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Life After VISTA Action Learning Challenge

Overview Summary 

During the August 2010 VISTA Leader Training in Atlanta, Georgia, CNCS staff and facilitators informed all VISTA Leaders of the Action Learning Challenge program. This is a program which brings VISTA Leaders from across the country together to help find answers to questions that are the most challenging.

The initial vision of the Life After VISTA Action Learning Team was to create an interactive, user-friendly tool highlighting the Life After VISTA site on the VISTA Campus. A multi-media guide or video tutorials were both discussed as potential final products. However; after delving more in depth into the Campus, we realized that a wealth of knowledge is already there. The team focused on why there was disconnect between VISTAs seeking resources and why VISTA Campus was underutilized as an information resource.  The resources that we were seeking already existed, yet, the potential of the VISTA Campus, specifically the Life After VISTA (LAV) site, was not being reached and we needed more information to understand the reasons. 

The primary goal of the Life After VISTA Action Learning Team evolved to “marketing the Life After VISTA site, to ensure that people return to the Campus continually, and to incorporate technology such as social media to make the Campus more user-friendly and interconnected to other resource.” As the vision of the group evolved, our goal evolved simultaneously. The final goal became to “make recommendations to market the Life After VISTA site on the VISTA Campus, in order to make sure VISTA members revisit the site, and use the resources on the Campus to plan for their Life After VISTA.” We agreed that we did not want to recreate the Campus, but highlight its resources and provide feedback on how to improve the Campus. 

After this realization, our goal began to evolve by our desire to get to the root of the problem- Why aren’t VISTAs using existing resources? The team then decided that we could develop a strategy based on survey feedback to propose potential solutions to the lack of traffic on both the VISTA Campus and the Life After VISTA site. CNCS provided the team with current user data about the VISTA Campus Website that supported the decision to complete a survey. 

Originally the team discussed surveying their VISTA members within their sponsoring organizations, but it was quickly realized that by sampling the team’s own members we would be creating a bias for the data. The team decided that a large amount of data could be collected through a survey that went to VISTAs nationwide.   The team decided to have CNCS staff send out the final survey to a random sample of 500 VISTAs nationwide.  


Survey Tool 

Qualtrics is a user-friendly, highly functioning surveying tool that can primarily be found in large institutions and companies. This well-developed tool provides a number of functions to assist in customizing a survey that is best-fitting for the ones needs (e.g. logos, graphs, panels, blocks, etc.) Unlike other surveying tools, Qualtrics does not limit the number of questions a person is allotted nor limit the types of questions one can construct in any given survey (multiple choice, open-ended, matrix, etc.) .

Qualtrics is easy to learn and comes equipped with training modules which are easy to navigate. The Qualtrics system also has an incredible support system which is easily accessible. The qualtrics team is highly responsive to customer needs with quick a turn around when it comes to customer requests. 

The Life After VISTA survey was designed to survey to what extent VISTAs are aware of the VISTA Campus and how effective they find it, throughout their year of service. Our Qualtrics survey was in turn formatted to reflect that. Depending on how one responds to a question the survey was constructed to dictate the next question. This function of the survey allowed the Action Learning Team a better understanding of how respondents use the VISTA Campus. 

On the Life After VISTA final report 168 respondents completed the survey. As you move along in the report you will notice that our numbers decrease. As mentioned earlier, how one responded to a question dictated their next set of questions. For example, we surveyed “How often do you visit the VISTA Campus to help fulfill your role as a VISTA member?” If you responded “never”, respondents would have skipped questions addressing their experience with the Life After VISTA site. The logic behind this is if you responded “never” visiting the campus, then chances were high you would have never visited the “Life After VISTA” site. This was done to tailor the survey to the different experiences of VISTAs who utilize the campus, as well as those who do not. This method also limited the time spent on the survey for some, while also giving us information on the extent to which VISTAs interacted with the campus.    

Survey Sample

The survey was sent out to 500 random selected VISTAs. According to information gathered about their term of service: 
· 122 out of 168 respondents (73%) were 1st year VISTAs
· 39 out of 168 respondents (23%) were 2nd year VISTAs
· 7 out of 168 respondents (4%) were 3rd year VISTAs


Below you will find where VISTA members were on their service cycle as they responded to this survey.
· 12 out of 168 respondents (7%) are 1-2 months into their service year
· 24 out of 168 respondents (14%) are 3-4 months into their service year
· 26 out of 168 respondents (15%) are 5-6 months into their service year
· 47 out of 168 respondents (28%) are 7-8 months into their service year
· 10 out of 168 respondents (6%) are 9-10 months into their service year
· 5 out of 168 respondents (3%) are 11-12 months into their service year
· 36 out of 168 respondents (21%) are more than 12 months into their service year
· 9 out of 168 respondents (5%) are more than 24 months into their service year

In order to thoroughly gather data, closed-ended and open-ended questions were asked in the survey. This approach provided us with both quantitative data and qualitative information. It also allowed us to see two different patterns emerging from the Survey related to the VISTA Campus and the Life After VISTA site: 1) Extent of awareness of the Campus and LAV site; and, 2) the content development of each.
 
