
>> Thank you for joining us for today's LEAD Center webinar as part of the Promoting Economic Advancement mini-series: MyFreeTaxes, free tax preparation for AJC's and community-based organizations. My name is Elizabeth Jennings. I'm the assistant project director of the LEAD Center. I'll be your facilitator today. I'm very pleased to have with us Jamie Robinson the project manager of the MyFreeTaxes Workforce initiative, also my colleague at National Disability Institute. And Todd Milner, MyFreeTaxes EITC manager United Way's 2-1-1 with United Way of greater Cleveland. If you haven't joined us before, the National Center on Leadership for the Employment and Economic Advancement of People with Disabilities, also known as the LEAD Center, is a collaborative of disability, Workforce and economic empowerment organizations led by National Disability Institute with funding from the US Department of Labor's Office of Disability Employment Policy. Before we get started I'd like to invite our partner Speed Davis at ODEP to office a welcome. 
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>> Thank you very much, Elizabeth. On behalf of the office of disability employment Assistant Secretary Kathy Martinez, and supervisor Chris Button for the Workforce Systems policy team, it's my pleasure to welcome each of you to this session today. I'm really looking forward to it. This is a topic that has been near and dear to ODEP since its beginning, 12, 13 years ago. We recognized that just giving somebody a job is the first step in order to move them into some sort of financial stability and that there are other tools we need to put in place to get them -- to keep them there. And allow them to grow as they continue their careers. And today, you're going to hear about a really great tool that I think is going to be very useful for you -- if your customers in the American Job Centers, those with and without disabilities. It helps them develop the resources, collect the resources, retrieve the resources if you will from the federal government that will help them build a path towards success for both employment and for a lifestyle. So with that I'll turn it back to Elizabeth and look forward to a really great presentation. 

>> Thank you so much, Speed. We so appreciate your support and partnership and that of all of the other staff at the Office of Disability Employment Policy. As many of you may know, this is our first webinar in the 2014 series. And it's going to be the first in the miniseries on economic advancement for individuals with disabilities. Before we get started, I'd like to invite my colleague Nakia Matthews to offer us a few housekeeping tips. 

>> Thanks, Elizabeth and good afternoon, everyone. The audio for today's webinar is being broadcast through your computer. Please make sure that your headphones are plugged in or your speakers are turned on. You can control the audio broadcast via the audio broadcast panel. If you accidentally close this panel, you can reopen it by going to communicate, join audio broadcast which also works if the sound becomes unintelligible or if the sound stops. If you do not have sound capabilities on your computer or you prefer to listen by phone, you can dial the number and meeting code that you see here. You do not need to enter an attendee ID. I will also paste this information into the chat box. Realtime captioning is provided during this webinar. The captions can be found in the media viewer panel which appears in the lower right-hand corner of the webinar platform. If you'd like to make the media viewer panel larger you can minimize some of the other panels like chat, Q&A and participants and conversely if you do not need the media viewer, you can minimize it. We will have a question and answer portion at the end of the webinar. Please use the chat box or the Q&A box to send any questions you may have during the course of the webinar to me, Nakia Matthews, or to Elizabeth Jennings and we will direct those questions accordingly during the Q&A portion. If you are listening by phone and not logged into the webinar platform you may also ask questions by e-mailing them directly to Elizabeth at ejennings@ndi-inc.org. Please note this webinar is being recorded and the materials will be placed on the LEAD Center website at the URL you see below. If you experience any technical difficulties during the webinar, please use the chat box to send me a message, Nakia Matthews, or you may e-mail me at nmatthews@ndi-inc.org. 

>> The mission of the LEAD Center is to advance sustainable individual and systems level change that results in improved competitive, integrated employment and economic self-sufficiency outcomes for individuals across the spectrum of disabilities. As we noted, this webinar is the first in a miniseries directed towards economic advancement and we're going to provide you some additional information about the other miniseries at the end of today's presentation. But for today we're going to learn about a growing partnership. MyFreeTaxes and the American Job Center Network. An overview of the impact of the MyFreeTaxes partnership, why you would want to integrate free tax prep in the Workforce system, including the 2013 MyFreeTaxes Workforce initiative, and the 2014 MyFreeTaxes Workforce initiative including how your local AJC's can participate this year. We're also going to discuss the MyFreeTaxes software by giving you an overview and some personal tax filing stories. We hope that at the end of the webinar you will have a better understanding of how MyFreeTaxes and American Job Centers are collaborating to expand economic self-sufficiency, how integrating free tax prep as a resource for customers in Workforce services can maximize employment outcomes, how varied free tax prep models can be integrated within AJC service delivery models, how self filers experience MyFreeTaxes and the MyFreeTaxes helpline, and how AJC's can participate in MyFreeTaxes in 2014. I'd now like to welcome Jamie Robinson, our presenter and my colleague at National Disability Institute. Thank you for joining us today, Jamie. 

