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AmeriCorps VISTA Concept Paper Invitation – FY2014
SUMMARY: The Corporation for National and Community Service, Nebraska State Program Office seeks applications for the AmeriCorps*VISTA program from innovative, high-performing and outcome-driven organizations that share the VISTA mission of providing long term solutions to poverty.  Approximately 20 AmeriCorps*VISTA positions are available to be placed in the summer of 2014.
AGENCY DESCRIPTION: The Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) www.nationalservice.gov is a federal agency that engages more than five million Americans in service through its core programs:  Senior Corps and AmeriCorps.  CNCS leads President Obama’s national call to service initiative, United We Serve.  As the nation’s largest grant-maker for service and volunteering, CNCS plays a critical role in strengthening America’s nonprofit sector and addressing our nation’s challenges through service.  The mission of CNCS is to improve lives, strengthen communities, and foster civic engagement through service and volunteering.
PROGRAM DESCRIPTION:  AmeriCorps*VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) provides full-time volunteers to community-based organizations and public agencies to create and expand programs that bring low-income individuals and communities out of poverty.  Rather than providing cash grants, the VISTA program places individual VISTA members with sponsoring organizations.  Resources are provided to sponsors on an annual basis.  CNCS provides a small living allowance and certain benefits for VISTA members.  Sponsoring organizations absorb most of the costs related to project supervision and logistical support.  Investment by the sponsoring organization and the community is fundamental to the VISTA program, as the VISTA resource is intended to be short term.  

AmeriCorps VISTA embraces the following core principles:  
Anti-Poverty Focus – The statutory purpose of VISTA is to support efforts to fight poverty.  The goal of every project must be to help individuals and communities out of poverty, not simply make poverty more tolerable.  VISTA projects should focus on long-term solutions rather than short-term services.   

Community Empowerment – Prospective and current VISTA project sponsors must ensure their project engages low-income community residents in planning, developing, implementing, and evaluating the project. The project must be responsive and relevant to the lives of the community residents, and tap into community assets, strengths, and resources. 

Sustainable Solutions – As directed by Congress, VISTA members provide short-term resources that serve to build long-term sustainability of anti-poverty programs.  VISTA projects should be developed with a goal to phase out the need for VISTA members and maintain the ability of the project to continue without them.  The average length of a VISTA project is 3-5 years.   

Capacity Building – VISTA projects expand the scale, reach, efficiency, or effectiveness of programs or organizations that fight poverty.  Rather than providing direct services to low-income individuals and communities, VISTAs strengthen and support organizations by building infrastructure, expanding community partnerships, securing long-term resources, coordinating training for participants, and more, as determined by local needs.  VISTAs should create systems that remain long after their service ends.  

ELIGIBLE SPONSORS:  Public organizations such as state and local government organizations, Indian Tribes, and nonprofit private organizations may apply to be VISTA sponsors.  Please note that eligible nonprofit private organizations are not limited to those with IRS 501(c)(3) status, but rather all organizations with IRS 501(c) status that focus on anti-poverty community development.  Organizations that focus solely on advocacy and lobbying are not eligible.  Organizations can be local, state, or national.  National organizations should consider applying to VISTA Headquarters for sponsorship of VISTA if the intent of the project is to benefit more than one state.  
Sponsors must be able to direct the project, recruit and supervise the VISTA Members, and provide necessary administrative support to complete the goals of the project.  Sponsors develop and manage projects with the involvement of the communities that will be served.  The beneficiary of any VISTA initiative is the poverty community.  The goal for every VISTA program is for the sponsoring organization to sustain the VISTA member’s outcomes beyond the service term.  Organizations that have previously sponsored VISTA projects for more than 3 years can apply only with a new project and program emphasis and must demonstrate a prior successful record in project management and achieving results. 

