changes are also helping to shape and mold the impact of the change.

6. Tools that are being developed within community action have the vision and values of community action built into the dynamics of the measurement systems and the techniques of implementation.  When these same tools are used outside of community action agencies, they are spreading the values of maximum feasible participation and equity.

7. I think that David should stress that beyond the obvious benefit of ROMA for Congress (outcome data, showing the benefits of the program and why we should get wheelbarrows full of $100 bills), is the benefit of improving agencies.  Outcomes provide baseline against which you show improvement next year.