>> Thanks, Elizabeth. I'm happy to speak to everybody today. And I've never thought I would say this before, getting involved and learning all that I have in this work, but I'm really excited about taxes and the tax season. I'm hopeful that maybe at the end of this call, some of you can also say you're excited about taxes too. So I want to start today just by giving you some background and history about National Disability Institute, we are, how and why did we become involved with MyFreeTaxes? And encourage partnership with the American Job Center Network. We are a nonprofit that was established in 2002. We really champion economic empowerment financial education, asset development, really overall financial stability for individuals with disabilities. We have a home office in Washington, DC but many of the staff work remotely. I'm actually calling in today from snowy Boston. Many of us have direct experience in the local and state level in areas that we provide technical assistance. My background happens to be kind of a mixture of working in the deaf community, working in several One-Stop Career Centers in Massachusetts, also certified benefits counselor for individuals receiving disability benefits and want to get back to work. Our basic overall mission involves working toward a world in which people with disabilities have equal opportunity to achieve financial stability and independence, just as people do without disabilities. So NDI's work includes a variety of projects and initiatives funded by both private and public resources. But they all center on encouraging or harnessing collaboration with government, financial institutions, the business community, nonprofits, institutions of higher education, all towards advancing opportunities for employment and asset building for people with disabilities. And these are the six core competencies or maybe major focus areas that often and connect with and -- within and across the projects. Again, all advancing towards a better economic future for Americans with disabilities. As you can see here, there are two of these areas in bold. We're going to talk today about how these areas of free tax preparation and employment are being brought together to impact the lives of people actually both with and without disabilities. So here's some of our history and also our current work within the arena of taxes. In 2005, NDI launched the Real Economic Impact to work or REI t our. And this was a national initiative that focused again on collaboration to foster that fully inclusive participation of people with disabilities in the economic mainstream. Over the years it has really grown. And it has grown into a national movement. We have a very strong partnership with the Internal Revenue Service with more than 900 community and tax partners in more than 100 cities across America. And these efforts really focus on building more inclusive tax preparation practices, which has helped to more than double the number of people with disabilities accessing free tax preparation services today. So we'll take a closer look at that number later on. Today, NDI has expanded the REI tour. It is renamed the NDI Real Economic Impact Network. We offer training and technical assistance, a lot of support, resources, all for the tax coalitions and all of the partners that are serving taxpayers with disabilities. And they also include federal agencies, major corporations, financial institutions, nonprofits and of course individuals and families with disabilities as well. So switching gears, to our connection with the Workforce system, what we have actually served as the national technical assistance provider for multiple successive disability employment initiatives under the U.S. Department of Labor for well over 10 years now. Some of you may have had the Disability Program Navigator Initiative in your centers and we were the training and TA provider for that. And now we are also the TA and training provider under the Disability Employment Initiative or the DEI. And both of these initiatives really aim to improve meaningful participation of youth and adults with disabilities. The DEI is co-funded through a partnership of the US Department of Labor's Employment and Training Administration and Office of Disability Employment Policy. They have awarded $81 million to work for systems in 26 states, all to improve education, training and employment to youth and adults with disabilities. And here's one of the key intersections with free tax preparation. The current DEI is the first Department of Labor initiative to incorporate asset development as a major strategy to enhancing economic self-sufficiency of individuals with disabilities. So under this grant they've hired staff with expertise in disability and Workforce to serve as Disability Resource Coordinators. And what this has done is really open the doors to free tax preparation because now you have some dedicated staff who are natural partners to expanding economic self-sufficiency within the AJC network. So this brings us to NDI's work as part of the MyFreeTaxes partnership. MyFreeTaxes began in 2009 as a joint project between NDI, a software company called one economy and United Way Worldwide. Last year Goodwill Industries international joint our national partner team. Over the past five years we all have worked collaboratively and collectively, received over $20 million in funding from the Walmart Foundation, all the work really is centered around assisting millions of working individuals and families in the low to moderate income range to increase their financial stability. In this work, we closely collaborate with the IRS. NDI particularly has a close partnership with the IRS at the national level. They are part of our work groups, part of our coordination on the local and regional level. I just got off with a group of representatives in the field. We all worked together to support each other and promote free tax preparation options. Here's an overview of the key components of MyFreeTaxes. So all of the core partners, NDI, Goodwill, United Way, work closely with the IRS to reach all of those taxpayers who are unaware of the free services available to help them claim all of the tax credits for which they are eligible. And this is the first major area of work under MyFreeTaxes. Really, the initiative is the foundation, to increase the awareness and access to free tax preparation. I'm going to show you some numbers later on to show you how much that is needed. The second area is on increasing the uptake of the EITC. This is a fully refundable federal income tax cut it that can help individuals and families with low to moderate incomes pay less in taxes. If you have never heard of the Earned Income Tax Credit, it's one of the largest antipoverty programs, yet each year one in five eligible taxpayers does not file for the EITC. And it leaves billions of dollars unclaimed. The third bullet is about understanding that MyFreeTaxes is about providing people with options. It is about driving taxpayers to either in person, traditional voluntary income tax assistance sites. You may have heard of VITA. Or to free online tax preparation through MyFreeTaxes.com. Both ultimately helping more working families to save money build resources. And finally there's an emphasis on MyFreeTaxes on all of the partners so -- to reach underserved population. Low to moderate wage workers and of course persons with disabilities. And we know that even greater awareness is needed in these communities, especially in the disability community, in which there are many myths that persist about how federally funded benefits that individuals receive will be impacted. And here's a few more specifics about the goals of MyFreeTaxes so we're aiming to increase the number of taxpayers that file for free at those VITA sites I mentioned. And that's where somebody would go, sit down with a voluntary tax preparer and have their taxes done for free. And the number of total refunds returned to the taxpayer through VITA. We are aiming to increase the number of taxpayers that file online. That's where their self filing, MyFreeTaxes.com, increase the amount saved in tax preparation fees for taxpayers using MyFreeTaxes, VITA and online services. Increase the amount of refunds returned to taxpayers with disabilities and finally to provide in-kind support to partners to increase visibility of MyFreeTaxes and expand the number of people preparing their own taxes. And if this slide shows you just how far the initiative has come since 2009. You can see here the growth and the impact. I think it really does speak to some of these numbers on MyFreeTaxes, collective efforts have helped more than 6 million taxpayers receive more than $8 billion in tax refunds since the project began. That's 147% increase in the number of overall returns filed and 156% increase in total tax refunds. Pretty incredible. $1.5 billion in EITC has been refunded and $1.2 billion in fees by paid preparation have been saved. And during that same five-year timeframe, the number of eligible taxpayers claiming disability that filed for free has more than doubled. We're going to talk a little bit about how we expanded through the Workforce center, but these numbers don't include that expansion quite yet. So there's so much more untapped areas and federal agencies that we could include to further increase the numbers here. So we'll take a look at the free taxes software, whose eligible, what sports are available and what is the filing experience like for people? I have a colleague here, Todd Milner, who not only manages the national MyFreeTaxes helpline but also is an experience -- experienced certified tax preparer. But first, let's turn to why free tax preparation? And the Workforce? We really need to start with the big picture and look at how many people are both eligible for free tax preparation and taking advantage of this service. This is really the first one, something I always share with new partners because it struck me a while back when one of our national IRS partners share it with me, because it hits home at how much work there really is to do around awareness and the options to make sure people are aware those different options out there. So they report of the 146 million taxpayers that filed in 2012 96 million reported an adjusted gross income of $50,000 or less. Now, that's significant because $50,000 or less meet the VITA low income threshold in 2012. Making individuals that year eligible for free in person tax preparation services. And then you can see that last year, VITA only reached about 3.2 million people. And so this leaves over 90 million people eligible for free tax preparation who are not accessing it. And many of these millions of taxpayers were eligible for a number of tax credits left unclaimed. And we have approximately 70%. This just came out -- of all taxpayers have an AGI of 50,000 -- 57,000 or less. That is significant because that amount meets the MyFreeTaxes low to moderate income threshold last y ear. We have 70% of taxpayers eligible to sell file on MyFreeTaxes. So now you have a good idea of a massive awareness that is needed, right? On top of this, I find that it's been pretty rare to see a Workforce center collaborating with a VITA site. I mean, you may see a few here and there, maybe a VITA sets up their services on-site, on a Workforce center, but rarely do you see a close collaboration or integration within Workforce services. And so this makes the American Job Center Network kind of an untapped system with which to reach a greater number of people. We know that -- it's reported that over 20 million individuals tap into the key federal programs and resources. Of the Workforce