
2003 Innovations Awards Program
Application Form

ID #:  ________________

Category: _____________

  State: Minnesota

1. Program Name: UIU (Unemployment Insurance University)

2. Administering Agency:  Minnesota Unemployment Insurance Program, under the Minnesota Department of Economic Security

3. Contact Person (Name & Title):  John E. Burns, Unemployment Insurance Program Specialist


4. Address:  390 Robert St. North, 2nd Floor, St. Paul  MN  55101

5. Telephone Number:  651-215-1404

6. FAX Number:  651-297-4546

7. E-mail Address:  John.E.Burns@state.mn.us

8. Please provide a two-sentence description of the program.

U I University was initiated as an organized approach to offer career and personal development to all unemployment insurance program employees.  Its purpose is to provide a workplace that values learning and the development of all staff, and to provide staff with an opportunity to learn more about their workplace, their jobs and themselves.  

9. How long has this program been operational (month and year)?  

The structure and curriculum development began in February 2002.  Registration and classes commenced in July 2002.

10. Why was the program created? (What problem[s] or issue[s] was it designed to address?)

The administration and delivery of the unemployment insurance program in the state of Minnesota has been relatively consistent for many years.  Although we have continuously updated processes and systems, the basic structure of our organization and workflows only recently began to change dramatically. These changes are attributable to innovations in technology, along with shifting workloads and budgetary considerations.  Acknowledging that these three factors in particular will be driving changes in our workplace at an ever-increasing pace, it was clear that our staff would have to be prepared to accept and adapt to these changes—changes in the organization, changes in the work processes, changes in their own job assignments and tasks.  We determined that a staff training and development initiative should be put in place to promote a shared view of the UI program, that we are all part of the same mission and that our efforts toward the success of that mission are interdependent; and to create a cross-functional awareness to improve cooperation between work units.  
11. Describe the specific activities and operations of the program in chronological order.

1. A team of developers/administrators (“the UIU Board of Regents”) was recruited from the unemployment insurance staff.  This body is comprised of volunteers who represent the depth and breadth of the organization: directors, supervisors, lead workers and professionals from applicant benefits, employer services and appeals processing.  The board originally developed mission and vision of the in-house university, as well as the structure (four separate schools of study), a recognition process (the degree program), and a curriculum (via informational presentations, classes on video, discussion forums, computer labs).

2. Orientation sessions were conducted with all of the program staff to inform them of the initiative and to gather feedback on their self-assessed training needs.

3. Curriculum was developed.

4. Volunteers were recruited as instructors. 

5. Class content was developed and produced.

6. A schedule of classes was developed.

7. An on-line registration system was developed, tested, and implemented.

8. Promotion events were organized and hosted to publicize the curriculum.

9. Classes were conducted.

10. Steps 3 through 9 are reiterated on a trimester (4 month) basis.

12. Why is the program a new and creative approach or method?

U I University has been developed and operated as a training and development program of the staff, by the staff, and for the staff with input from our directors, managers, supervisors, professionals and clerical staff.  All participation has been voluntary, including membership on the Board of Regents, serving as an instructor/presenter, or attending as a student.

13. What were the program’s start-up costs? (Provide detail about specific purchases for this program, staffing needs and other financial expenditures, as well as existing materials, technology and staff already in place.)

The program’s costs are minimal.  Dedicated staffing to UIU consists of one full-time/ permanent and one seasonal/permanent professional position.  

Existing facilities and equipment are used for the most part.  The only notable purchases made for the initiative to date have been two additional LCD projectors, a digital camera, and 12 laptop computers that are used as a mobile PC lab in our out state locations.

14. What are the program’s annual operational costs?

Other than the costs associated with the two staff positions previously identified, management allows up to 3% of an employee’s time to be used for training.  This includes voluntary participation as administrators, instructors, and students as contributed by all regular staff members.  The time is coded separately as training time.  Since the inception of the program, hours logged as training time vs. production time for the UI staff is less than the 3% ceiling.

Our budget for purchasing materials and supplies for the promotion and operation of classes has been set at a dollar amount equivalent to $2.00 per staff member per trimester.  With approximately 500 FTEs, the budget for non-staffing costs is about $3000 per year.

15. How is the program funded?

UIU is funded as an activity of the Unemployment Insurance Grant, with is funded by the federal government through the U.S. Department of Labor.

16. Did this program require the passage of legislation, executive order or regulations?  If YES, please indicate the citation number.

No.

