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created in 1993, the Corporation for National and Community Service engages more than 2 million

Americans in improving communities through service.  The Corporation supports service at national,

state, and local levels through: AmeriCorps, whose members serve with local and national organizations

to meet community needs while earning educational awards to help finance college or training; 

Learn and Service America, which helps link community service and learning objectives for youth from

kindergarten through college as well as youth in community-based organizations; and the National

Senior Service Corps (Senior Corps), the network of programs that helps Americans ages 55 and older

use their skills and experience in service opportunities that address the needs of their communities.

Senior Corps includes the Retired and Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP), the Foster Grandparent

Program, and the Senior Companion Program. 

May 2002

Upon request, materials will be made available in alternative formats for people with disabilities.

This handbook applies to all full-time AmeriCorps*VISTA members serving 12-month terms of service.
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Foreword

as a new member of AmeriCorps*VISTA, you have proudly answered President Bush’s call to service

at this unique time in our nation’s history.  You will become an important part of America’s longstand-

ing tradition of service.  The greatest reward for yourself and others will be the difference you make 

for our communities and our country.

Whether you are helping a single mother get a job, an immigrant family buy a home, a senior stay 

independent, or a generation of children escape poverty, you are helping every American reach his or 

her full potential.  You may be serving in a school, a church, a Boys and Girls Club, or one of 1,200

small nonprofit organization all over America that are close to the community and can address 

problems at the most local level.  

In AmeriCorps*VISTA, you will help build a foundation-the opportunity for an organization and 

community to eventually help themselves.  Although the fruits of your labor may not be evident until

the project is complete one or two years after you end your term of service, the impact will last for 

years afterward, and your service will become a part of the community and give hope to those who 

may have little today.

You will be challenged by the problems you face.  The nature of poverty today is complex and, in 

many cases, deep-rooted.  You will need to dig deep within yourself to find the stamina, energy, and 

creativity needed to achieve your goals.  But any AmeriCorps*VISTA alumnus will tell you, the 

rewards of success are tremendous and will remain with you for the rest of your life.

Work hard, remain optimistic, and know that there are thousands of others like you striving 

to make a difference. 

Thank you for your commitment.  

Rosie Mauk

Director of AmeriCorps
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Chapter I: Background and Purpose

In July 1971, the VISTA program was transferred

from the Office of Economic Opportunity to a

newly created federal volunteer agency, ACTION.

Other volunteer programs administered by

ACTION included the Foster Grandparent

Program, the Retired Senior Volunteer Program,

and the Senior Companion Program.  With the

enactment of the National and Community

Service Trust Act of 1993, the Corporation for

National and Community Service was established,

and all of ACTION’s programs were transferred

to the Corporation for National and Community

Service (hereinafter referred to as the Corpora-

tion).  The Corporation oversees a wide range of

national service initiatives, including AmeriCorps.

In 1994, VISTA joined this network and became

known as AmeriCorps*VISTA.

The purpose of the AmeriCorps*VISTA program

has remained the same since its inception.  That

purpose is contained in its authorizing legislation,

the Domestic Volunteer Service Act of 1973, as

amended (Public Law 93-113), which states that

AmeriCorps*VISTA’s mission is: 

to strengthen and supplement efforts to elimi-

nate and alleviate poverty... in the United States

by encouraging and enabling persons from all

walks of life, all geographic areas, and all age

groups, including low-income individuals...to

perform meaningful and constructive volunteer

service in agencies, institutions, and situations

where the application of human talent and ded-

ication may assist in the solution of poverty

and poverty-related problems...to generate the

commitment of private sector resources, to

encourage volunteer service at the local level,

and to strengthen local agencies and organiza-

tions to carry out the 

purpose (of the program)” (42 U.S.C. § 4951).

The AmeriCorps*VISTA program rests on three 

basic assumptions:

" Private citizens can contribute on a voluntary 

basis to the solution of problems confronting 

low-income communities;

" The skills and energies of AmeriCorps*VISTA 

members are used most effectively when they 

live and work in the low-income communities 

they are serving; and

" The full-time personal involvement of

AmeriCorps*VISTA members brings an 

added dimension to local public and private,

nonprofit organizations working to develop

lasting solutions to the problems of low-

income communities.

Although AmeriCorps*VISTA is a national 

program that provides full-time members to

organizations whose missions are congruent 

with AmeriCorps*VISTA’s mission, it is not 

a self-contained or independent social action 

HISTORY AND INTRODUCTION

Authorized originally in 1964 by the Economic Opportunity Act, the Volunteers in Service to America

(VISTA) program has provided full-time volunteers to help nonprofit organizations and public agencies

build the permanent infrastructure needed to bring individuals and communities out of poverty.  Over

the years, more than 135,000 individuals have served in VISTA and AmeriCorps*VISTA on thousands

of local projects, committing at least one year of full-time service to poor communities in every state, 

the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands.
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program.  AmeriCorps*VISTA achieves its 

mission by assigning members to Sponsoring

Organizations in order to expand the ability 

of those organizations to fight poverty.

AmeriCorps*VISTA members mobilize commu-

nity resources and increase the capacity of the

low-income community to solve its own 

problems.  It is crucial to the concept of local 

self-reliance that Sponsoring Organizations plan

for the eventual phase out of AmeriCorps*VISTA

members and the absorption of their functions by

other facets of the organization or community. 

To address community problems, the

AmeriCorps*VISTA program requires the

merged interests and efforts of four distinct

groups: low-income individuals, the Sponsoring

Organization, the community, and the

AmeriCorps* VISTA members. The details of 

this merger are explained in the remainder of 

this chapter.