system, you all work in and help people find jobs and identify training programs, you all know that the Job Centers serve an incredibly diverse customer base. Many are unemployed or even remain in that low to moderate income range once they do become employed. There are a range of co-located partners. Many of you may share a number of mandated partners but then you have an additional array of other partners who provide support services. And many of these partners target and focus on underserved underemployed groups who can definitely benefit from these critical free tax preparation services and credits. And you are serving veterans and ex-offenders and asked -- at risk youth and TANF recipients. With national initiatives like the Disability Employment Initiative that we spoke about, this incorporates that development. And this has made the AJC network a natural partnership to MyFreeTaxes. And the AJC's have been very receptive to serving as MyFreeTaxes pilots. And the DRC is, the Disability Resource Coordinators, have been involved in the awareness efforts. And finally, since we also have your resource with computers and you have computer classes and that's kind of the foundation of the core services and your resource room, this presents really an ideal kind of environment for offering self preparation on-site through MyFreeTaxes.com. And here's a really prime example of a Workforce center that's already doing this work and incorporating free tax prep and has the data to back it up too that shows the linkages to how incorporating these services impact employment outcomes. This is the Met Center, the director is a woman named Carolyn Siewert. Pretty incredible center and what they're doing there. The next slide, you have a link. You can check out some more information. But the Met Center is a strategic partnership created to sin -- stimulate the economic self-sufficiency of individuals living in a low-income community of the St. Louis region. It is a Workforce center. It seeks to accomplish the mission by delivering focused comprehensive and accessible job training placement assessment career development services, transportation, maybe similar to some of you out there. They serve underemployed, unemployed, displaced workers, leading to sustainable work and competitive regional economy. Again, similar to I'm sure many of you out there. And most services are provided in one location. So if you visit the Met Center, it's one pretty large building. And it takes all of the services and the programs -- they take place on multiple floors of the one building that they have. And they of course have all the mandated partners there as well, but here are the support services offered to customers. Pretty strategically throughout their customer flow. And without getting into too much detail here, because again I've provided you with a link if you're interested in learning more about this model, but the services are basically offered in tandem with other services. Right from the start, all the way to the end after someone has become employed. So you have your career readiness training and career counseling in order to participate in these employment services. Individuals also participate in such activities as financial literacy classes, tax prep services, screening for benefits. So in the results of doing this work, they actually found some pretty key linkages. And they have used the terms bundling and sequencing of services. And they found that bundling -- again, we're talking about the financial literacy, tax p reparation, asset building, bundling and sequencing those with and throughout other Workforce services leads to long-term engagement of the customer so it increases their frequency of contact. The more they see the customer, the more information they can receive, the more services, resources they can offer, multiple partners collaborate and the resources are integrated more often. And I think we all know that a lot more effective services are offered through integration versus siloed. That sequencing leads to the effectiveness of services, recruitment orientation, assessment, income support. The customers gain more when they're engaged in employment and financial stability services, when they're sequenced strategically. Increased customer retention, whether retention on the job increased, the customers retention with the Workforce center coming back for additional services like free tax prep. We all know retention and of course the last one here increases participant wages -- very important to the Workforce center. So this just brings us to the expansion of MyFreeTaxes. How did we pilot this? Last year, we selected 10 Workforce regions across the country to serve as MyFreeTaxes pilot sites. We did select AJC's that were also implementing the Disability Employment Initiative because that way we knew they had the dedicated staff to get this going and also this work would meet their outcomes in terms of promoting asset development in the AJC's. For six months during the tax season we funded VITA certified tax coaches to work within the AJC's which again, I think that was a really great model for a new partner because they could learn a lot more and have an expert on hand to keep their pulse on what is this project? What is this about? What does this do for customers? And they could see that. Tax coaches collaborated with Workforce, local IRS, the Disability Employment Initiative, and VITA, all to raise awareness and access to free tax preparation options. And then on site coaching was offered to the customers and the members of the community with and without disabilities. Many staff took advantage of this as well. It goes up to 57,000 last year, 58,000 is the AGI limit this year. And so many of the staff and the employers were very interested in this as well. So AJC's, we didn't want the AJC's just to put up a poster of MyFreeTaxes. We want to these pilot sites to collaborate so that this was a resource that was offered among all of their other kind of key resources to customers and employers on all levels in the core services and intensive services, case management, workshops. So here are some of the ways in which the integrated MyFreeTaxes as a resource throughout the Workforce system. They talked about MyFreeTaxes and VITA in the job-search workshops. And the case managers also presented these options as a part of their case management with individuals who are ready to get that resource. The Disability Resource Coordinators, AJC staff and tax coaches jointly promoted the Workforce and free tax services together. New partnerships were formed between financial and asset development partners, United Way chapters, VITA, there were some homelessness initiatives that connected with the Workforce center as a result, local businesses really liked this, they liked being able to present this as a resource to their employees. Tax education was incorporated into any efforts around asset development or financial education. So job fairs, asset summits, financial wellness fairs. And so here are the results. We had 10 Workforce pilots. They drove over 1000 taxpayers both with and without disabilities to file on MyFreeTaxes.com. The tax coaches had a heavy focus on awareness and outreach. They recorded over 300 outreach and awareness activities and -- to reach over 6000 people. We had 20% of MyFreeTax filers reported that -- a disability. And again this is just with our Workforce pilots. 40% of taxpayers went to a paid preparer the previous year. So that's good. We want those folks. 80% of filers felt empowered to file on their own next year. And then over 40% of taxpayers said yeah, I'd be interested in discussing other financial services available. So that brings us to this year. So we are now supporting a total of 30 American Job Centers and veterans organizations to integrate MyFreeTaxes using various program models that I'll touch on. We actually have right now, 22 Workforce centers. So that total there, that 30 is really between AJC's and veterans where we're expanding this year and we are doing a lot of collaborating between the veterans representatives in the Workforce system as well. Goodwill Industries is supporting local Goodwill partners nationally to offer MyFreeTaxes to their target populations through their employees, participants, shoppers, and United Way Worldwide is supporting 175 local United ways to offer both of those VITA in person and online self preparation. And here are the models. And we have kind of various models, because we know that Workforce centers are different and can differ based on their space availability, customer traffic, rural, urban, so we are trying to be as flexible as possible to see, how can we make this work for Workforce centers that are really interested? So we do have a tax coach model which is where you have an IRS certified tax coach that works within the AJC during tax time, about 20 hours a week or so. The integrated model where we have to American Job Centers that we support, provide a lot of hands-on technical assistance to integrate MyFreeTaxes within the Workforce system and that usually involves helping to coordinate a stronger partnership with the regional tax coalition. And so that connection there can really strengthen the campaign, the awareness campaign for the community. And then we have a network model which AJC's gain access to our training that Todd does, resources, technical assistance, and we also have registration for what we call a public URL. And that basically is a way to track the number of filers who an AJC assists to drive -- to drive folks to file online on their own. And then as I mentioned we have select AJC's that are also supporting their efforts to boost outreach to the veterans community. And so how can you all participate? It's not too late. It's really as simple as sharing this link and the helpline information. And you'll notice that the link is customized for Workforce. And so again this is how we would track the flow of all the partners, Workforce partners nationwide. So by marketing this link and using this, we will be able to track and know how many people did you all help to drive to file their taxes on MyFreeTaxes.com. And Todd will review the helpline, which is a really critical part to this. When you don't have a tax coach model -- but since most of you -- because most of you will not have tax coaches on-site, this is really how taxpayers can access assistance and not only for tax related questions but also for any software questions that come up. And if you want to do a little more than that, it is pretty close to the start of the tax season which starts on January 31. But here are some more simple ways to promote MyFreeTaxes to help more individuals in your community to save money, not spend money on paid preparation and really, to increase their financial stability. There is a link there if you are interested in -- having more marketing materials available. You could e-mail us and let us know. And we can definitely try to work with you all to have you gain access to some of the marketing materials. But you can disseminate fliers and materials in your resource room. You can add the MyFreeTaxes -- MyFreeTaxes.com/Workforce to all your computers, your website, your social media, you can insert the materials in mailings, your orientation, your workshop, employer packets that you give out, you can present it to staff, partners, your local Workforce Investment board. And really encourage that awareness and access to their customers and employees. And you can provide marketing materials at job fairs and events. So with that, I would like to turn it over to Todd, who is the real tax expert here with me today. Todd? 

