Orienting VISTA Sub-Site Supervisors (11/17/20) Small Breakout Group Combined Notes


During the AmeriCorps VISTA Supervisor session “Orienting VISTA Sub-Site Supervisors” on 11/17/2020, individuals were randomly separated into small groups to discuss three questions along with any other questions or comments that they wanted to mention:

1. What do sub-site supervisors need to know in an orientation?
2. How do we establish effective reciprocal communication between the intermediary and sub-sites?
3. What is the best way to provide support to sub-sites?


Specific Questions for Breakout Groups

1. What do sub-site supervisors need to know in an orientation?
0. Policies, procedures
0. Communicating the system and program overview including organization charts; general info maybe 60-90 days before enrollment
0. Who are VISTA members?
2. Demographics
2. Motivation for serving
2. Relocation 
0. How to supervise/coach
0. Discussion based scenarios to work through challenges that VISTAs might have
0. Reporting that the intermediary sites must complete and the importance of data collection.  They should also know about performance measures and progress reports.
0. Teach them the history of AmeriCorps.  This will instill a sense of belonging to something bigger than their organization and pride in something bigger than themselves.
0. Mission of VISTA, what is VISTA
0. The importance of clarity between direct vs. indirect service and what that really looks like.
0. Know hours, goals
0. Understanding of capacity building, acceptable service activities
0. Regular programming functioning and COVID functioning
0. 30 days prior sending more details
0. Provide them to same training as employees which includes information pertaining to agency and department
0. Information about VISTA Assignment Descriptions (VADs) and Opportunity Listings (OLs)
0. Information about recruiting
0. Barrier: Need for culture shock training for those relocating, so they are supported
0. Portfolio manager function in this regard for those that are not intermediary sites and sites are working directly with VISTAs
0. Checks in weekly, then monthly, so communication starts off very often and gradually decrease support
0. The process of communication when issues arise
0. How does host fit into overall project
20. How they fit in the who intermediary structure?
0. Resources and support available to them
0. Expectations of supervisors
0. Expectations of members, especially for timesheets, reports, supervision
0. One individual shared that she takes 3 hours with sites in person to onboard the site, building rapport
0. One individual shared that she gets together with supervisors quarterly to trouble shoot, Zoom calls with them to share frustrations, trouble shoot
A question was asked how people respond to that commitment, and the answer was shared that it’s voluntary. They try to make sure they’re aware of deadlines in advance, other points of contact when needed.
0. Prohibited Activities
26. Understanding VISTA is a federally managed program 
0. Importance of members to attend trainings
0. Who is the VISTA's go to person?
0. A great one-page overview of the program and another one-page overview of the specific position.
0. General Human Resource (HR) stuff
0. Jobs, meetings, work close with partners
0. Growth opportunities, training
0. Mental health, opioid program – health department
0. Recently conducted sub site orientation last week, did in person but office culture/norms vs working from home in office. What is up for discussion/decision of VISTA members. In what ways and methods for checking in? What are the best communication patterns? (Texting supervisors/vista, weekly zoom checking in, daily emails etc.).
0. We have only ever done these informally, however these need to be more formalized. Big struggle is committing to time to do it. How can we best work through the chain of communication.

1. How do we establish effective reciprocal communication between the intermediary and sub-sites?
1. Keeping lines of communication open with regular check-ins helps to maintain relationships, mitigate problems and also celebrate successes.  It also helps the project directors in reminding site supervisors to look at the bigger picture when assessing overall success.
0. Frequent communication and open door; encourage questions
0. Set up monthly or quarterly meeting
0. Have a clear plan for "check-in's”, keeping a routine for communication.  Share this plan during orientation.
0. Array of communication styles, some check in almost weekly and others may not engage when necessary.
1. Communication with existing host sites
1. Important to stay in communication with supervisors who have been managing VISTAs for years
1. Bi-weekly check in calls with VISTA members, on the opposite weeks call with supervisors. Make sure communications are clear and direct.
1. Discussing language of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the members and the supervisors together so everyone is on the same page for expectations
1. Include on emails
1. Dependent on site 
1. Every two weeks- verification of service email
1. Timesheets – approved by site supervisors 
1. Orientation – forming relationships
1. Great idea!!  Hire VISTA's as pairs!  Added to individual strengths!
1. Gauging the amount of time and also frequency of training on the front end, time required/dates. Continue to work on feedback/input from sub-site supervisors. 
1. Working from the known items, schedule, then potentially scaling to where those are and goal to need.

1. What is the best way to provide support to sub-sites?
2. Send gentle reminders, keep those lines of communication open with encouragement and positivity, practicing good communications skills, and performing check-ins!
2. Communicate with them. Keep in touch, ask what they need. Ask what their preferred communication way is
2. Share information from AmeriCorps with them 
2. Making sure we are coaching to the positive and praise for the positive outcomes.
2. Previewing items coming due/needed items, ensuring an appropriate timeframe for completing/communication response, and following up the group to share/reflect on outcomes.
2. Supervisors participate in On-Site Orientation and Training (OSOT), go through resources, VISTA Campus
2. Resources, frequent communication, expertise
2. Visit subsites when safe in person, online during COVID
2. Connecting with other subsites in the area, even if not from the same focus area
2. Member and site check ins through the year
9. Member check ins 
2. Verification of service 
2. Support the VISTA!  Support the VISTA!  Support the VISTA!!
2. Do any of you find that when you ask for feedback that you typically get – everything is fine?
12. We always try to take ownership of the areas of where we have not covered or need to even let others know the intermediary has responsibilities regarding communication. Framing that we also have the program higher ups to communicate.
2. How to update them?  Communicate with them.

Other Questions and Comments from Some Groups
1. Where do you get resources [to develop a sub-site supervisor orientation]?
3. VISTA campus
3. AmeriCorps Regional Office
3. VISTA trainings 

1. What should be included in sub-site supervisor orientation:
4. All about VISTA program in general
4. Role of VISTAS – understanding what they are there to do
4. Alumni’s talked about their experiences; other supervisors share their experiences
4. Intermediary organizational information
4. Two weeks of intensive VISTA intensive information followed by one week of organizational information
4. Why there is a VISTA program at the organization
4. OSOT
4. What success should look like
4. VISTA leaders involved
4. Spent poverty simulation
4. Kahoots for capacity building vs. direct service
4. Role Playing
4. Hatch Act
4. Reporting
4. Disciplinary Process
4. Weekly meeting and other supervision expectations with VISTAS
4. Documentation good or bad

Vista leaders could create a list of past challenges.  (VISTA's had issues finding housing, staying on task, connecting with their community...)  from the challenges provide potential resources and ways to face these challenges.

1. Sub-site Supervisor(s) in the breakout group:
a. expressed lack of clarity in reporting needs of the intermediary sponsors
b. explained the success of setting a set of specific goals with VISTA members at sub site
i. (One of the intermediary representatives confirmed they do this at the intermediary level, and it is still successful).
c. asked if implementing some type of weekly accountability worksheet and meeting with VISTAs would be helpful.
i. Group thought this was a great idea and that she should share this with her intermediary. Although, maybe evidence of a lack of clarity from intermediary regarding supervisory expectations and freedoms for sub-site supervisors (Sub-site Supervisor seemed like she didn't know if she was allowed to do something like that)
2. Discussion of recruitment successes and difficulties. Mostly related to individuals who apply.
a. Some individuals seem to apply without considering what the VISTA commitments and expectations will be like.
b. Some sub-supervisors already have individuals in mind for their service positions and are successful in recruiting and placing VISTAs that way.

Question: Any experience with older VISTAs?

Sites to post:
· Indeed, Idealist
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