ROLE OF SPONSORING ORGANIZATION

AmeriCorps*VISTA Sponsoring Organizations

may be federal, state, or local government agen-

cies, or private nonprofit organizations that are

committed to solving problems affecting low-

income communities.  Sponsoring Organizations

are responsible for managing AmeriCorps*VISTA

resources and providing the support necessary to

achieve project goals including dedicated supervi-

sion of the AmeriCorps*VISTA member, a clear

work plan, and the mentoring needed to promote

the professional growth of the AmeriCorps*VISTA

member.  Many Sponsoring Organizations share

the cost of AmeriCorps*VISTA members by

committing to pay all or part of their members’

allowances.

Sponsoring Organizations also must ensure that

each project achieves the following:

" Engages residents of the low-income community 

in planning, developing, and implementing 

the project to ensure that it is responsive and 

relevant to the low-income residents served;

" Leverages community resources (including

part-time community volunteers) from the

public and private sectors; and

" Expands community and organizational 

capacity to sustain the project once the

AmeriCorps*VISTA member(s) finishes

his/her term.

This type of program development by the

Sponsoring Organization helps to ensure that 

the work performed will provide permanent,

long-term solutions to problems confronting 

low-income communities.

ROLE OF THE AMERICORPS*VISTA MEMBER

AmeriCorps*VISTA members pledge themselves

to serve on a full-time basis for a term of one 

year (in addition to time spent in Pre-Service

Orientation), and it is expected that this pledge

will be honored.  In certain circumstances, mem-

bers may be invited to extend or re-enroll in their

service beyond one year, for a period not to

exceed three years. AmeriCorps*VISTA members

are not entitled to an extension or re-enrollment

of their service beyond their first year.  However,

they are encouraged to pursue a second year of

service - be it with their initial project or within

another area of interest.  A member may not

accept any benefit from the Sponsoring

Organization or the community served that

relates to the AmeriCorps*VISTA assignment,
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i.e., the member is expected to serve the commu-

nity, not him or herself.

During their term of service, members live at the

economic level of the people they serve.  They

remain available for service, without regard to

regular working hours, at all times during their

term of service, except for periods of approved

leave.  A member may not be absent from the

project site without approval from the Sponsoring

Organization or supervisor.  Full or part-time

employment is not permitted during AmeriCorps*

VISTA service.  Full or part-time enrollment in 

an educational institution is prohibited except as

described in Chapter 9.  A member may not

receive any additional monetary compensation

beyond the standard allowances for services 

rendered as an AmeriCorps*VISTA member.

In general, AmeriCorps*VISTA members may

not assume, accept, or retain positions of leader-

ship, or become identified with a particular faction

or group or with a partisan or nonpartisan political

group in the communities in which they serve.

The assumption of such positions on the part 

of the member would hinder the community’s

ability to develop its own leadership capacity.

Each member’s assignment depends on the partic-

ular problem(s) being addressed by the project 

to which he/she is assigned.  Each AmeriCorps*

VISTA project application includes a project

work plan and assignment description that clearly

indicates the nature of the member’s activities and

duties, and describes how, when, and why the 

member is to accomplish them.  This work plan

and assignment description are given to the member

before the Pre-Service Orientation.

AmeriCorps*VISTA assignments should focus on

building the capacity of private citizens, nonprofit

organizations, and communities to respond to

problems confronting communities in need.

AmeriCorps*VISTA assignments must not

include the delivery of individual services to a

limited number of clients (direct service) nor

activities more appropriately performed by the

Sponsoring Organization’s administrative support

staff.  AmeriCorps*VISTA members serve as

community and organizational catalysts, assist 

in creating or expanding programs, and mobilize

community resources to sustain these programs.

Each AmeriCorps*VISTA member has a supervisor

responsible for managing the project.  Members

receive direction and guidance in their assign-

ments from their supervisors, who work for 

the Sponsoring Organization, rather than the

Corporation.

Members 

live at the 

economic level 

of the people 

they serve.

!

!
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ROLE OF THE AMERICORPS*VISTA LEADER

In certain circumstances, AmeriCorps*VISTA

Leaders may be assigned to projects or regions 

to assist Sponsoring Organizations and members

in achieving program objectives and developing

new project activities and sources of community

support.  

AmeriCorps*VISTA Leaders are former

AmeriCorps*VISTA members or Returned Peace

Corps Volunteers who have demonstrated exem-

plary skills and leadership in community service.

They have exceptional abilities to work 

constructively with community volunteers, super-

visors, Sponsoring Organizations, and the low-

income community.

AmeriCorps*VISTA Leaders do not supervise

other AmeriCorps*VISTA members.  Rather,

they provide support and coordination for mem-

bers in order to increase the impact of the project. 

ROLE OF THE CORPORATION STATE OFFICE

Staff members from the Corporation State 

Office seek out and respond to technical assis-

tance requests from potential Sponsoring

Organizations who wish to develop proposals 

for AmeriCorps*VISTA projects.  State staff

members assist the potential Sponsoring

Organization in defining project goals and 

objectives, determining whether the project is 

in accordance with the AmeriCorps*VISTA 

program mission, and ensuring that a self-

sustaining activity will be achieved within the

low-income community or the Sponsoring

Organization. 

Once a project has received final approval by the

State Director and AmeriCorps*VISTA candi-

dates have been selected, the candidates attend

Pre-Service Orientation and, if deemed suitable

for AmeriCorps*VISTA service, take the oath 

of service before they begin their project assign-

ments.  After members are assigned, the

Corporation State Office helps the Sponsoring

Organization provide in-service training and

technical assistance for the members. 