Extent of Awareness

When asked what would influence VISTAs to visit the Life after VISTA site on the VISTA Campus 24 out of 77 respondents or 31% said that they would be more likely to visit the Life After VISTA site if they knew more about it or heard more about it throughout the year.

90 out of 167, or 54% of the VISTAs responded they first became aware of the VISTA campus at their Pre-Service Orientation (PSO). As the VISTAs continue in their service year, the Survey showed that there is a lack of follow-up with the Campus as a resource or their utilization is minimal. Of the other 77 respondents, 19 or 11% learned about the VISTA Campus from their State Office, 15 or 9% learned about it from their VISTA Leader, and the other 41 respondents learned about it from a small variety of other resources as indicated in the Survey.

When asked, “At what point do you begin to plan for Life After VISTA?,”  168 respondents indicated the following:  45 or 27% indicated within 4-6 months after beginning their service year; 38 or 23% indicated within the first 3 months of service and an equal number indicated in their 7th to 9th month. It is clear from the Survey responses that thinking about Life After VISTA is something members do very early in their service year.

The team found that 90 out of 167 respondents or 54% of VISTAs surveyed were aware of the VISTA Campus Site. A total of 139 out of 167 respondents, or 83% of VISTAs, indicated that they have either only visited the VISTA Campus site once a month or less, or that they have never actually visited the site. These numbers display that there is a lack of traffic to the VISTA Campus, which means there is little to no use of the Life After VISTA resource site. 

Our numbers show that 23 out 114 respondents or 20% of VISTAs learned about the Life After VISTA site during Pre-Service Orientation. This means that VISTAs who are accessing the site have learned about it elsewhere, 91 out of 114 respondents, or 80% of the respondents learned about it through some other avenue or not at all. Our data also shows that 39 out of 114 respondents, or 34% of VISTAs surveyed, became aware of the Life After VISTA site’s existence through taking this survey.

	Supportive quotes in response to the following question: 

What would influence you to visit the Life After VISTA site on the VISTA Campus more often?

“In this busy life, it’s good to receive some letters like email continuously to remind us of that resource.  I suggest more emails that let us know what’s up or new in VISTA Campus.”

“More information about what it is.”

“If I knew it existed and what was on it.”

“I don’t know much about it.”



Relevant Information

Based on VISTA member responses there are several parts of the VISTA Campus website that could use further development. The major areas that VISTAs indicated needed development include employment resources, resource/learning center, relevant information, and networking. 

Many VISTAs found the information provided on the campus in many cases was not relevant to the work they were currently doing. Respondents commented on the VISTA Campus as too broad with not enough specific information. 

	Supportive Quotes: 

“I was looking for assistance to create documents, and the information I was looking for was not there. I was looking for help on creating a donation letter. At the minimum a very good example would be helpful. I was also looking for how to create a news article for a press release, or at least a few examples of things that should be included. I was also looking for assistance with flier making. It would be nice to have some thoughts from someone who is in graphic design that could offer some suggestions for making a great and effective poster.”




Respondents also mentioned that the information provided on VISTA Campus was not regularly updated. This led to VISTAs not returning to the campus for future visits when they saw no new information posted. 

Employment Resources

VISTAs consistently state that they would either start using VISTA Campus or use it more often if a career center was created. VISTAs state that they have difficulties finding jobs that highlight skills gained during their VISTA term into a career. They also have a difficult time in determining their non-compete status when applying for federal jobs. VISTAs also commented on how they are seeking information on translating their year of service onto their resumes.

Resource/Learning Center

Respondents mentioned they would visit VISTA Campus if there was a place for VISTAs to share ideas, documents, websites, etc. Ideas proposed include how to create documents such as donation letters, grant proposals, impact fliers, press releases, news articles, etc.

Several VISTAs also commented on the desire to see information centered on tribal VISTA positions posted on the site.

	Supportive Quotes: 

“If discussion boards were used more often and if there were more direct resources (i.e., online resources for grant writing, step by step lessons on how to write grants, etc.)”

“More step by step guides that are easy to read but are loaded with information. Specifically on more difficult and less written about processes like grant writing and grant research. The basic fundamentals would be a great way to emerge VISTAs who will be grant writing into their placements. Also, more ideas for capacity building should be provided to help VISTAs develop into more self-determined volunteers who can guide themselves into more and more innovated positive work rather than relying on supervisors from smaller nonprofits who may not be ready with duties for a full time VISTA”








Networking 

VISTAs said that they want an easier way to connect and work with each other besides Facebook and other social media.

Some networking suggestions included creating a better way to contact VISTAs in a particular region such as a listing of VISTAs/VISTA Leaders by state/region. 

VISTAs also expressed the need for discussion boards that can be divided similarly by region/state. The current map does not provide enough updated information to the viewers.  