>> Thanks, Jamie. Hey, everybody. My name is Todd Milner. I work at the United Way of greater Cleveland in the 211 center. And I manage the MyFreeTaxes helpline out of the Cleveland 211 office. We have about four or five other locations throughout the country that staff the helpline. We're open from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. six days a week. And it is staffed by VITA certified call Center agents who are equipped to handle tax related questions from callers and also to assist them with any kind of navigational problems they might have as they are going through the software. Just to give you a little bit more background on me, I've been working on MyFreeTaxes for four years now. This is my fourth tax season and I was originally hired as a mobile tax lab manager. My job essentially was to get in a van and drive over the country and try to partner up with local VITA coalitions and get some of their traditional full-service tax prep customers to give MyFreeTaxes a shot and try something new by doing their own taxes with my assistance. So expanding on what Jamie said about how much this program has grown in the past five years, I was essentially doing taxes out of the back of a van and now I'm managing a national call center. That's how popular we've become in such a short period of time. Really exciting to be involved in a project like this. A little bit more background on MyFreeTaxes itself, it's the only tax filing software to provide federal and state tax prep assistance, that includes up to three states. If you live in an area where there are two or three states joined together, and you have a population of people who either live in one state and working another or maybe you live in a state where a lot of folks have just moved in, they can file their partial year, nonresident returns free of charge. It's available in all 50 states. It's 100% free for anybody who made less than $58,000 last year. There are a few other free self prep software products out there that are free. They just might not have as high an income limit as we do. So it's probably the most comprehensive product out there that offers both free federal and state filing. Combined with all the other programs specifically with the VITA program, combined with everybody else we partner up with, we've done 4.5 million tax returns and got $6 billion in tax refunds back into the pockets of low and middle income families. The software itself is powered by H&R Block. For those of you who might be curious or maybe a little suspicious about why a private software company like H&R Block that has such a huge investment in the commercial side of tax preparation, why they would be interested in partnering with us, they have a culture of philanthropy at H&R Block. They are really interested in the community improvement standpoint of this project. I think to them, since a lot of the clients that we help would not typically be an H&R Block customer, they are just interested in getting these folks exposed to self preparation and financial stability, just in the hopes maybe that eventually they'll have solid, stable work that would maybe pull them above the $58,000 income limit and get them to start using the regular commercial products. But as far as our clients go, H&R Block offers no solicitation. There's no hidden fees, there's no catch. They've been really, really great with just not only offering us their software products, but also giving us support if we have any issues with tax filers who are waiting for their refund and maybe they have an issue with the software, they have a staff that's been really helpful with us. They keep us updated on any software bugs or updates that need to be released. And we can relate that back to everybody who uses it. So last year, or actually in the past five years when you look at MyFreeTaxes.com itself, this is just the numbers that users of MyFreeTaxes.com has brought in. Year one we had 8580 returns. So that is mostly people like myself and a few other of the mobile tax lab managers driving around in our fans all over the country. We got about 8500 people to try doing their own returns and last year, after partnering with VITA programs and working through the networks that United Way and Goodwill and NDI have, we've done about 82,000 returns. And then in the total of five years, we've done 180,000 returns. So that's a pretty big increase in numbers and it's only been five years. Seems like it's only going to grow. When we started out, we were more of a supplement to the VITA program. But it seems like with every year, this becomes more and more of a true network. And coming into our own and experimenting with alternatives to VITA. That's why we're here right now. I think it's really exciting that America's Job Center network is participating in this and hopefully that will open up a whole new population of folks that will use this service. Like I said before, the main income qualifier is that they have to have less than $58,000 in income. That's about 80% of America. An e-mail address -- a valid e-mail is also required, just because H&R Block software will send certain e-mails to the taxpayer informing them on the status of their returns, so when you create an account on the software, you'll get an e-mail notifying you that you have a new account when you submit your tax return, you will receive an e-mail and then when your return is accepted by the IRS, you'll receive an e-mail so that's the only contact you'll have from H&R Block, but it's important to have an e-mail address, otherwise you won't receive any of those notifications. Valid Social Security or individual taxpayer identification number, that is mandatory for doing a tax return anywhere so that's not abnormal. No foreign income. In the four years I've been doing this, I've actually never met anybody who had foreign income. So I don't think that would exclude too many people that you are working with. And then computer aware, to me, personally that's not as huge a requirement as it might seem, just because I've met so many people in the past four years who initially would tell me that they are not capable of doing their taxes, but if I walk them through the first couple screens, and just give them some encouragement as they are going through the process, they are more than capable of getting through it on their own. I think people would be really surprised after they're finished. A lot of folks who would never consider doing this are genuinely surprised that they can do it. And the website itself, the software, since it is H&R Block software we are using, you've got to think that a company that's that large and that well-known that has such a huge share of the tax prep -- the self tax prep market, they've obviously designed software that is super easy, user-friendly. So the helpline was launched last year. Like I said, it's a toll-free helpline, over the phone, 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. Monday through Saturday. Last year we took about 11,000 contacts. We are expecting to have a lot more calls this year just because it grew in popularity over the course of the season. Support is available via phone, e-mail and chat. Phone and chat are available during the hours of operation. E-mail is available 24/7. Its just there's a 24 hour response time, obviously we wouldn't be able to handle e-mails on the hours that we are closed. MyFreeTaxes itself is a web portal. If you go to MyFreeTaxes.com, it's actually just a website that links you to the H&R Block software. There's also a lot of really useful information about filing your taxes on MyFreeTaxes.com. So we certainly encourage users to go through there and look and see if there's anything they can use to help them out in the return filing process. Otherwise they would click on a link to start filing their taxes and go over to the H&R Block free product. It's really important that they start off at MyFreeTaxes.com because there's a link between the two sites that gets the user into the free version of H&R Block software. These are just two screenshots of the site. If you look at the image on the top left, that's the MyFreeTaxes home page. You would just click on the file now button and a pop-up window appears which takes you over to H&R Block. Registering for your new account on H&R Block is pretty straightforward. It's just like creating an account on Facebook or an e-mail account. You just have to provide your name, e-mail address, username and password. After the account is created, the only other documents you would need as your filing your taxes would be just the typical W-2, 1099, and any other supporting statements that a typical taxpayer uses to file taxes. Another