AmeriCorps*VISTA Case Study Activity



Purpose: The AmeriCorps*VISTA Case Study Activity can be used in parts or as a whole to introduce and discuss frequent VISTA situations. The purpose of this activity is to guide VISTAs to approach site issues constructively and to assist the VISTA Leader in coaching the VISTA to think about the outcome without directly providing the answer.

Structure: The AmeriCorps*VISTA Case Study Activity is divided into 12 parts. Each part represents one month in a fictional setting in which a VISTA confronts common service issues, feelings, and situations. It is designed to open discussion around the actions of both the VISTA and VISTA supervisor. Each part includes group discussion topics and/or team activities. It can be used to tackle an isolated incident or it can be used as a year-long training tool by integrating it into your monthly team meetings.
Case Breakdown:
Month 1: Beginning your service – How to find your niche within your organization
Month 2: The adjustment phase – Office etiquette
Month 3: Finding the boundaries – How express feelings about the organization
Month 4: Interpersonal relationships within the office – Maintaining professionalism
Month 5: When to ask questions – Personal responsibility, taking initiative
Month 6: Dealing with a supervisor conflict – Where to turn
Month 7: Dealing with an office conflict – Working with volunteers
Month 8: Making a difference - The slow gratification of VISTA service. 
Month 9: Saying no – How to avoid burn out and lose the guilt of saying no
Month 10: Mundane Activities – When daily tasks seem to lose their importance 
Month 11: Sustainability binder – Why is it important?
Month 12: Future Plans – Where to go next?







Month 1
Beginning you service – How to find your niche within your organization

Maria has just accepted an AmeriCorps*VISTA position at Prestige Technology in St. Augustine, Florida. For the next year she will be working as a part of a 15 member VISTA team to improve technology related resources within her community. Maria is very excited to begin her journey as a VISTA, as she has just graduated from Brown University and is ready to begin her career. She has been told that VISTA is a great opportunity for personal and professional development as well as providing multiple networking opportunities. 
After Pre-Service Orientation, Maria immediately begins at her site. With her enthusiasm at an all-time high, Maria is a bit nervous about being fresh out of college but she is also very confident that she can impress her supervisor simply by applying all of the material she studied in college. The following Monday her supervisor, Christian, sent an email to the 100+ office employees to introduce Maria and her purpose at the organization. Below is the context of the email:

Dear Prestige Technology employees,

I would like to welcome Maria Levitt to the Prestige Technology AmeriCorps*VISTA unit. Maria will be joining us as Technology Center Assistant VISTA. Along with our other VISTA members, Maria will be helping to improve technology related resources in St. Augustine.
Maria is a 2011 graduate of Brown University in Rhode Island. She received a dual degree in History and Global Studies with a minor in Spanish. During her time at Brown, Maria was president of Omicron Xi sorority, a member of the Brown dance team, and served on the executive board of two student organizations.
We are confident Maria will achieve great things during her year with us. If you see Maria around the building please give her a warm welcome!

Best,
Christian Rezk
Director, Prestige Technology Center
Throughout the week, Maria met many of the Prestige employees. Almost everyone seemed to misunderstand what a VISTA’s position is within the organization. Some people thought she was an intern, some people thought she was a weekly volunteer, and a few even thought she was Christian’s assistant. Maria asked the other VISTAs what they thought of the situation but nobody else seemed to notice. Prestige Technology has had VISTAs in the past so Maria doesn’t know why so many employees do not understand her position.






Discussion Questions: 
Identify three reasons why Maria is upset about the confusion regarding her role at Prestige.
How does the size of Prestige affect the employees’ understanding of the VISTA’s role? What if Prestige was a small organization?
What other factors should Maria consider? 
Share thoughts on the letter. Is there any information that could be added or removed?
Do you think this is a common issue amongst VISTAs? 
How can Maria clarify her position?
What can organizations do to clarify a VISTA’s position?