VISTA MEMBERS:  Members elect to serve their community and commit to a one year term of full time service, be available for 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and live at the economic level of the community they serve.  VISTA Members come from diverse race, age, geographic, and economic backgrounds. VISTA Members receive a modest living allowance and health benefits during their service and have the option of receiving a Segal AmeriCorps Education Award ($5,550) or an end-of-service cash stipend ($1,500) following successful completion of one term of service. VISTA Members are not permitted to engage in outside employment during their year of service.  

VISTA members focus on capacity-building activities.  Except for discrete training purposes, they do NOT perform direct service, which primarily includes activities that address individual clients’ immediate needs.  

Furthermore, VISTAs may NOT engage in activities that would supplant the tasks of, or displace, paid staff, contractors, or existing volunteers.  This prohibition includes activities related to the application and the management of other CNCS grants or programs.  
PROJECT REQUIREMENTS:  
In fiscal year 2014, VISTA and CNCS State Offices will give priority to new project development and the renewal of current projects that build the capacity of programs and organizations working in the following four focus areas, as outlined in the CNCS Strategic Plan: 
	Economic Opportunity
	Addresses unmet needs of economically disadvantaged individuals, including financial literacy, affordable housing, and employment-related assistance.   

	Education 
	Topics related to unmet educational needs within low-income communities, especially those that help at-risk youth to achieve success in school and prevent them from dropping out.   

	Healthy Futures 
	Addresses unmet health needs, including access to health care, increasing physical activity and improving nutrition in youth, and increasing seniors’ ability to remain in their own homes.    

	Veterans and Military Families 
	Addresses unmet needs of veterans, members of the armed forces, and family of deployed military personnel.   


For more information about the above focus areas, please go to https://www.nationalserviceresources.gov/npm/home.  

To be considered as a VISTA sponsoring organization an application should meet all the requirements of sponsorship listed in the Concept Paper and Application for Federal Assistance.  More information is available at http://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/americorps/americorps-vista/sponsor-vista-project . 

Full Program Guidance for Project Sponsors in Fiscal Year 2014 is available at: http://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/page/2014_VISTA_Program_Guidance.pdf 
NEBRASKA VISTA PROPOSAL REQUIREMENTS:  The CNCS Nebraska State Program Office seeks applications for VISTA projects with a minimum of 4 full time VISTA members.  If an applicant is unable to administratively support this number of full time members, the applicant may collaborate with one or more partnering organizations.
REVIEW PROCESS:

The CNCS State Office will consider the following factors in the review of Concept Papers: 

· Likelihood that the proposed project will help bring individuals out of poverty

· Alignment between proposed project and CNCS’s focus areas and performance measure outcomes

· Alignment between the proposed project and a clearly identified and documented community need

· Capacity of the applicant organization to successfully implement the proposed program and comply with program regulations

· Track record of applicant organization to evaluate and deliver on outcomes

· Ability of applicant organization to support the management of the proposed program with resource support for supervisor, training, and cost-sharing*

· Ability to serve communities and organizations not previously served by VISTA resources in Nebraska

· Ability to serve Nebraska’s highest-need, least-served communities and populations

· Geographic balance (Lincoln/Omaha vs. Greater Nebraska)

· Ability to engage a minimum of 4 VISTA members in the proposed program

· Likelihood of sustainability beyond the VISTA project term
*Cost-Sharing:  Sponsoring a Cost Share Partnership Project is a low-cost way to get critical help from skilled VISTA members who will serve with your organization, “Jump-starting” new anti-poverty projects without encountering the complexities and overhead costs associated with start-up or expansion.  As a cost share project, the sponsoring organization contributes the living allowance-about $11,136 – for each cost shared VISTA member.  Your contribution to the cost share partnership does not need to be provided up front.  There are several flexible options for reimbursing VISTA for your share.  It is expected that the longer a project has VISTA resources that cost sharing will occur.  For example, if a project has 4 VISTA members; 3 who are being paid a living allowance by CNCS of $928 a month, the sponsor could have 1cost share VISTA members.