The Corporation State Office will review the

Sponsoring Organization’s use of AmeriCorps*

VISTA members toward achieving the goals and

objectives in the project application during 

periodic project monitoring visits.

ROLE OF THE AREA MANAGER

All Corporation State Offices fall within the

jurisdiction of one of the Corporation’s five 

Area Managers.  Area Managers oversee

Corporation State Offices.  They establish strate-

gies for program development and delivery, 

allocate resources, and coordinate activities.

ROLE OF THE SERVICE CENTER

Five Service Centers throughout the country pro-

vide administrative, fiscal, grants management,

and training support to State Offices.  Service

Centers implement and monitor systems for

tracking AmeriCorps*VISTA resources allocated

to the Clusters by the AmeriCorps*VISTA

Headquarters Office. 
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ROLE OF THE AMERICORPS*VISTA 

HEADQUARTERS OFFICE

The AmeriCorps*VISTA Headquarters Office 

is located at the Corporation Headquarters in

Washington, D.C.  This office, in consultation

with Area Managers, State Offices, and Service

Centers, determines policy, administrative proce-

dures, goals, and budgetary requirements for

effective program operation.  The AmeriCorps*

VISTA Headquarters Office also monitors

progress toward achieving national program 

goals and priorities.  The Headquarters Office

allocates AmeriCorps*VISTA resources among

the Clusters and ensures that Corporation staff

and Sponsoring Organizations adhere to

AmeriCorps*VISTA policies and procedures.

The Headquarters Office also reviews and makes

final decisions on certain AmeriCorps*VISTA

project applications as specified in the “Notice 

of AmeriCorps*VISTA Program Guidelines.”

The AmeriCorps* VISTA

Headquarters Office also

monitors progress toward

achieving national program 

goals and priorities.

!

!
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Chapter 2: Overview of Your Year in AmeriCorps*vista

BEFORE PRE-SERVICE ORIENTATION 

Travel to Pre-Service Orientation

As an AmeriCorps*VISTA candidate, you are

expected to attend a Pre-Service Orientation

(PSO) conducted by the Corporation for

National and Community Service.  The

Corporation will arrange the most economic

mode of travel for you to and from this event.  

It is important that your sponsoring organization

submits a PSO Travel Form to the Corporation

State Office when recommending you for service.

To make sure that all of your expenses are cov-

ered, it is essential that the arrangements be made

through the Corporation.  There are many policies

and federal regulations covering member travel.

Do not make your own travel arrangements.

Registration Packet

During the time your travel arrangements are

being made, the Corporation State Office will

send you a packet of forms that you need to 

complete before arriving at the Pre-Service Orien-

tation session.  These forms will establish your

benefits, tax withholding, and other conditions of

your service as an AmeriCorps*VISTA member.

Protection of Benefits

AmeriCorps*VISTA members receive protection

of certain federal and state benefits they may be

receiving when they become members.  This sub-

ject is covered in Chapter 10 of this handbook in

a section on “Income Exclusion of

AmeriCorps*VISTA Allowances from Benefit

Calculation under Federal, State, and Local

Government Assistance Programs.”  It is impor-

tant to make sure that your pre-existing benefits

are in place and documented before you attend

the Pre-Service Orientation. 

Child Care for Dependents during 

Pre-Service Orientation

Because of the intense nature of the orientation

and the facilities used for the training, no spouses,

children, or other family members may accompa-

ny you to Pre-Service Orientation.  It is your

responsibility to arrange for appropriate child

care during this period and not to bring 

dependents to the training.

Bank Account Information

You will be asked to fill out a form at Pre-Service

Orientation that will enable your biweekly 

subsistence allowance to be directly deposited

into your bank account.  Direct deposit is now

required for all federal payments.  

Make sure you bring a copy of your bank

deposit slip so that you can complete the form

(SF 1199A) that you will then take to your 

bank (or credit union) for them to complete.

Then, you should send the form back to 

the Corporation Headquarters office in 

Washington, D.C.        

This chapter will provide you with a summary of the key events that occur during your year of

AmeriCorps*VISTA service.  This handbook is designed to provide information for challenges that

might occur during your year of service.  It is intended to point out decisions you will have to make 

at certain junctures of your service in order to maximize your benefits and experience. 
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PRE-SERVICE ORIENTATION

Chapter 4 describes the orientation, training, 

and technical assistance you will receive as an

AmeriCorps*VISTA member.  An exciting and

meaningful event, the Pre-Service Orientation

will be the starting point of your year of service.

It is also another opportunity for Corporation

staff and Sponsoring Organizations to determine

whether you will be a successful AmeriCorps*

VISTA member, or should be deselected from the

program.  As part of this orientation, you will

complete all the administrative forms necessary to

establish your benefits during your year of service. 

Each of the following topics may become relevant

during your year of service.  We strongly encour-

age you to review each of these topics before the

Pre-Service Orientation, and be prepared to make

a decision or ask questions during the administra-

tive portion of the Pre-Service Orientation:

" You will be expected to make decisions 

concerning life insurance coverage. 

See Chapter 5. 

" You will decide whether to receive an educa-

tion award or a cash stipend established for

you as an end of service benefit. See Chapter 5

for a discussion of the cash stipend and Chapter 

6 for a discussion of the education award. 

" You will complete a tax form (W-4) to estab-

lish income tax withholding for your year 

of service.  If you are eligible for an earned

income tax credit, you will be expected to 

fill out a W-5 form. See Chapter 5.