Month 2
The adjustment phase – Office etiquette
Maria has been trying to adjust to life at her organization. She is quite surprised by some of the differences she has noticed since leaving college. While at Brown, her schedule was busy but she was doing so many different activities, she rarely got bored or distracted. Now, at site the days seem as they drag on forever. She is constantly at her computer answering emails, drafting documents, and researching. She has plenty of activities to attend to but she can’t seem to concentrate in her office for the entire day. She easily gets distracted with the internet, taking breaks, or socializing with the other VISTAs in her office. Sometimes on Fridays, Maria checks out a bit early because nobody in the office seems to notice nor does any of her work require abiding to a strict deadline.
A few of the other VISTAs have mentioned to Christian that Maria does not seem to care about her work. She comes in late, leaves early, and is constantly distracting others from their work. Christian understands that Maria is a recent graduate and may not be used to working such long hours in an office setting, but work does need to get done and it is not fair for the other VISTAs to be distracted. Christian has also heard that Maria is showing up late to scheduled meetings with her volunteers and spends the majority of the meetings talking about her personal life instead of addressing project concerns. Over the course of the month, Christian has subtlety tried to guide Maria to reflect upon her behavior and how to better apply her strengths to her VISTA position. After no change in Maria, Christian thinks it may be time for a more direct approach.
Discussion Questions:
Open with what’s going on here. Give the VISTAs a chance to name the issues.
What strategies can Maria use to concentrate better while in the office?
Can it be difficult to adjust to a new organization or work environment? Why?
How can Maria get a better sense of what is expected from her while at site?
Consider Christian’s approach to the situation. What is his role as a supervisor? 
Do you prefer direct or indirect communication with your supervisor? Does it depend on the situation? What are the advantages and disadvantages of either communication style? 
What are the differences between work ethic and organizational culture?
Take time to brainstorm suggestions to head this off in the future.


Month 3
Finding the boundaries – How express feelings about the organization

For the past week, Maria has been working on developing a volunteer handbook. She met with Christian and he gave her some pointers and advice of where to begin. He wants Maria to begin by looking through the technology program sustainability notes from Bonnie, the previous VISTA. Maria feels this is a waste of time because it is more important to speak with the current volunteers. It doesn’t matter anyway because Bonnie did not leave many notes on previous volunteers. Maria doesn’t think Bonnie did a very good job of recording program information. It also seems to Maria that Christian doesn’t really know where Bonnie left off on the project. Maria feels that as Director of the Technology Center, Christian should have a better idea of the specifics of the project. As for the handbook, Maria completed a volunteer handbook for a class at Brown so she’s got a fairly good idea of how to do it. She will be sure to remember to add her handbook to her sustainability binder.
The other VISTAs are not impressed by Maria’s attitude. She has complete disregard for a great deal of work completed by last year’s VISTA and she is making little effort to learn from the current VISTAs and the organization. Christian has observed Maria withdrawing from the others in the group. It could be because she phased in at a different time than the others and everyone may need some time to adjust. However, Christian has noticed that Maria doesn’t always listen to others and prefers to work independently. He has overheard her sharing her feelings about the previous VISTA and also her strong opinion regarding some members of the administration staff at Prestige. While Christian understands that it is difficult to begin a new position at an organization, Maria may need some direction to appropriately express her feelings and create constructive dialogue with the others.
Discussion Questions:
What can be done to improve communication between the previous VISTA, current VISTA, and supervisor?
Take a moment to put yourself in Maria’s situation. Why may she be reluctant to consult Bonnie’s work?
Now think of Maria as a member of our VISTA group. How would you feel toward her?
How can Maria more constructively express her thoughts to Christian?
Share a situation where you felt a change in organizational procedure was needed. How did you handle it?
What are boundaries at your organization? Which are comfortable which are uncomfortable?
Complete a self-reflection activity. Think of a conflict you have had during your service. Who was involved? What was the situation? What was your role in the conflict? What was the role of the other person? What communication strategies did you use? How was the conflict resolved? Is there anything you could have changed (prior, during, or after the conflict)
*Use VISTAcampus resources to further investigate conflict.