In finding funding for your organization’s share of the partnership, consider approaching:
· Community Foundations;

· State government funding sources;

· Municipalities and school districts;

· Colleges and universities; and
· Local corporations.

VISTA covers the cost of a series of benefits and services for the VISTA members and our organizations:

· A Segal AmeriCorps Education Award of $5,645 or post-service stipend or a $1,500.

· Heath coverage for all members assigned to your project – approximately $2,700 per member.
· Payroll services: member receive their living allowance payments directly from AmeriCorps*VISTA through direct deposit.
· Training in project management and leadership for members and project supervisors.

· Travel cost associated with training. Moving allowance for member relocating to serve.

· Liability coverage for all members, under the Federal Employees Compensation Act and the Federal Torts Claims Act.

· Criminal history checks (includes NSORP and FBI fingerprint check)

· Child care for income-eligible members.

· FICA

· Assistance with recruiting members.

Estimated total CNCS Contribution: $14,000

Support and Transportation grants can be awarded to agencies to offset the cost of a VISTA supervisor and transportation costs for VISTA members for projects that have a large geographic scope and apply for 8 or more VISTA members.  The CNCS Nebraska State Office has $20,000 to award to sponsoring organizations and will consider requests for up to $20,000.  Intent to apply for these funds should be specified in the concept paper.

HOW TO APPLY:  Applying for VISTA is a multi-tiered process. Organizations interested in hosting VISTA Members need to submit a concept paper by March 7, 2014 in the CNCS eGrants system.  If the concept paper is accepted your organizations will be invited to submit a full application to the State Office for review and approval.
If your organization would like to proceed with applying to become a VISTA sponsor in order to develop or enhance a community-supported anti-poverty project, please visit http://www.nationalservice.gov/programs/americorps/americorps-vista/sponsor-vista-project 
SCHEDULE:  2014 VISTA Application Deadline* Chart 
	Process
	Summer Starts

	1. Concept Paper Technical Assistance 
	Available upon request & a self-paced course is available as well see link below*.

	2. Concept Paper Due in eGrants
	Mar 7

	3. Concept Paper Approved - go ahead given for full application
	Mar 14

	4. Full application Technical Assistance Webinar
	Mar 21

	5. Full application due in eGrants
	April 30

	6. Full application approved/ Memorandum of Agreement signed
	No later than May 15

	7. Recruiting/Selection Starts – sponsor create listing
	May 

	9. More recruitment information (training dates, deadlines, etc.) will be provided at a later date 
	TBD

	10. VISTA Members begin service
	Summer July/Aug


Please note that it is important to create a Concept Paper in eGrants under the AmeriCorps*VISTA State FY 2014 Notice of Funding Availability (NOFA)*.
TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE:  The CNCS Nebraska State Office will be available for technical assistance upon request.  If you are interested in learning more about the Request for Concept Papers please send a request via e-mail to NE@cns.gov. 
FOR MORE INFORMATION:  Corporation for National and Community Service, Nebraska State Program Office at (402) 437-5474 or NE@cns.gov .
RESOURCES:
· VISTA 101: Understanding VISTA (Flash Course)
· *VISTA 201: Becoming a VISTA Sponsor (Flash Course)
· Guide to Becoming a VISTA Sponsor (pdf)
· AmeriCorps VISTA Concept Paper Guidelines (pdf)

· Create and manage an eGrants Account (Flash Course)

AmeriCorps VISTA Federal Register Guidelines
· Selection of AmeriCorps VISTA Sponsors and Projects Guidelines (pdf)
· AmeriCorps VISTA Supervision and Transportation Support Guidelines (pdf)
· 
2014 AmeriCorps VISTA Program Guidance (pdf)
CNCS Links (www.nationalservice.gov):
· Information for Organizations: AmeriCorps VISTA (Web Page)
· Review sample VISTA assignment descriptions in the “Join AmeriCorps” opportunities data base listed on the right side of the page. (Web Tool)
· AmeriCorps VISTA Supervisors Manuel (pdf)
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