" Certain members may be eligible for child care 

assistance in order to facilitate their service in

AmeriCorps*VISTA.  If you think you may 

be eligible for this benefit, contact your

Corporation State Office and request an appli-

cation and information packet.  Pre-Service

Orientation is the time to ask questions of the

staff and make sure you have taken the proper

steps to receive this benefit.

" Another important administrative detail is to

confirm that your home of record, as identified

on page one of your AmeriCorps*VISTA

application, is correct.  This address will estab-

lish the location to which you will return

immediately following your year of service.

Some members recruited directly out of college

may consider their parents’ address as their

home of record, not the “temporary” address

they used while in college. See Chapter 8.

The Pre-Service Orientation has been designed 

to provide you with the necessary information to

begin a successful year of national service.  You

will receive information defining your role as an

AmeriCorps*VISTA member, the role of your

Sponsoring Organization, and the role of the

Corporation State Office.  You will be expected

to attend all program sessions on time and act in 

a professional manner at all times.  Failure to act

appropriately, as decided by Corporation staff,

may result in your deselection from the

AmeriCorps*VISTA program.
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THE FIRST WEEK ON YOUR PROJECT

If you have relocated to a new community, you

will need to secure housing.  Before arriving, you

might ask your Sponsoring Organization to send

you an apartment guide or other information to

acquaint you with the area.  If you will not have

permanent housing upon arrival, check with your

Sponsoring Organization for recommendations 

of temporary housing while you conduct 

your search. 

If you are relocating to a new community as 

part of your service, remember to notify your

Corporation State Office of your new local home

address and phone number as soon as possible.

Your Sponsoring Organization has agreed to 

provide you with an On-Site Orientation and

Training during your first one to three weeks on

the project.  This will provide you with an intro-

duction to your Sponsoring Organization, 

the community at large, and your role during

your year of service.

During this first week, it is essential that you 

take your SF 1199A (direct deposit form) to 

your bank or credit union to ensure that your

subsistence allowance is deposited on time.

EARLY SERVICE TRAINING

Sometime during your first 90 days of service,

your Corporation State Office will contact you 

to make arrangements for you to attend a second

training event called an Early Service Training

(EST).  Attendance at EST is required for all

AmeriCorps*VISTA members. The purpose of

this event is to provide you with additional skills

that will further your effectiveness in successfully

completing your work plan.

THE TENTH MONTH

You will receive a Future Plans Form and other

relevant materials from your Corporation State

Office.  The Future Plans Form will ask you to

notify the Corporation if you will be ending 

your service on your scheduled termination 

date, which, under usual circumstances, is 365

days following the day after your Pre-Service

Orientation ended, or if you would like to 

be considered for another year of service.

Sometimes AmeriCorps*VISTA members find

that the task to which they have committed their

service cannot be completed within one year.  In

this case, members and their supervising agencies

may request an extension of the first year of serv-

ice for a specific period of time.  This option is

explained on the Future Plans Form.  Another

option is to request re-enrollment for a second

year of service.  You are encouraged to pursue a

second year with your current project or another

project.  You also may want to consider applying

to become an AmeriCorps*VISTA Leader.

The decision to extend or re-enroll requires per-

mission of the Director of AmeriCorps*VISTA 

as delegated to the Corporation State Office and

can be dependent upon funding available to the

Corporation, the nature of the agreement between

the Corporation and the Sponsoring Organization,

and your performance and conduct as an

AmeriCorps*VISTA member.  Members are not

entitled to an extension, reinstatement, or re-

enrollment in the AmeriCorps*VISTA program. 
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The Future Plans Form should be completed by

you and your supervisor and returned to the

Corporation State Office at least forty-five (45)

days before your end-of-service date.  

At any time prior to the end of the 10th month,

AmeriCorps*VISTA members who originally

elected the cash stipend have the opportunity 

to change their decision and elect the education

award instead.  You must be a United States citi-

zen or a lawful permanent resident alien in order

to elect the education award.  Members who ini-

tially elected the education award cannot switch

their decision.  To make this change, members

must request and fill out a “Second Choice Prior

to End of 10th Month AmeriCorps*VISTA

Member Benefits Election Form”.  This form 

will not automatically be sent to you. 

If you are considering pursuing a second term 

of service, you should visit the web-based recruit-

ment system at www.americorps.org/join to

search for AmeriCorps*VISTA openings by 

location, skill areas, or issues of interest.

THE ELEVENTH MONTH

As part of their agreement with the Corporation,

your Sponsoring Organization may have agreed

to provide you with assistance in post-service

career planning.  This process is described in

Chapter 4.

THE LAST THREE WEEKS

You are now in the last three weeks of your serv-

ice and preparing to move on.  The following is a

list of things you should do to ensure this transi-

tion is as smooth as possible:

" Make sure your supervisor has mailed your

Future Plans Form to your Corporation 

State Office.

" Talk to your Corporation State Office to 

confirm your return travel plans to your 

home of record.    

" Make sure your Corporation State Office 

has an accurate forwarding address for you.

" Contact your local post office for the appro-

priate form to request that all of your mail 

be forwarded to your new address.

" If you elected to receive a stipend at the end 

of your year of service and not an education

award, you will receive $300.00 of your

accrued stipend in the check for the next-

to-the-last full pay period in which you are

scheduled to serve. 

" Complete the End of Term/Exit Form, which

will be sent to you by the Corporation State

Office.  This form will end your term as a

member in the National Trust and report 

on your eligibility for an Education Award.
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AFTER YOU HAVE COMPLETED 

YOUR YEAR OF SERVICE

You have up to 30 days to convert your health

benefits to a private plan.  See Chapter 8.