interesting thing about this software is that since it is so user-friendly, every major section -- if you are in a federal return, there's an income section, an adjustment section, organized like your average 1040 form. At the beginning of every section there's a checklist where you can check off the different types of income that you are trying to declare or the different types of credits you want to claim. And the software will walk you through those specific sections in an interview style format. If you don't qualify for certain types of credits or deductions, it will let you know. If you do qualify for certain credits and you forget or just overlook the fact that you should have checked off that box on the checklist, the software will alert you. So as far as efficiency, looking at it from an efficiency standpoint, there could be a lot of folks who might try doing their taxes on paper or go to a paid tax preparer who might not be as thorough in the tax preparation process and they might actually get more money by giving self preparation a shot on MyFreeTaxes. I'm looking at a question right now about the helpline. I'm just going to answer that now. We're pretty well staffed right now, so the question is how long is the weight on average to speak with someone on the helpline? I can tell you on April 15, there's going to be a long wait just from experience from last year, but right now everybody is getting through right away. We have six or seven call centers all throughout the country in three different time zones. And it's early enough in the season where there's no wait whatsoever. We have a service level goal of handling about 80% or 90% of our calls within 60 seconds. So it would be really out of the ordinary if anybody is not taken care of immediately. And no, there are no better times to call than others. I would call whenever it's convenient for you. You're welcome. So this is -- if anybody is interested in actually testing the software, there's a way you can create a dummy account on the H&R Block version of the MyFreeTaxes version of H&R Block where you can put your information in and then just explore the software, enter different types of scenarios, see how the credits are given out. And you can walk yourself through a state return in whatever state you live in. I think this is really good practice for anybody that's planning on being a coach. And it's also -- you -- if you are planning on getting fights certified, you could take the VITA certification test on H&R Block software. So what you do is go to MyFreeTaxes.com and click on file now. And create an account on the account creation screen. This is pretty self-explanatory here. Enter your username and password, security question, you would definitely want to write all the answers to these questions down in case you get locked out of your account. This is the dashboard for a typical MyFreeTaxes account. So if you can see at the upper section of the screenshot, there are four main sections. There's the overview panel, federal, state and file. So it's really easy to navigate through different sections of the return. Let's say you've gone through the federal return. You are on your state return and you forgot that you needed to enter interest income. You can just click on that federal tab and work your way back to the income section pretty quickly. You don't have to -- initially you have to enter everything in a sequence starting with the federal and going through the state but if you need to enter extra information, it's easy to navigate around from one section to the other. I'm going to go through a few more screens that appear in the account creation process just because it's important to know what to do if you are planning on creating a fake account. The screen you are looking at now, it's asking if you want to import your data from last year's return. I apologize if some of the arrows and dialog boxes are off there. You just want to skip this import screen. It's not important to import any information if you are just trying to access the software for testing purposes. Just click the skip import button and you can get past this screen. On the screen, it tells us what has changed -- they are asking you to check off any boxes that would pertain to subjects or to life situations that may have occurred over the course of the year. You can see on the screenshot they're asking if you got, got divorced, clicking off these boxes would just bring up extra information to read about the subject. It doesn't actually have any effect on the forms themselves. So again, it's not necessary to choose any of the options on this screen. Just click next. If you look towards the top of the screenshot, there's another interesting feature of the software. The personal information section -- this is lit up blue. So that gives you -- shows you how far along you've gone in the process of doing your taxes, but once you've gotten the personal information, you will get to the income adjustments, elections, credits, that's another way to navigate through the software if you were on the taxes section, just click on the income circle and get yourself back to the income checklist where you can enter new forms of income or edit or delete any information you already entered. So this is probably the first screen that has an effect on your tax return situation. This is where you would choose your filing status if so if you were creating a scenario where you want to be a single mother with three dependents, you could choose head of household for your filing status. There's a guide me button on the screen where if you weren't sure -- this is for the average taxpayer to use, if you are not sure what your filing status is, you can click that button and the software will walk you through the process. If you look closely at the actual filing statuses themselves, those are all links where if you click on the status, a description will appear to give you more information about that specific status. And that feature is found throughout the software. There's a lot of information available everywhere to help you through the process. There's also a search bar at the top of the screen. And then obviously when all else fails you can call the helpline and someone will assist you. Does anybody else have any questions about the software itself before I talk about experiences with actual software users? So on this, I want to give a few anecdotes of real-life experiences I've had with taxpayers over the course of the past four years. Like I said earlier, I've met a lot of folks who normally would not consider doing their own taxes but gave it a shot and found it to be a lot easier than they thought it would be. The first person on this list, Jane, she was a first-time tax filer, a community college student and got really excited on the phone with me when she went through the American opportunity credit section of her tax return which is an education credits available to undergraduate students. One of my favorite parts about helping people over the phone or in person doing the taxes is when they find out they qualify for a credit of 1000, $2000, a lot of folks have called us for assistance and have had to speak to several helpline operators, maybe depending on the complexity of the tax return, so helpline itself is designed where if somebody has a basic navigational problem, they can get assistance from just about anybody that they speak to. But if they do have problems that require more research, or just more expertise on the part of the operator, there is a way we can transfer them to more experienced call center operators, one of whom would be me. I think my favorite story of working with taxpayers in the past four years is that last year I also managed a VITA program in Pennsylvania. And I was working at a VITA site on April 15, which was just absolute insanity. We only had enough capacity for probably about 15 or 16 people that day. And the woman I spoke with was in a line about 30 people deep so I was just furiously handing out links to MyFreeTaxes.com and telling everybody that this was their only option to get their taxes done on time before midnight. And one of the people I gave that link to actually got through to me on the tax line the next day and told me in person or voice to voice, that it was a really great experience and that it really opened her eyes as far as thinking about her finances in general and what she's capable of doing, she said she was going to start thinking about saving money and really seemed to have a positive effect on her life. You wouldn't normally think that about doing your taxes but for some reason, it really does just open people's eyes. Anybody have any questions? 