It could be more valuable if the map could display more information including: 
- VISTA Organization Names 
- Hometown and Placement Site
- One suggestion would be to create an ALC team to revamp the VISTA map

	Supportive Quotes: 

“I think there could be more creative icons used besides the gold globes. The website starts out looking so great and then the little globes just make it look cheap. There should be a list of alternative spring and summer break options in the US. With websites and general information. The who's online now map should be more accurate. It shows that I'm in Texas but I'm really in Florida.”

“If the Life After VISTA section listed established VISTA alumni in my area who could help me network with local organizations and agencies, that would be much more appreciated and useful to me.”

“Networking opportunities with VISTA alumni would be nice. It might also be nice to see interviews with VISTA alum so we can learn about what they're doing now and how they got there.”















Team Recommendations 

Extent of Awareness

	Recommendation: Improve Internet Communication about VISTA Campus.


	Strategy
	Activity

	Pursue marketing strategy for sharing of VISTA Campus resources through social media: Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr
	Add “share” or “like” buttons or capabilities to VISTA Campus articles and resources. 

	Communicate frequently with VISTAs about VISTA Campus
	Send email blasts to members about site content and updates. 

Increase frequency and variety of webinars offered through VISTA Campus.

Provide fresh content and updates to VISTA Campus. 

Incorporate a blog onto VISTA Campus, providing opportunity for interaction and discussion, and a way to engage alumni as well. This would also provide a reason to visit VISTA campus, a reason to email VISTAs (blog post updates could be subscribed to) and opportunities to link to other portions of the site on a frequent basis.

	Create incentives for visiting VISTA Campus
	Conduct contests with prizes and other gimmicks to increase traffic to site.











	Recommendation: Improve Communication to Individuals about VISTA Campus.

	Strategy
	Activity

	State Offices
	Emphasize to State Offices the importance of communicating about this resource to the VISTAs and Project Staff/Supervisors in their area.

	Supervisors
	Emphasize to VISTA Supervisors the importance of communicating about this resource to the VISTAs in their project.

Encourage Supervisors to refer VISTAs to site throughout their year of service.

	VISTA Leaders
	Effectively educate Leaders at VISTA Leader training on the different portions of VISTA Campus website, and encourage them to utilize and refer others to these sites throughout their year.

Continue to send updates and email alerts to VISTA Leaders throughout their service year to ensure their knowledge of Campus materials.

	VISTA Members
	Effectively educate VISTAs at Pre Service Orientation (PSO) about the different portions of VISTA Campus website, encourage them to utilize this site throughout their VISTA year.

One suggestion to effectively educate VISTAs at the PSO is to have a separate short VISTA Campus session. At the Southern Cluster June 2010 PSO, the information presented about VISTA Campus was presented during dinner. Many VISTAs did not pay enough attention to the information presented due to distractions.  

Continue to send updates and email alerts to VISTAs throughout their service year to ensure their knowledge of Campus materials.







VISTA CAMPUS Development

	Recommendation: Improve Format of VISTA Campus

	Strategy
	Activity

	Provide accessibility to the VISTA Campus through the www.amercorps.gov website
	Create a link from the My AmeriCorps portal which directs VISTAs to visit VISTA Campus.

	Eliminate the log-in requirement for access to the VISTA Campus, require only for access to forums
	

	Simplify layout of materials available on VISTA Campus.
	Utilize relevant graphics throughout site.
Improve usability of tabs throughout site.
Enhance ability for VISTA to find specific resources in a timely manner (example: finding resources to aid in creating a resume).



	Recommendation: Improve Resources for Career Planning


	Strategy
	Activity

	Connect VISTAs with existing job board postings and websites
	List relevant existing job websites by state.
Include relevant sector job boards- employment listings for the government, nonprofit and other relevant sectors, including the AmeriCorps Alums opportunities, and those within or in support of CNCS/AmeriCorps projects.

	Offer a Life After VISTA webinar
	Specific webinar topics of interest, in relation to Life After VISTA, could include a tour of Life After VISTA resources as well as webinars explaining resume basics, cover letter tips, interviewing, and other specific topics.







	Recommendation: Create a way for current VISTAs to connect and network.

	Strategy
	Activity

	Opportunity to connect with fellow VISTAs and VISTA Leaders
	Create a database of all VISTA projects that is searchable by city, state and region- The team recommends recoloring the VISTA Campus website with brighter colors such as the AmeriCorps colors of red, blue, black and white. Changing the current color scheme to a more eye-catching theme could help attract more attention to the website. 

	Opportunity to connect with VISTA Alumni
	Track VISTA alumni and their endeavors after VISTA, provide their stories for current VISTAs.



Conclusion Statement

Overall, the VISTA Campus website is a resourceful tool for VISTAs to use to obtain pertinent information during their year of service. Through this survey, our team has been able to effectively gather useful information that can be used to better fit the needs of current and future VISTAs. The suggestions listed throughout the report are viable and we believe should be taken into consideration for future VISTA Campus development.  

















Addendum: 

It was found that additional survey responses arrived after our initial survey deadline; and after we completed our draft. We wanted to give CNCS the opportunity to view these results, but they were not included in this report. Our report reflects the 168 responses which arrived by the deadline. 
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