If you have elected a stipend, you should expect

the balance to be paid with your last subsistence

payment if your service is completed as scheduled,

and your termination documents are submitted 

to the Corporation State Office as directed.  This

check will be sent to your home.  If you have

elected the education award, see Chapter 7. 

Upon completion of service, AmeriCorps*

VISTA encourages you to become involved in 

our Alumni Network.  As Alumni, you can help

develop new initiatives, mentor or house current

members, or help recruit.  For more information,

visit www.americorps.org/vista or call (202) 

606-5000 extension 316. 

Upon completion of 

service, AmeriCorps*

VISTA encourages you to

become involved in 

our Alumni Network.

!

!
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Chapter 3: Your Sponsoring Organization

PROJECT APPLICATION

Every AmeriCorps*VISTA project is based on 

an application developed by the Sponsoring

Organization.  This application details the specific

problem the project will address within the low-

income community.  It includes a work plan,

which describes the specific activities the member

will undertake, and a set of goals and objectives

for the overall project.

The project application serves as an important

assessment and recruitment tool.  The goals/

objectives portion of the application is the basis of

subsequent Project Progress Reports, which are

used by Corporation staff to monitor the achieve-

ment of individual project goals.  The assignment

description portion of the application is used to

recruit and assign AmeriCorps*VISTA members

and to summarize their required duties and skills.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S APPROVAL

Before a member is assigned, the AmeriCorps*

VISTA project application must be submitted to 

the state or territories’ governor, chief executive, or

tribal chairperson, chief or governor of an Indian

reservation.  If the governor or another chief 

executive officer disapproves the project, the 

project will be terminated.

MEMORANDUM OF AGREEMENT

A Memorandum of Agreement is the legal docu-

ment signed by the Corporation State Office 

and the Sponsoring Organization establishing a

project.  The Memorandum of Agreement identi-

fies federal laws and regulations applicable to

AmeriCorps*VISTA projects and outlines the

specific obligations of each party.  The project

application is incorporated as an official part of

the Memorandum of Agreement.  Amendments

can be made to the Memorandum of Agreement

only by mutual agreement between the Corpora-

tion and the Sponsoring Organization. The

Memorandum of Agreement covers a period of 12

months and upon review may be renewed for a

full year, or extended for a shorter period of time.

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING

A Memorandum of Understanding is a document

negotiated between an AmeriCorps*VISTA

Sponsoring Organization (signatory to the

Memorandum of Agreement) and a participating

agency or organization responsible for part of the

overall project goals/objectives.  The participating

agency is assigned AmeriCorps*VISTA members

directly from the Sponsoring Organization under

circumstances specified in the Memorandum of

Understanding. 

INTRODUCTION

Sponsoring Organizations develop AmeriCorps* VISTA projects to address the needs of low-income

communities as identified by them and the community at-large.  The Sponsoring Organization must be

able to direct the project, supervise the members, and provide necessary training and administrative sup-

port to the project.  The Sponsoring Organization must ensure that the rules, regulations, and guidelines

of the AmeriCorps*VISTA program are met.  Members’ assignments must be designed so that once the

project is completed, the low-income community is better equipped to solve its own problems, and the

systems, services, funding, and/or personnel will remain in the community to continue the efforts initiat-

ed by the project.
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The Memorandum of Understanding runs con-

currently with the Memorandum of Agreement

signed between the Corporation and the

Sponsoring Organization.

The Memorandum of Understanding contains

required language but also may include other

items that the Sponsoring Organization and the

participating agency desire.  Any proposed

changes or additions to the standard Memoran-

dum of Understanding form must be approved 

by the Corporation State Program Director. 

PROJECT RENEWAL

Sponsorship of an AmeriCorps*VISTA project

can be continued beyond the duration of the 

original agreement if: 

" progress toward achieving sustainable

goals/objectives is evident; 

" the project has met its obligations as 

outlined in the Memorandum of Agreement; 

" Corporation resources are available to 

continue the project; 

" the project conforms to the

AmeriCorps*VISTA annual unified 

plan; and

" the governor or chief executive does 

not disagree. 

Once the State Program Director approves 

the renewal application, both the Sponsoring

Organization and the Corporation State Office

will sign a new Memorandum of Agreement 

for the new project period.

TERMINATION OF PROJECT OR ASSIGNMENT 

AT CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S REQUEST

An AmeriCorps*VISTA project, or the assign-

ment of a member to a project, shall be terminated

no later than 30 days after the governor or chief

executive of the jurisdiction, or tribal chairperson

or governor of an Indian reservation, concerned

has filed such a request in writing with the direc-

tor of AmeriCorps*VISTA.  The request must

contain reasons for this action.  The 30-day 

period may be extended if mutually agreed to 

by the Corporation and the governor or chief

executive or tribal chairperson.

PROJECT ADVISORY GROUP

AmeriCorps*VISTA requires each potential proj-

ect Sponsoring Organization to establish a project

advisory group before submitting the project

application to the Corporation.  The advisory

group must include substantial membership of

potential project beneficiaries or their chosen 

representatives.  

The purpose of this requirement is to ensure the

project is responsive to the specific needs of the

community and that community members who

would benefit from the project have the opportunity

to play a role in its design and implementation.

