The poster by their door says, “Take chances, get messy, make mistakes.”  Good advice for a group that has just four months to draw up a plan that is to elevate SFA to equal the best in business in customer service.  Despite its daunting responsibility, the Customer Service Task Force doesn’t comprise high-priced consultants.  “I didn’t want those people,” says Greg Woods.   “I wanted the real experts — our own employees and our support contractors — people who deal with our customers day in and day out — people who are dying to deliver better service.”  

Task Force members are from all over SFA, half from the ten regional offices, half from headquarters, their regular jobs running the full gamut of GS pay-grades and SFA functions.  Five members work for the contractors who process loan applications and collect debts.  Their avocations are just as varied: a gourmet cook and wine aficionado, a Russian linguist, a country dance caller, a motorcycle enthusiast, a toastmaster, a prison chaplain.  Stephen Blair, who evokes memories of Edmund Gwenn as Kris Kringle in Miracle On 34th Street, is the team coach. 

The Task Force met first on February 17th and lost no time getting into high gear.  Woods kicked things off with a video describing how things are done at Southwest Airlines.  Not the traditional management primer, Shuffle Fun is a ten-minute hiphop music video starring people from every department of Southwest, each with a chorus about their own contribution.  Then Woods shuffled off and left it up to the team to “change everything — from the forms we make students fill out to the color of the phone in my office.”  

By that first afternoon, the walls of the task force office were papered with lists of “what works” and “what doesn’t work,” the latter list ten times the longer.  One of the team members looked around the walls and said, “Before we started listing things, I was wondering what we would do for four months.”  But the lists are going to get a lot longer, because the task force is headed out to listen to other SFA employees, students, school administrators and financial aid advisors, private lenders, and every other stakeholder they can find.  Along with the face-to-face “listening sessions,” the task force is soliciting ideas, problems, and solutions through Intranet for SFA employees at http://client//cstf/ and a Web site for everyone: www.ed.gov/cstf (messages can be sent anonymously through both.)  The task force will post everything it hears and provide periodic progress reports on the web site.

The SFA Customer Service Task Force report will be delivered to Woods on July 1st.  But when they come across something obviously wrong and easy to fix, they plan to do it right away, not wait until July.  The quick fixes will be up on the Web site.
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Your best source for what's happening in the Office of Student Financial Assistance  (OSFA)
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