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I.  Overview

AmeriCorps*VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) is an anti-poverty program that provides full-time volunteers to non-profit organizations and local agencies that serve low-income communities.  The program’s purpose, as defined by law, is to strengthen efforts to eliminate poverty by encouraging people from all walks of life to engage in meaningful volunteer service.  The law describes three main objectives through which the program achieves its purpose:

1. To encourage volunteer service at the local level 

2. To generate the commitment of private sector resources, and

3. To strengthen local organizations that serve low-income communities


Currently, VISTA can collect output data on its first two objectives.  However the program lacks a systematic way to evaluate the extent to which it achieves its goal of strengthening local organizations to carry out long-term anti-poverty efforts.

VISTAs serve with organizations that seek to initiate a new anti-poverty program or to help expand an existing program.  VISTAs strengthen and support these organizations by building infrastructure, expanding community partnerships, securing long term resources, training program participants and numerous other activities that help to build long term sustainability for the anti poverty effort.  Project success may be measured several ways, including achievement of agreed-upon project performance measures.  Depending on the goals of the project, success may be defined several ways including, expanded services, increased resources (financial, human or in-kind) or increased community involvement.  In all cases, a project is only considered successful if the indicators can be sustained by the organization once the VISTA project is concluded. 

The central purpose of this proposed study is to explore the degree to which the VISTA Program, though the service of VISTA members, enhances the effectiveness of organizations to build or expand anti-poverty programs. We are looking for a company to develop a method of measuring and evaluating the assistance we provide sponsoring organizations in their fight against poverty.

II.  Scope of Work 

The contractor shall, at a minimum, explore the following key questions:

I) What are the most common ways VISTAs strengthen organizations to help them develop anti poverty programs

II) What percent of VISTA projects continue to operate successfully two years after the VISTA resource has been completed

III) What percent of VISTA projects achieved their stated goals

IV) What are the common factors that contribute to project success, or hamper project success?

The Corporation would expect the contractor to incorporate a variety of methods of gathering information, including but not limited to; (1) telephone interviews, (2) site visits, (3) in-depth conversations), to gather information from a representative sample of VISTA sponsoring organizations that have been completed for no more than three (3) years. 
The study should look at a diverse sampling of projects across the country including diverse representation of program focus, size, and location.    

The following parameters should be considered: (1) current projects in at least their third year of programming (approximately 450 projects fall within this parameter)  (2) projects that have been closed for no longer than 3 years (approximately 850 projects fall within this parameter) (3) Corporation State Office Staff and (4) Current and former VISTA supervisors / project sponsors.  The study should include a nationally representative sample of the above parameters.
The contractor shall develop and provide findings for questions, which will provide qualitative and quantitative answers to the key questions outlined above. In addition, the data collection methods used by the contractor shall, at a minimum, draw out the following: 
1) What was the anti poverty programming the organization sought to develop?

2) What were the goals of the VISTA project? 

3) What were the long term indicators of the success of the VISTA project?

4) How did/does the project define/measure success?

5) To what extent did the project achieve its goals?

6)  How was the impact of the organization’s program strengthened by the VISTA resource? (More beneficiaries reached?....)

7) If the project has closed, to what extent has that impact been sustained since completion of the VISTA project?

8) If the project is still operational, what are the indicators that show the project is moving towards sustainability and will no longer need the VISTA resource?

9) What factors were key to the success of the VISTA project?  

10) What factors hampered the success of the VISTA project?

Note:  The above questions represent the information needed.  The contractor may rework or add questions as necessary.