In many instances, potential Sponsoring

Organizations that already have an established

governing, policy, or advisory group, of which 

at least 50% of its membership is composed of

the beneficiary population, are not required to

establish a separate project advisory group.  
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The project advisory group has the following

responsibilities:

" To the extent practicable, assist the Sponsoring

Organization in the initial planning of a new

project proposal and in the planning of a 

continuation project application;

" Review and provide written comment on the

project application before it is submitted to 

the Corporation;

" Meet with the Sponsoring Organization’s staff

at least twice per project year and comment 

on the development and implementation of 

the project; and

" Submit, if the group chooses, written reports

and copies of minutes of its meetings to the

Sponsoring Organization to accompany 

the Sponsoring Organization’s completed 

“Project Progress Report.”

SUPERVISION OF 

AMERICORPS*VISTA MEMBERS

All AmeriCorps*VISTA members are assigned to

a Sponsoring Organization that  must designate a

supervisor for the AmeriCorps*VISTA project.

It is the Sponsoring Organization and supervisor,

rather than the Corporation, who provide day-

to-day direction and guidance to the members.

From time to time, Corporation State Office staff

may offer advice and technical assistance such as

clarifying a Sponsoring Organization’s project

application or a member’s assignment description,

or responding to questions about AmeriCorps*

VISTA policy and procedure.

In planning for the support of assigned

AmeriCorps*VISTA members, the supervisor has

been asked to consider all aspects of the member’s

assignment including:

" The member’s day-to-day tasks;

" The relationship of these tasks to the work of

staff members of the Sponsoring Organization;

" The Sponsoring Organization’s staff’s under-

standing of the member’s role;

" The target community’s expectations for 

the project and the member; and

" The resources, facilities (e.g. reasonable accom-

modations for persons with disabilities), and

supplies needed for the member’s assignment.

The member’s role in the project should be made

clear to members of the target community and

with Sponsoring Organization staff well before

the member arrives.  Much of the supervisor’s

role will be to anticipate needs and reactions of

the member and of those with whom the member

comes in contact while working on the project.

It is the Sponsoring

Organization and 

supervisor, rather than the

Corporation, who provide

day-to-day direction and

guidance to the members. 

!

!
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AmeriCorps*VISTA Sponsoring Organizations

and supervisors are responsible for structuring 

the assignments so that the members’ health and

safety are not jeopardized during their

AmeriCorps*VISTA service.  These determina-

tions are based on facts, not stereotypes, and 

consider specific task or service requirements.

Sponsoring Organizations must not require 

members to perform duties that would cause

them to sustain injuries.

PROVISION OF SUPERVISION AND

TRANSPORTATION FUNDS

Adequate supervision and service-related trans-

portation for AmeriCorps*VISTA members are

primarily the responsibility of the Sponsoring

Organization.

In some instances, Sponsoring Organizations may

be unable to pay for supervision and service-relat-

ed transportation for members. In some states,

the Corporation has limited funds available to

offset some or all of these costs.

Whether an AmeriCorps*VISTA supervisor is

funded by the Sponsoring Organization through

a cost-share agreement, by the Corporation, or

serves on a voluntary basis, that individual is

under the direct supervision of the Sponsoring

Organization on a daily basis.

FUTURE PLANS FORM

The AmeriCorps*VISTA Future Plans form

requires the Sponsoring Organization to evaluate

the performance of a member approaching the

end of his/her term of service or requesting an

extension of service, see Appendix A.  This form

must be sent to the Corporation State Office 45

days before the member’s end of service date.
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Chapter 4: AmeriCorps*VISTA Training and Technical Assistance

PRE-SERVICE ORIENTATION

Pre-Service Orientation is the first stage in your

learning process about AmeriCorps*VISTA.  It is

typically a three-day event in which you are ori-

ented to your role in the community and on the

project as an AmeriCorps*VISTA member. 

The Corporation issues an invitation to you to

attend a Pre-Service Orientation session.  The

invitation includes registration materials, this

handbook or excerpts from it, a training agenda,

arrangements for travel to training, and a state-

ment of what to expect as a trainee from the

workshop. 

Pre-Service Orientation is conducted by

Corporation staff, assisted by project Sponsoring

Organizations and supervisors, professional 

training consultants, and often attended by 

current and former members.  The orientation 

is generally conducted on a multi-state basis 

with candidates participating from several 

geographic locations. 

All AmeriCorps*VISTA candidates are required

to attend Pre-Service Orientation before begin-

ning service.  On rare occasions, for good cause,

attendance at Pre-Service Orientation can be

deferred by the Corporation State Office and the

member allowed to attend orientation shortly

after enrollment in the AmeriCorps*VISTA 

program. 

At the end of Pre-Service Orientation, you will

have a basic knowledge or understanding of the

following: 

" Philosophy and goals of AmeriCorps 

and the AmeriCorps*VISTA program;

" The mission and structure of the Corporation

for National and Community Service;

" Your role in working with community 

organizations and low-income persons;

" The role of the Sponsoring Organization, 

project work plan, and member assignment

description;

" Your role as a developer of sustainable efforts;

" Basic skills development in community devel-

opment, networking, and problem-solving;

" Your equal opportunity and civil rights 

and responsibilities as an AmeriCorps*

VISTA members;

INTRODUCTION

AmeriCorps*VISTA training is a shared responsibility among Corporation staff, the Sponsoring Organi-

zation, and members themselves.  During training, you will be challenged to take an active role in the

process.  The training experience will serve as an opportunity for you to develop and test your own

skills and to examine carefully your commitment to AmeriCorps*VISTA and its goals.