>> Todd, this is Jamie. I want to share that we also collected a lot of stories from tax coaches in the Workforce sites and pretty unbelievable, lots of people who had never heard of free tax preparation walking away with money that they needed. People that were going to be evicted. People that had immediate bills, people that were job searching. And so there were a lot of stories, one in particular was an interesting one. We had a Disability Resource Coordinator under the DEI that I spoke about. This was in Fredericksburg, Virginia. Had connected with a participant of the Ticket to Work program for individuals out there that don't know, this is a program for beneficiaries of Social Security disability. And the individual had begun her journey at the Job Center seven months prior. She was homeless, unemployed, an individual with a disability and through the combined support and assistance of Ticket, the American Job Center programs, partners, the individual secured housing, a full-time job, obtained her GED. This is over the course of the time there -- and because of the relationship and trust that was built between the individual and the Job Center, she had continued to return to the center for the free tax preparation services. And as such, she met with the tax coach there and ended up filing her tax return that way. So that was one where a lot of different services to support this individual through that journey. 

>> Great story. Thank you so much, Jamie. Thank you so much, Todd. We do have several questions for you both from folks on the line. So I'm going to start to go through these and trust that you will decide between yourselves who's the best person to answer. Two questions are very similar. The question is, would MyFreeTaxes be appropriate for a person who is working as a contractor and not employed? Specifically employed and also to go along with that, is the question, is MyFreeTaxes a good resource for people who are self-employed? 