Month 4
Interpersonal relationships within the office – Maintaining professionalism

Maria is finally beginning to feel comfortable at Prestige. She will admit feeling discouraged these past few weeks but her friendship with Amelia, a marketing associate at Prestige, has helped her come out of her shell a bit. She and Amelia have been getting lunch together almost every day and they plan on seeing a concert this weekend. Maria admits she is having trouble focusing on her work for the days leading up to the concert. Her quarterly report is due at the end of next week but she has found herself at Amelia’s desk multiple times throughout the day to finalize weekend plans. Christian has caught her a few times but he must understand how excited she is. She is just happy to finally have a friend at work to hang out with. Maria will have the entire week after the concert to catch up and complete her report.

Christian has spotted Maria and Amelia chatting away quite frequently. He is glad to see Maria developing a friendship but he must constantly remind her that the quarterly report is due at the end of next week. If she waits until Monday to begin, she will need to compile the information, write the draft, and meet with him to verify all the included information. It is exhausting to constantly monitor Maria.

Discussion Questions:
Briefly discuss Maria’s actions. How should she handle her excitement while at work?
What about Amelia? How can Maria and Amelia practice setting boundaries? 
How often should Christian need to remind Maria to remain professional?
Working style vs. procrastination- What’s the big deal?
As you get more comfortable at site, do you have trouble maintaining professionalism?
Share how you balance fun and formality while at site.
Optional activity: 1) Prepare a list of both professional and unprofessional actions. 2) Create a chart on large paper. 3) Have the VISTAs decide which activities they should, shouldn’t, or sometimes do during the day.


Month 5
When to ask questions – Personal responsibility, taking initiative
Maria has been working on developing program assessments for her computer literacy class. The semester ends in December and it is important she sends the assessments to the tutors and clients before they part for winter break. Maria does not have much experience in creating effective assessments and really has no idea where to begin. Christian seems busy but Maria really needs help to begin the assessments.
Christian knows Maria would like some help with her computer literacy assessments but he would also like to see her develop the confidence to tackle unfamiliar assignments. He will address the assessments in their weekly meeting but until then, he will wait to see what Maria prepares.


Discussion Questions:
How should Maria approach Christian for clarification on the assessments?
If Christian is too busy to meet, what could Maria do in the mean time?
How can Maria prepare for her meeting with Christian?
Share an example of a time when you were unsure of what to do. What was your next step?
Are you ever nervous or unsure of when to ask questions?


Month 6
Dealing with a supervisor conflict – Where to turn
Maria has been planning her winter capstone event since October. In January, she will be hosting the event at the local university to recruit computer literacy volunteers for the spring semester. She has distributed assessments to her current clients and volunteers to get a sense of what qualifications she should look for in her future volunteers. After struggling to get the volunteers and clients to return them, she has realized that most of the answers are useless. The answers are so vague that she can’t really apply them to her volunteer position description. Maria goes to Christian for advice. Christian says she should have asked more specific questions on the assessments to avoid getting answers such as “class was fine” or “everything was good”. This makes Maria really angry. Maria had previously approached Christian for help with the assessments but he barely gave her any direction and now she is stuck. There is no way she can include these results in her capstone presentation, much less use them for ideas of who to recruit for next semester. It almost felt like Christian set her up to fail because he hardly helped her at all.
Christian knows Maria is disappointed about the results of her survey. He attempted to coach Maria toward asking the right questions but he also wanted her to do some research on her own and take advantage of the resources available to her.
Discussion Questions:
How should Maria approach the situation? What should she address with Christian?
Think about Christian’s position. What should he address with Maria?
How can a tense work environment affect your performance?
Share a time where you’ve had a communication break. Briefly describe the situation and how communication was re-established. How can you avoid having a future communication breakdown?