Task 1: Develop Evaluation Plan

The contractor shall, at a minimum, develop a comprehensive plan to evaluate and measure how VISTA assists in strengthening an organization in their fight against poverty. The evaluation plan should include the contractor’s plans to assess the implementation and evaluate the impact VISTA has on helping an organization develop or strengthen an anti-poverty program. In developing the plan, the contractor shall incorporate feedback from Corporation staff, sponsoring organizations or shall revise the implementation and analysis plan until it is approved by the COTR.  The contractor shall include, but is not limited to:

· Research Questions.  Key areas of interest to the Corporation include, but are not limited to:  developing a tool in which to measure VISTA’s performance in supporting and strengthening local organizations to build and sustain anti-poverty programs; determining the extent to which VISTA has helped organizations build or enhance sustainable anti-poverty programs; Describing the most effective ways VISTA has strengthened organizations that fight poverty;  Determining the factors that have either led to the success of VISTA projects, or prevented them from succeeding.  
· Coordination with VISTA HQ and other partners as necessary (State Offices, Sponsors, VISTA’s).  In developing the evaluation plan, the contractor shall coordinate with VISTA HQ to determine the appropriate evaluation design.  In coordinating with VISTA HQ, the contractor shall propose strategies to implement the most rigorous design possible.

· Evaluation Design.  The contractor shall fully describe the evaluation design to address the research questions.  The contractor shall also identify and describe the methods for developing instruments and collecting data.  The contractor shall also describe a plan for conducting all necessary pretesting, developing a sampling strategy, developing timelines for all activities, and a developing a plan to obtain all necessary OMB clearances.  
· Data collection, analysis and reporting.  The contractor shall be the responsible for collecting, analyzing, and reporting data.  The contractor shall describe a data collection strategy to obtain all necessary data.  The contractor shall also describe a plan for analyzing the data and reporting the results of the analyses.

Task 2: 

Design and Pretest Data Collection Instruments

The contractor shall design data collection instruments as described in the approved Evaluation Plan.  The contractor shall coordinate the data collection instruments on the appropriate population, and shall elicit comments on the availability, usefulness, and likely accuracy of the data requested as well as the burden associated with providing the data.   The contractor shall also ask pretest respondents to provide comments on the overall instrument and specific instrument questions. The contractor shall submit a memorandum to the Corporation based on the pretest results, identifying proposed changes in the instruments and the rationale for such changes. The contractor shall incorporate the pretest results in the final OMB clearance package. 

Task 3:  Obtain OMB Clearances

The contractor shall prepare and complete the necessary forms required for OMB clearance for data collection. The Corporation will provide the contractor access to the required forms.  The clearance package must justify the necessity for collecting the data and comprehensively respond to each required item in the instructions. The forms clearance package shall include brief, concise statements of a) the study mandate and objectives, b) types of information to be requested, c) steps taken to minimize respondent burden, d) plans for tabulating data, e) the data collection schedule, f) steps taken to have plans reviewed by outside persons, g) estimates of burden for each type of respondent and how such figures were estimated, h) discussion of "sensitive" questions, if any, and) estimates of the cost of the activity.  The contractor shall also be responsible for addressing OMB’s comments and questions and amending the forms clearance package as needed.   Forms clearance typically requires at least 150 days after the instruments have been developed. Data cannot be collected without OMB approval and clearance. Therefore, the contractor shall take into account the amount of time required for several drafts of the instruments, approval of the instrument from the COTR, and OMB forms clearance.

Task 4: Collect & Analyze Data 

The contractor shall collect the data using the methods described in Task #2, the Evaluation Plan. The contractor shall be responsible for addressing any questions and inquiries about the data collection effort and instruments, and shall provide technical assistance to respondents to facilitate data collection.  The contractor shall provide periodic reports on the data collection and response rate, as determined by the COTR.