>> The contractor -- the short answer to both is yes. With any person who owns a business, they just run the risk of having a more complex return than your average employee with a W-2. Just like with every other type of income, the software does walk you through that process step-by-step, but if you get into situations where you're declaring depreciation or home office expenses, those are situations that are out of the scope of the VITA program, so those are also situations that helpline agents haven't gotten certified in or don't really have a lot of knowledge on. So if they got stuck somewhere through that process and they were looking for assistance, they might not find it on the helpline. Someone who is just paid as a non-employee with a 1099 miscellaneous, they work as a contractor and need to report some expenses, no problem. That's not uncommon situation at all and they could definitely get assistance if they needed help. 

>> Great. Thank you. The next question is, does MyFreeTaxes help people identify disability related tax deductions? 

>> There is a credit, I can't remember the exact name of the credit, but it is disability -- credit for disability and elderly. There is in the interview process in the beginning of personal information section of the return, the software does provide an opportunity for their taxpayer to state whether or not they are disabled. One other disability type situation -- I'm not really sure if this is what the person is asking, but Jamie kind of reminded me of this when she was telling her story. If somebody is retired on disability before the age of 59, the software will automatically qualify them for the earned income credit which can be pretty helpful to someone who otherwise doesn't have a very high income. Were there any other specific disability related questions that they were wondering about? 

>> Well, there is a somewhat related question that asks would you recommend an individual whose only source of income is SSI or SSDI to file taxes? 

>> From what I understand, SSI is not taxable so they might not be required to file at all. 

>> Yeah. You need earned income. To file. So if they are receiving SSI or SSDI, and working, and I'm -- I'm not sure if that's what you meant. I think you meant if they are not working, would they be able to file and the answer is no. But I will say that many people who are receiving SSI or SSDI are encouraged not to file because maybe they don't have to, yet they may be eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit or other credits. Now, the second part of that is they may be told not to file because they may be eligible for those credits and refunds. And they are worried about how that may affect their cash benefits and their medical. And the rule is that refunds and tax credit will not be counted as income or resources for 12 months. And we have more information on our website about that if you need to read over that and look at the source of that. 

>> Of course if anyone has other kind of more specific IRS questions, you can feel free to send them in to myself, Elizabeth Jennings, and we'll not only tap MyFreeTaxes team but also tap is necessary our partners at the IRS to get you some good answers to those questions. Another question is, do you have any stories or can you point to any American Job Centers that have targeted youth with disabilities up to age 24 as part of your MyFreeTaxes effort? 