17. What equipment, technology and software are used to operate and administer this program?

Currently, we primarily use standard office equipment (desktop and laptop PCs) with common office suite software (MS Word, PowerPoint, Excel, and Access).  Our website is developed and maintained using Dreamweaver and Fireworks; PERL scripting; and Netscape Composer.  The website, including on-line class registration that was developed in-house, is accessible to all staff via our agency intranet.  We have used videotaped courses for distance learning and self-study.

18. To the best of your knowledge, did this program originate in your state?  If YES, please indicate the innovator’s name, present address and telephone number.

Yes.  The concept of a “corporate university” was first suggested by Dave Haney, now retired from his position as the director of the unemployment insurance tax office at the Minnesota Department of Economic Security.  

The development and implementation of the current initiative as a staff-driven, voluntary program was instigated by myself (John E. Burns, 390 Robert Street N., St. Paul, MN 55101, phone 651-215-1404) and championed by our UI Branch Director (Jack Weidenbach, same address, phone 651-296-1692). 

19. Are you aware of similar programs in other states?  If YES, which ones and how does this program differ?

Yes, the state of Ohio has organized UC (Unemployment Compensation) University.  However, their program is one in which prospective students must apply to a selection committee; the applications are reviewed and admission is granted on a space available basis.  Minnesota’s UI University is a open to all UI staff (as well as to staff from other offices within the Minnesota Department of Economic Security, such as Research, Internal Security, Fiscal Services, etc.; we have also had students from other state agencies, i.e. the Minnesota Department of Revenue, attend our training sessions).

20. Has the program been fully implemented?  If NO, what actions remain to be taken?

The UIU initiative is in a state of continuous development and implementation.  We are currently looking at the possibility of providing job analysis and employee skills assessments for our staff; we will be utilizing the results of a program-wide employee satisfaction survey later this year to identify additional training needs; and we have discussed the potential for an in-house management and leadership development program.  

21. Briefly evaluate (pro and con) the program’s effectiveness in addressing the defined problem[s] or issue[s].  Provide tangible examples.

We see the UI University initiative as being highly successful to date.  Since classes have commenced in July of 2002, we have offered 18 different courses, and total participation has been 560 class attendances.  As a result of this participation, we have had at least a dozen additional topics suggested for new training, several of which are currently being developed.  Evaluations sheets that are gathered after each class consistently state that the opportunity to learn more about the interaction and interdependency of work units has created a greater understanding of the significance of  each employee’s contribution.  In addition, UIU has facilitated several discussions about current processes and workflow which has resulted, in one instance, of the formation of a cross-functional team that reviewed and streamlined a process used by our applicant services, employer services and field auditors to gather and validate additional wage information used to calculate unemployment insurance benefits.  

22. How has the program grown and/or changed since its inception?

UI University is the outgrowth of a smaller initiative within our employer services office that was called Tax University.  This subset of UI staff numbers around 140 FTEs who are divided into about a dozen separate work units.  Many of the foundational principles and purposes of UI University were introduced during the two years that Tax University was being developed.  

Since UI University has begun its operation, it has not only been identified as a source of training for basic overviews of unemployment insurance operations; it has become a partner in the development of strategic planning and program re-organization with regard to staff development and training.

23. What limitations or obstacles might other states expect to encounter if they attempt to adopt this program?

It is most important to have executive sponsorship and support.  Our branch director, Jack Weidenbach, is an active supporter of the UIU initiative.  In addition to his personal support, UIU has a management sponsor Janelle Stoesz, who is also the director of the program’s benefit payment control office.  The UI program specialist who heads the UIU initiative also sits on the UI Leadership Team, which consists of the branch program director and all of the UI office directors.

Support by production level supervisors is also imperative.  Because UI University is based on voluntary participation, supervisors and lead workers must support the initiative in order to grant the release time for staff to attend training.

Time is the greatest obstacle to the program.  Reduced staff continually faces increasing work loads.  Our staff continually balances their dedication to do the work against the need to update their knowledge and skills do that work better, faster, smarter.  In order to facilitate that balance, UIU strives to insure that curriculum is scheduled to complement work flows and that the time in training is utilized well.

Add space as appropriate to this form.  When complete, return to: 

CSG Innovations Awards 2003
The Council of State Governments

2760 Research Park Drive, P.O. Box 11910

Lexington, KY 40578-1910

innovations@csg.org 

DEADLINE: All original applications must be postmarked or e-mailed by April 11, 2003, to be considered for an Innovations Award for 2003.
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