The contractor shall be familiar with, and shall comply with: The Privacy Act of 1974, P.L. 93‑579, 5 USC 552 a; The "Buckley Amendment," Family Educational and Privacy Act of 1974, 20 USC 1232 g; The Freedom of Information Act, 5 USC 522; and related regulations, including but not limited to: 41 CFR Part 1‑1, 45 CFR Part 5b, and 40 FR 44502 (September 26, 1975); and, as appropriate, the Federal common rule or federal, state or local regulations on protection of human research subjects.  The contractor shall maintain the strictest confidentiality of all data collected in this study. The contractor shall, under no circumstance, release any personally identifiable information about members or organizations to any source except the Corporation unless such a release is legally required. The contractor shall maintain information that identifies persons or institutions in files that are physically separate from other research data and that are accessible only to authorized Corporation and contractor personnel. The contractor shall only use individual identifiers for purposes of data collection, matching new data with existing data, establishing sample composition, authenticating data collections, or obtaining missing data.

Task 5:  Create Data Files for Further Research

The contractor shall deliver data files to the Corporation to be used for further research.

Corporation Data Files - The contractor shall deliver all data collected under this contract to the Corporation at the time the contractor reports the results of the analyses in the Data Summary.  The contractor and the COTR shall determine the most appropriate format to deliver the data.  The Contractor and COTR shall make this determination within 150 days of the contract start date.   As necessary the contractor shall:  (1) test the reliability of the data files to ensure that the original results can be replicated in subsequent analyses, (2) provide a codebook explaining what each variable and the variable values as a Microsoft Word, as directed by the COTR,  (3) include a full description of the formulas and procedures used, weights for all datasets, and methods used to control for attrition and no response and to adjust for incomplete or missing data, and a description of the programs used to analyze the data (4) If the programs are proprietary, then the contractor shall provide an annotated command file with explanatory comments.
Task 6: General Reporting

The contractor shall be responsible for providing the following general reports:

After the effective date of the contract, the Contractor shall arrange a meeting with VISTA, to discuss the VISTA program, the specific tasks of the contract, scheduling, and other issues.  The meeting location will be determined by the COTR.  The contractor shall continue to coordinate and meet with VISTA throughout the entire period of performance.  

The contractor shall hold monthly meetings with the COTR to discuss the following:

The contractor shall be responsible for meeting with the COTR on a monthly basis to: (1) summarize the major activities and accomplishments for the reporting period. (2) provide information for each task regarding findings, events, or problems encountered. (3) specify the extent to which the project is on schedule, briefly describe the activities planned for the next month (4) identify and discuss any deviations from the management plan and the schedule, and (5)  identify and discuss any decisions that may be needed from the Corporation.  If there are no exceptions in the report, the contractor shall state that there are no exceptions.  If there are exceptions to the management plan, the contractor shall discuss the plan for resolving the problems.

The contractor shall design, implement and coordinate all aspects of the study, including but not limited to, developing instruments, collecting data, reporting results, and sharing information and documents on the VISTA program. The contractor shall also develop the working relationships with the State Offices and selected sponsoring organizations that have the infrastructures needed to implement the evaluation.

IV. Corporation Supplied Resources

The Corporation will supply the contractor information from  the following databases:

Egrants
Espan
Note:  The contracted research firm will be expected to conduct the task order out of its own offices.

V. Corporation Commitment To Response Time
The COTR and the contractor will determine an appropriate response time based on the specific tasks and deliverables.
VI. Deliverables

The contractor shall include a detailed schedule of tasks and deliverables as well as a detailed response time plan in the project proposal.  The proposed schedule of tasks and deliverables below is designed to convey the general expectations of the Corporation and to assist contractors in developing their proposals.   

SAMPLE SCHEDULE OF TASKS AND DELIVERABLES

The contractor shall include a detailed schedule of tasks and deliverables in the proposal.  The proposed schedule of tasks and deliverables below is designed to convey the general expectations of the Corporation and to assist contractors in developing their proposals.