>> I might have to do a little research on that. Well, I'm not sure if we have any DEI projects within the Workforce centers that have been selected that are focused on youth. Having said that, I find that it really depends on the key points of contact that I'm working with, the Workforce managers, maybe it's a DRC, maybe it's a key staff person, and they run with certain paths. And I can't say right now if there are any youth -- if there is a youth focus in any of the centers, but please do let me know how I can follow-up with you and I can look into that further. 

>> Thanks, Jamie. The next question is if a tax filer starts to complete the required fields and enters the income from their W-2, and their income turns out to be over $58,000, what happens? 

>> They'll be transferred to the commercial H&R Block product. And there are three or four different levels of charges depending on the complexity of the return and the person's adjusted gross income. It could range anywhere from $20 to probably around $80. 

>> Okay. Thank you. The next question is can you restate where on the website you set up the dummy account. Do you go to 'create an account'? 

>> That's correct. Go to MyFreeTaxes.com, click on file now, which will open a new window to the H&R Block website, and you would just create a new account right there. 

>> Can people use MyFreeTaxes to file amended taxes for previous years? 

>> They cannot. In situations like that, we normally refer people to VITA sites for a previous year or -- I'm sorry -- actually I'm wrong. You can amend a return. If you are amending the return that you already filed this year. If you're trying to amend a return from last year, then you cannot do that. 

>> We're going to provide the link to locating a VITA site in the chat box. So if you're interested in that option, just bear with us for a moment and we'll get that link up for you in just a minute. Another question is do you know of any AJC's that allow customers to use their center computers to access MyFreeTaxes? I'm wondering if that is a viable option or if centers find themselves being asked many tax related questions that they cannot and should not answer? 

>> There's kind of a variety of ways that centers do this. And it really revolves around what works for their center and they're set up. So for instance we have used a center in New Britain, Connecticut. They're having four or five computers off to the side. And as dedicated, MyFreeTaxes computers. They don't have a tax coach. They'll have the helpline information and a phone, a couple of phones actually available. And that's the setup they are u sing. I have another center that is really only capable of marketing promotion awareness, so they are putting the link, MyFreeTaxes bookmarked on all of their resource room computers. All of the computer rooms everywhere. I don't think that people ask anything other than what is this? How can I use it? People are not asking tax related questions, because they're also marketing the helpline. And any place that's marketing MyFreeTaxes that does not have an on-site tax coach's marketing helpline for assistance. So I think that's kind of the real key element to have go hand-in-hand. 

>> Great. Thanks, Jamie. We have one last question. If you haven't had a chance to ask your question, please try to type it into the question box quickly. Or please remember to e-mail myself, Elizabeth Jennings, at ejennings@ndi-inc.org. So the last question goes to you, Jamie. The question is can you share again how I become one of the MyFreeTaxes Workforce sites? 

>> Sure. You certainly can get the word out. And that would involve all of the different ways that we talked about in terms of promoting the MyFreeTaxes -- MyFreeTaxes.com/Workforce link. And if you're interested in marketing materials and want to do more than that, I also provided a link to e-mail us at NDI. Hopefully Elizabeth or Nakia can write that in the box there. But let us know. Right now we have a partner portal but there's a way that we can work with partners to have you guys gain access, people that really are interested in doing this work. And so I encourage you to let us know how we can support your efforts. 

>> We did have one more question come in. Is New Jersey one of the 26 states with support in this regard? I believe they may be asking if New Jersey is one of the 26 DEI states? Maybe the person asking this question could provide a little bit more detail so we can answer properly. 

>> Well, they were a DEI state but I don't believe they are right now. And they are not represented as a Workforce or a veterans AJC. At this point. 

>> Thanks, Jamie. New Jersey, write into us and let's talk about how we can help bring New Jersey back into the fold either through the next round of opportunity through the Disability Employment Initiative or through MyFreeTaxes. 

>> Great. 

>> Thank you again to Jamie and Todd. Great presentation, a lot of good information for all of us to look out several different ways that we can participate in this year's tax season. So for those of you who have -- are interested, we hope that you will join us for additional leads center webinars through our free webinar series. We provide a new webinar on the last Wednesday of each month from 3:00 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. Eastern. Our webinars are provided through three miniseries. The first one on economic advancement which will take us through March, and then we'll do three on leadership or public policy. And then three on employment. To learn more, you can log onto our website at www.leadcenter.org/webinars. I'd just like to take a moment to invite our partners at the Office of Disability Employment Policy, Speed Davis, to offer some final words. 

>> I want to thank you for a well-prepared presentation. There's a lot of information that was given out. And I can easily see -- I think I can easily see that if I was a staff member, with an AJC or a partner of an AJC, I can take this information home and actually go to work with it and start to benefit my customers. Thank you very much for presenting all this information. 

>> I echo that. Thank you all so much. And thank you, Speed, for your support on this webinar. And to Nakia Matthews for her technical assistance. Jamie, Todd, again, thank you so much. We really appreciate it. To everyone on the line, thanks for your attention today and for joining this webinar. If you have any additional questions, after we close, please feel free to e-mail me. I'll be happy to connect you to other partners or to secure the information you need. I'm available to you at ejennings@ndi-inc.org. Thank you again, everyone and have a wonderful day. 

>> Thank you. 
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