Month 7
Dealing with an office conflict – Working with Volunteers
The spring semester has just begun and Maria has recruited 4 new volunteers to teach her computer literacy class. For the first 2 weeks of class, everything was going well but soon after, new volunteer Max begins showing up late and ill-prepared each day. At first Maria is unsure how to confront Max. She is just a VISTA and she doubts her ability to enforce any type of consequence. Max signed a volunteer agreement in the beginning but is not taking the opportunity seriously. When Maria finally does confront him, her nerves get the best of her and the conversation turns into a shouting match. Maria is angry that Max is not respecting the program and Max is upset that Maria’s attitude came out of nowhere. Later, Maria hears Max sharing details of the confrontation with another volunteer. The volunteer tells Max not to worry because Maria is only a VISTA so it won’t hurt Max’s chance of getting a good recommendation from the organization. Maria plans to address the situation in her weekly meeting with Christian.
Discussion Questions:
Assess the situation. What are the issues?
How did Maria handle the situation? What could she have done differently?
How should Christian address the situation?
As VISTAs, we often work with volunteers. Share a time when you have had a conflict with a volunteer. How did you handle it?
Have you ever felt unsure of your authoritative boundaries as a VISTA?
Where can you go when you need advice regarding a conflict?


Month 8
Making a difference - The slow gratification of VISTA service
Maria is exhausted. Ever since her argument with her supervisor two months ago, she has been working non-stop. She wants Christian to know that she is dedicated and her recent struggles are only because she isn’t always sure what the “right” answer is. Even with all this work; the computer classes, the curriculum outlines, the capstone planning, etc. Maria is just not getting anywhere. Christian never compliments her work and most of the employees at Prestige still have no idea what her job is. Sometimes she feels so underappreciated. Nobody understands what it’s like to do so much work for hardly any money or reward. Christian hardly does anything and Maria knows his salary is probably more than 4X her living allowance. It is really frustrating for Maria to watch Christian do virtually nothing while she basically carries the Technology department without as much as a “thank you” or “nice work”. Even the stipend the college interns make is more than what Maria is paid. Maria was aware of the sacrifice when she became a VISTA; she just thought her work would be more appreciated. Sometimes it’s just difficult for Maria to stay motivated when she is not feeling appreciated.





Discussion Questions:
Take a moment to think about how Maria may be feeling.
Discuss Maria’s concerns about Christian. Are the concerns relevant to Maria’s position?
How can Christian and Maria work together to better understand one another?
How can they set healthy boundaries for each other?
How can Maria find more fulfillments from her work? 
Have you ever felt similar to Maria?
Discuss the living allowance and it’s relation to poverty. Do you find this policy to be an eye-opener or an unnecessary challenge?
Is there a relationship between pay and work ethic?
Slow gratification is often a result of indirect service. On the contrary, direct service often has an immediate feeling of gratification and success. Discuss the affect this can have on you throughout your year of service. What do you do to keep your focus and stay motivated?
http://thebillfold.com/2012/08/it-turns-out-my-work-ethic-is-pretty-flexible/
Month 9
Saying no – How to avoid burn out and lose the guilt of saying no

Four of the VISTAs in Maria’s program at Prestige are ending their service this month. So far, only three of the positions have been replaced. Maria feels bad because this is a lot of work for the organization to compensate. Although she is busy, Maria has volunteered to take on the duties for the vacant VISTA position. On top of assisting in the coordination of the technology program, Maria will now be doing community outreach for the upcoming summer program. Maria figures that she’s got her current program together so she can volunteer some extra time to the project. Christian is very thankful that Maria has taken on the extra duties because now he doesn’t have to worry so much about filling the position immediately.

Discussion Questions:
Identify 3 reasons why Maria may have agreed to take on more responsibilities.
Can Maria handle the extra responsibility?
Is it appropriate for Christian to ask Maria to take on more responsibilities?
Take a moment to list four consequences of Maria doing too much.
Name 4 positive results of setting healthy boundaries.
What effects can work overload have on both Maria and the organization?
Think about your responsibilities at site. Do you feel as though they are all appropriate?
 Do you struggle to say no? What tactics do you use to say no politely but with strength?