Once in the community, you will need to continue to improve your skills, knowledge of national and

local resources, and understanding of the attitudes that contribute to or inhibit effective working rela-

tionships.  Here, the training required may be as formal as workshop sessions organized by Sponsoring

Organizations or as informal as self-initiated evening study in the local library.  In other words, training

is a continuous process of building capability for an assignment in which you will have to supply much

of the initiative and make many of the decisions.
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" Terms, conditions, and benefits of your

AmeriCorps*VISTA service;

" AmeriCorps*VISTA’s legal and administrative

requirements; and

" Role of the Corporation State Office.

You are expected to attend all program sessions

and act in a professional manner at all times.

Failure to attend program sessions or acting 

inappropriately as decided by Corporation 

staff may result in your deselection from the

AmeriCorps*VISTA program.  Pre-Service

Orientation is used by Corporation staff to

make a final determination on a trainee’s quali-

fications for AmeriCorps*VISTA service. If

you are deemed suitable for AmeriCorps*VISTA

service, you will be given the oath of office.  If

you are deemed unsuitable, you will be removed

from Pre-Service Orientation and will be dese-

lected from the AmeriCorps*VISTA  program.

ON-SITE ORIENTATION AND TRAINING

On-Site Orientation and Training, which is an

extension of Pre-Service Orientation, takes place

immediately after you report to your project site.

It is conducted by the Sponsoring Organization

and builds on the concepts presented during 

Pre-Service Orientation.  On-Site Orientation

and Training can last for an extended period of

time because it involves your introduction to 

the Sponsoring Organization, the community-

at-large, and your role within the community.

On-Site Orientation and Training plans are 

developed by the Sponsoring Organization, 

and reviewed and approved by the Corporation 

State Office.

At the end of On-Site Orientation and Training,

you will have a basic knowledge or understanding

of the following:

" Background, purpose, and structure of the

Sponsoring Organization;

" Background of the local community and iden-

tification of community leaders;

" Nature of the low-income population served

by the project;

" Potential resources that can be applied to

achieve project goals;

" Authorities and action clearance procedures

for you and other members;

" Personnel and attendance policies of the

Sponsoring Organization including use of

equipment such as computers and the Internet;

" Specific member assignment and skills needed

to accomplish tasks; and

" Performance evaluations used by the project

Sponsoring Organization.

EARLY SERVICE TRAINING

All AmeriCorps*VISTA members must attend

Early Service Training within the first 90 days

after Pre-Service Orientation.  Failure to attend

Early Service Training may result in your early

termination from the AmeriCorps*VISTA 

program.  Early Service Training focuses on 

specific skills needed to accomplish project 

objectives and strategies for overcoming chal-

lenges and obstacles. 
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Early Service Training topics may include but 

are not limited to: fundraising, volunteer develop-

ment and management, grassroots leadership

development, community analysis, group dynam-

ics, working with the media, project sustainabili-

ty, and specific training in program issue areas.

You will be able to choose those topics that are

most relevant to your assignment and skill needs. 

IN-SERVICE TRAINING

The purpose of In-Service Training is to provide

you with specific skills needed to perform your

assignment.  In-Service Training should be

designed to improve program quality and enhance

networking among both members and Sponsoring

Organization’s staff engaged in similar activities.

The Sponsoring Organization or supervisor

should identify the In-Service Training needs of

each member.  In-Service Training is conducted

by the Sponsoring Organization, by other organi-

zations or individuals, or by the Corporation.

Prior approval by the Corporation is required for

all In-Service Training plans as well as the organi-

zations and individuals that will be delivering 

the training. 

AmeriCorps*VISTA Sponsoring Organizations

are expected to identify training opportunities,

workshops, etc., for members at no or minimal

cost.  Because Corporation funds for In-Service

Training are limited, Sponsoring Organizations

requesting such funds should provide ample 

justification to the Corporation State Office. 

CAREER DEVELOPMENT 

The Sponsoring Organization must develop a

plan that includes career goal setting, skill and

interest identification, and building confidence

and competence in the areas of job search and job

application.  The career plan also will assist you

in translating your AmeriCorps*VISTA experi-

ences into skills that can be marketed after you

have completed service. 

Sponsoring Organizations are encouraged to use

their own and local resources to enhance career

development for members.  With prior approval,

limited Corporation In-Service Training funds

may be used for career development assistance 

if the training activities relate directly to the

member’s assignment. 

Sponsoring Organizations

are encouraged to use their

own and local resources to

enhance career develop-

ment for members.

!

!
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AND 

INFORMATION RESOURCES 

AmeriCorps*VISTA has created a series of web

pages designed to complement training and 

provide member support services for current

members, leaders, prospective members and

Sponsoring Organizations, and the media.  

The pages are updated on a regular basis.  

Any suggestions for changes or enhancements

should be e-mailed to smaynard@cns.gov.   

Members:

http://www.americorps.org/vista/member.html

The member page provides links to useful infor-

mation for trainees and members at various 

stages of their year of service including the terms,

conditions, and benefits of service along with a

downloadable version of the latest AmeriCorps*

VISTA Member Handbook. 

Prospective Members/Sponsors or Press:

http://www.americorps.org/vista/main.html

The page for prospective members, Sponsoring

Organizations, and press provides links to the

information one would need to decide to and

know how to apply to become a member or

sponsor an AmeriCorps*VISTA project.  The

page also serves as a place where media can be

directed to learn more about VISTA’s history 

nd current activities.

Leaders:

http://www.americorps.org/vista/leader.html

This page is dedicated to providing information

for AmeriCorps*VISTA Leaders including links

to the training calendar, descriptions of their roles

and responsibilities, and other information to

help them support AmeriCorps*VISTA members.