	Task
	Date

	Task 1:  

DRAFT Evaluation Plan

Final Evaluation Plan
	

	Task 2:  

Design and Pretest Data Collection Instruments
	

	Task 3:  

 OMB Clearance

 Draft OMB Clearance Package

 OMB Clearance Package

 OMB Clearance
	

	Task 4: 

Conduct Data Collection
	

	Task 5: Analyze Data
	

	Task 6: Report Results

 Data Summary

 Draft Evaluation Report 

 Final Evaluation Report 
	

	Task 8: 

Create Data Files for Further Research

Corporation data files


	

	Task 9: 

Monthly Performance Reporting 
	

	
	


III. Background 

AmeriCorps*VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America)

VISTA was originally created in 1964 by the Economic Opportunity Act as part of the “War on Poverty.”   In 1973, the program was reauthorized with the passage of the Domestic Volunteer Service Act (DVSA), and became part of a new federal agency called ACTION, the Federal Domestic Volunteer Agency.  In 1993, the National Service Trust Act was passed which created the new AmeriCorps program and combined ACTION with the Commission on National & Community Service forming a new federal agency, the Corporation for National & Community Service.   VISTA formally fell under the AmeriCorps umbrella and became known as “AmeriCorps*VISTA.”

VISTA provides full-time volunteers (VISTAs), as a resource, to nonprofit community organizations and public agencies to create and expand programs that ultimately bring low-income individuals and communities out of poverty.  The VISTA is a resource whose role is to generate the commitment of private sector resources, encourage volunteer service at the local level and to support local agencies and organizations to build sustainable anti-poverty programs. VISTAs spend one year in full-time service on a project that addresses the needs of low-income communities.  


VISTA embraces the following key principles:  
· Anti-poverty Focus -- The purpose of VISTA is to support efforts to fight poverty. Any nonprofit organization, educational institution, tribal or public agency with a program that is poverty-related in scope can apply to sponsor a VISTA project. The project’s goal should address helping individuals and communities out of poverty through long term solutions rather than through short term services.

· Sustainable Solutions --  VISTA members are a short-term resource who work to ensure the long-term sustainability of anti-poverty programs.  All VISTA projects should be developed with a goal of an eventual phase-out of the need for VISTA members.

· Capacity-Building -- VISTA assigns members to organizations to expand the ability of those organizations to fight poverty. Through activities such as fundraising, volunteer recruitment and management, community outreach, and partnership development, VISTA members help organizations to achieve lasting solutions to poverty.
· Community Empowerment -- Organizations working with VISTA must ensure that the project engages residents of the low-income community in planning, developing, and implementing the project. The project must be responsive and relevant to the lives of the community residents, and should tap into inherent community strengths and resources.

VISTA is administered by The Corporation for National and Community Service (the Corporation), a Federal Government agency. Annually, over 5,000 individuals serve as VISTA members, and over 170,000 have served since 1964. VISTAs work and live in the communities in which they serve.  

The VISTA program, headquartered in Washington DC, is managed locally through Corporation State Offices.  The State Offices accept applications from local organizations and agencies who are interested in using the VISTA resource to develop or expand their anti-poverty program.  Corporation program staff members sign Memoranda of Agreement with organizations that demonstrate a solid plan for using the VISTA resource to develop an anti-poverty program that is sustainable.  The typical length of a VISTA project is 3 to 5 years, with the Memorandum of Agreement renewed annually.

Programming Areas

The goal of any VISTA project must be to fight poverty in low-income communities.  Within that goal, there is a broad range of programming areas that VISTA projects are designed to address.   VISTA programming areas include (but are not limited to): community revitalization, financial asset development, youth development/mentoring, literacy, prisoner re-entry, rural community development, disaster preparedness and recovery, and independent living.

VISTA Projects
A VISTA project is a program, sponsored by a non-profit or public agency that uses VISTAs to build or enhance sustainable anti-poverty efforts.  While individual VISTAs are accountable for their own contributions to the project, it is the sponsoring organization that is responsible for the overall project design and outcomes.  