Month 10
Mundane Activities – When daily tasks seem to lose their importance
It’s already April but Maria is beginning to feel time slowing down. She has reached all of the outcomes listed on her VAD and is sort of confused about what to do next. Her supervisor, Christian, has suggested she create a few tracking documents that will organize the past 6 months of volunteer hours. Christian also suggests she create a list of all past locations for computer literacy classes, as well as who taught them. 
Maria really feels like this is “busy work”. She knows that all of this information is old and it will not be used by the next VISTA or by anyone involved in the project. Maria also feels like her last few months on assignment could be used to do something much more useful to the project. Although her supervisor asked she complete these tasks, Maria thinks she could do something much more productive and her supervisor is only giving her busy work because he has nothing else for her to do. When Maria approaches Christian about it, he asks what she would prefer to do instead. Maria doesn’t have any other suggestions; she just knows she wants whatever she does to be productive and useful. Without feeling challenged, Maria is really starting to get bored and lose focus
Discussion Questions:
What is the purpose of the tracking documents? Are they meant to be busy work?
How can Maria feel more challenged?
What do you do when you have extra time?
What can Maria do grow professionally/personally when opportunities are not provided for her?
What does she want from her assignment? What extra opportunities for herself can she take? Where are her strengths? 
What do you do when you are bored at site?
Ask yourself what do you want to do, what do you need, what will it cost you; are you willing to pay the price?
What tools do you find useful to keep you on track (VAD, project plan, to-do lists)


Month 11
Sustainability binder- Why is it important?
With two months of service left, Christian has suggested she begin finalizing her VISTA project sustainability binder. Maria really hasn’t given the binder a second thought. She knew it was part of her VAD but she has been so busy throughout the year that she just didn’t have time to begin putting anything together. She also doesn’t really see the point of the binder. After all, all of the files are on the computer and her supervisor and the other VISTAs know when she left off. She just doesn’t have the extra time to bother putting the binder together. Maria understands the importance of the files she has saved but she also thinks the next VISTA will have some time in the beginning to look through everything.


Discussion Questions:
Can Maria rely on the other VISTAs and her supervisor to inform the next VISTA of where she left off and the next steps to take?
Do you think Maria will find it difficult to narrow the focus of her binder? 
What if she leaves something out? What if she doesn’t include enough?
What could make the process a bit easier?
Why do VISTAs keep sustainability binders?
Think back to when you started, what do you wish the VISTA before you had left?
What other documents should be left behind?

Month 12
Future Plans- Where to go next?
Maria cannot believe her service almost over. Since the beginning of her term she has been worrying about where she would go next. Maria is a meticulous planner who enjoyed the security of a one year contact and now she is unsure of her options. In the beginning, Maria was hoping her VISTA position would lead to a job opportunity but the organization just does not have the funding for another paid position. She has thought about grad school or law school and the commitment to a specific program is weighing heavily on her shoulders. She is already 22. If she works for another year then decides to go to law school, it will be 4 years before she can even begin her career. Maria is also considering what employers would like to see. She has heard that the Peace Corps is a great experience and it also looks great on a resume, but is she ready for that sort of independence? Everyone in her VISTA group seems to know exactly what they are doing next. Four of them have even secured positions already. Maria has been told to relax and everything will come together but Maria doesn’t agree.
Discussion Questions:
Consider Maria’s stress and worries. How can Maria constructively address her worries?
Where could Maria go for advice? Is there any way to ease the transition?
What advice can Maria give herself?
Make a T-chart. On one side list your goals for after VISTA. On the other side, list your worries.
How do you approach your goals? Are they your goals or someone else’s goals?
What concerns do you have?
What types of support could be provided by your supervisor or VISTA Leader?












Leader Notes

Which of these themes have the VISTAs on your team approached you about? 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Which themes do you feel are important to address with your team?
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Do any of the supervisors within your organization wish to address any of these themes?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

Are there any specific moments that stand out to you from your first year of service? Why do those moments stand out and would you be willing to share them with your team? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Additional notes or themes to address: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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