To apply for VISTAs, a potential sponsor contacts the Corporation State Office (CSO) in the area where the proposed project would be located to discuss application requirements and procedures.  The application process begins with the submission of a project Concept Paper which describes the rationale for the VISTA project and the use of the VISTAs.  In the concept paper, the potential sponsor must demonstrate that the proposed project helps bring people out of poverty, and has a plan for long term sustainability.  The Concept Paper must address how the project will meet the program’s key principles.

If the CSO agrees that the proposed project is promising and meets the requirements for VISTA, the organization will be invited to submit a full application that fills out the details of the project.  The application includes a detailed project plan which outlines the proposed goals of the project, including annual output and outcome measures.   The project is required to report against these measures on semi-annual progress reports.

Many sponsoring organizations are small, community-based entities with a local project, while others are larger organizations who may act as intermediaries, placing their VISTAs with smaller community based organizations.  Other project models include large organizations with multiple affiliates who place their VISTAs over a wide geographic area.  In any case, the Sponsoring Organization is responsible for accounting for the results of all VISTA sites.

Projects are approved on an annual basis, but are typically renewed for up to 3 – 5 years, assuming adequate progress towards project goals.

Project Sponsoring Organizations (Sponsors)

Project Sponsoring Organizations, commonly referred to as sponsors, are the community-based organizations and public agencies that apply to the Corporation for VISTAs to serve at their project, direct the project, supervise the VISTA member, and provide necessary administrative support to complete the goals and objectives of the project.  A sponsoring organization may be a federal, state, or local government agency; a government of an Indian nation; or a non-profit organization that is committed to creating solutions to problems affecting low-income communities.  The sponsoring organization is responsible for developing a project plan that incorporates the use of the VISTAs to build long-term solutions to poverty-related issues within a local community.

The roles of the sponsoring organization include:

· Recruiting VISTAs locally or nationwide

· Supporting the VISTAs in achieving their performance objectives

· Supervising, training and providing administrative support to VISTAs

· Monitoring project progress

· Ensuring that the rules, regulations and guidelines of the VISTA program are met

VISTA Supervisors

Sponsoring organizations are required to provide an on-site supervisor for the VISTA members.  The role of the VISTA supervisor is responsible for providing direction and guidance to the VISTAs assigned to the project.  In many cases, the VISTA supervisor is the same person who is responsible for overall project management.  In other cases, the project director may delegate the supervision to another employee.   In the case of multi-site projects, where VISTAs are placed in multiple organizations, the project director must ensure that there is a site supervisor in place at each site.  

VISTA Members

VISTAs are full time volunteers (or “members”) who commit a year of service to help fight poverty in a particular community.  VISTAs are assigned to sponsoring organizations and provided with an assignment that supports that organization’s approved project plan and works toward annual project objectives.   As VISTAs are expected to serve full time on their VISTA assignment, they are not permitted to work outside of their assignment or go to school with the exception of specific courses that are directly related to their assignment.

VISTAs are recruited by the sponsoring organization, with support from the Corporation.  VISTAs may be recruited from the local community, or may be recruited nationally through the AmeriCorps online recruitment system.  To be considered for an assignment, prospective VISTAs submit a full application including references.  Once approved by the Sponsoring Organization and the Corporation State Office, they are scheduled for Pre Service Orientation.

VISTAs are provided a living allowance directly by the Corporation. Additionally, VISTAs who successfully complete their service may choose between a lump sum cash stipend (currently $1,200) or an education award (currently $4,725) that can be used to pay for educational expenses or to repay qualified student loans or expenses incurred while participating in an approved school-to-work program.

VISTAs are provided with an Assignment Description that outlines the activities and outcomes expected of them during their year of service.  This assignment description is developed by the sponsoring organization based on the activities required to meet their annual project objectives. 

Training & Technical Assistance

To help ensure program success, VISTA invests in a network of external training & technical assistance providers for both VISTAs and for Sponsoring Organizations. Training & technical assistance is provided based on competencies required to successfully develop and implement community service projects in general and in relation to the meeting Corporation project requirements.  Focus areas range from recruitment and retention of volunteers, volunteer development, and skill development in project planning, performance measures and use of Corporation technology systems.  While sponsoring organizations and the site supervisors of the VISTAs are developed on an open, ad hoc basis, the VISTAs are trained and development on an annual training cycle: pre-service orientation; on-site orientation; in-service training; close-of -service workshop.  
In addition to these providers, organizational and project development and technical assistance is provided directly by CSO staff, or through contracted T&TA providers funded by the Corporation.  Whether provided by CSO staff or our contracted professional trainers, the methods employed range from direct, face to face mentoring and coaching, large and small group training and facilitation to distance-learning methods such as online courses, webinars, and teleconferencing.  
Performance Measurement

Since fiscal year 2005, the Corporation has been implementing a performance measures requirement for VISTA projects, emphasizing the importance of performance measures as a program management tool and a means by with to communicate program impact.  

Within their project plan, sponsors are asked to select at least one goal that they consider to be central to their project mission. From this goal(s) they identify a total of three to five results as performance measures. A performance measure is a result (Output, Intermediate Outcome, or End Outcome) that includes indicators, targets, and data instruments. The sponsoring organization uses these results to report against on semi-annual progress reports, as well as uses them to assess their own progress and make necessary adjustments.

For each performance measure selected, sponsors identify:

· The results (Outputs/Outcomes) and indicators they expect to achieve;

· The targets they expect to meet; and

· The data instruments they will use to measure the results and/or data source. 

The primary goal that is set in the project plan is a long-term goal for the life of the project.  The performance measures, however, are set annually.  Each year’s project plan should build on the previous year’s results and ultimately build a plan for long-term sustainability.

VISTA Headquarters (VISTA HQ)

VISTA HQ, based in Washington, DC, is responsible for policymaking and overall program management including ensuring that cost-effective procedures are developed.   VISTA HQ directs the training and development of VISTAs including management of the Pre-Service Orientation and development of resources for in-serving training of VISTAs.

Corporation State Offices (CSOs) 

The management and oversight of VISTA projects is conducted through Corporation State Offices (CSOs).  There are Corporation State Offices representing all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.  Some offices are responsible for multiple states and territories.  The role of the CSO is outreach, program development, technical assistance, monitoring and evaluation in support of the Corporation’s national service network, and VISTA member support.  CSO staff responds to technical assistance requests from potential sponsoring organizations that wish to develop proposals for VISTA projects.  Staff also assists potential sponsoring organizations in refining project goals and objectives, in determining if the project is in accordance with the VISTA program mission, and that it will be likely to ensure a self-sustaining activity in the low-income community. 

Each CSO is staffed by a State Program Director (SPD) and usually one or two State Program Specialists (SPS), and, in some cases, a State Program Assistant (SPA).  The SPD provides final approval for a sponsoring organization’s project plan.  The SPD also provides final approval for selection of candidates to serve as VISTAs on a specific project.  The CSO staff arranges for the VISTA to attend a Pre-Service Orientation and for VISTA supervisors to attend a Supervisors’ Orientation.  

The CSO staff conduct periodic project visits and review Project Progress Reports to monitor the sponsoring organization’s use of the VISTAs, adherence to Corporation requirements, and progress toward achieving project goals.

The Corporation has divided the states into five clusters and appointed Area Managers for each cluster to provide management and direction at a regional level.   CSOs are also responsible for the local management of the Corporation’s three Senior Corps programs (Foster Grandparent Program, Senior Companion Program, and RSVP).

Office of Field Liaison

The Office of Field Liaison, located in Washington, D.C., provides management oversight for the Corporation State Offices and serves as the liaison between the State Offices and the VISTA and Senior Corps policy offices.   The Office of Field Liaison works closely with VISTA HQ in ensuring that policy and programming priorities are in line with the local programming needs in the field, and that, in turn, VISTA programming is reflective of national priorities.
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