Becoming a Leader: 

http:/www.americorps.org/vista/leaderinfo.html

This page informs members of the opportunity 

to be considered for an AmeriCorps*VISTA

Leader position.

There are several other websites that provide

information related to AmeriCorps*VISTA and

the Corporation for National and Community

Service including:

www.nationalservice.org: The official site of 

the Corporation for National and Community

Service, this website provides information to 

help the public understand the mission of the

Corporation for National and Community

Service.  It includes information on all the pro-

grams, legislative updates, program directories,

forms, and press releases.

www.cns.gov/americorps/resources/edawards.html:

This is the website for information about the

AmeriCorps education award.  It also contains

downloadable forms and forms that can be 

completed online.

www.etr.org/nsrc: This is the website for the

National Service Resource Center, a library for

participants in national service.  You can sub-

scribe to the Center’s 22 listservs or download

service-oriented guides and other resources.
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In addition to the websites listed above, there 

are a number of discussion groups, listservs, or

mailing lists that AmeriCorps*VISTA members

can join.  Members can enroll in online discus-

sions with other members and supervisors work-

ing in the field of national service.  For example,

VISTAnet is a listserv used by former VISTA

members, current AmeriCorps*VISTA members,

and project supervisors.  To subscribe, send an e-

mail to: listserv@maelstrom.stjohns.edu with the

message: subscribe VISTANET Your Name.

VISTAnet is not sponsored, endorsed, or main-

tained by the Corporation for National and

Community Service.

To learn about other listservs, visit 

www.americorps.org/vista/member.html.
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Chapter 5: Financial Support

INTRODUCTION

The support allowances that the Corporation provides to you are intended to cover the cost of food,

housing, and other basic necessities during service.  The amounts are low because you are expected to

live at approximately the same economic level as the people you are serving.  The allowance is an

approximation of the poverty guidelines. 

The Corporation assumes no financial responsibility for a member other than the allowances 

and benefits provided to a member, as discussed in this Handbook or as determined by the Corporation.

The Corporation assumes no financial responsibility for a member’s spouse or dependent children. 

Relocation Allowance Discretionary allowance
varies by location.

! Amount may not
exceed $550.00

! Intended primarily 
for members who 
have to relocate

One-time payment 
connected with settling-
in expenses

Federal taxes withheld 
at time of payment

ALLOWANCE AMOUNT RECEIVED 
AND WHEN

PURPOSE INCOME TAXES

AMERICORPS*VISTA MEMBER ALLOWANCES AT A GLANCE

Subsistence Allowance Amount is variable by
location.

! Rate is determined by
the Corporation.

! Paid biweekly.

! AmeriCorps*VISTA
Leaders receive an
additional $200.00 per
month.

Housing, food, 
and utilities

Federal Taxes withheld
on a biweekly basis

State taxes not withheld
but member is responsi-
ble for paying them

Stipend 
(Only for those 
not choosing the
Education Award)

$1,200 after completing
12 months of service

! $2,400 after 12 months
for AmeriCorps*
VISTA Leaders who
have previously served
one year as a member.

! Remainder paid with
the last subsistence
check upon successful
completion of service

Readjustment
allowance at end of
service Federal Taxes and FICA

(Social Security) withheld
at time of payment
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AmeriCorps*VISTA Sponsoring Organizations

may not supplement the subsistence allowances

that you receive from the Corporation unless

specifically authorized by the Memorandum of

Agreement.  The Memorandum of Agreement

will specify what the Sponsoring Organization

and the Corporation are providing the member 

in each case. 

STANDARD ALLOWANCES

Subsistence Allowance

Upon assignment as an AmeriCorps*VISTA

member, you will begin receiving a subsistence

allowance.  The subsistence allowance rate is

determined by the Corporation and will vary

based on the local cost of living within the area 

in which you are serving.  AmeriCorps*VISTA

Leaders receive an additional $200.00 per month

subsistence allowance.

Member subsistence allowances are computed on

a daily rate and paid every other week.  For

example, if your subsistence allowance is $600.00

a month, you will receive approximately $276.00

each pay period.  Allowance checks cover a 14-

day period and are paid 10 days after the end of

the pay period in which the allowance is earned.

There are 26 pay periods in a calendar year. 

Federal income tax and life insurance premiums,

if applicable, are withheld from the subsistence

allowance.  No state, county, or city tax deduc-

tions are made.  You are responsible for paying

their appropriate taxes.  See Chapter 10 for infor-

mation on income exclusion of benefits under 

federal, state, and local assistance programs.

Stipend

During Pre-Service Orientation, you must select

to receive either the post-service cash stipend or

the education award.  Candidates who choose the

stipend may be eligible for other education bene-

fits even though they did not select the education

award.  See Chapter 6 for information on educa-

tion benefits. The post-service stipend, which is

equal to $1,200, is given to members who com-

plete 12 months of service.  Members do not

receive a stipend if they do not complete a full

term of 12 months.  

AmeriCorps*VISTA Leaders who have already

completed a term of AmeriCorps*VISTA service

receive $2,400 for completing a full year of serv-

ice.  Members who re-enroll for a second or 

third year of service receive an additional stipend

($1,200 for members, $2,400 for Leaders who

have previously served as members) if they com-

plete the full year.  Members who opt to extend

their year of service for additional months will

receive an additional stipend at the rate of $100

per month of the extension.  

The stipend is intended as a post-service readjust-

ment allowance to offset expenses after termina-

tion because AmeriCorps*VISTA service is not

credited when determining eligibility for unem-

ployment compensation.  Refer to Chapter 10

Basic Laws and Federal Regulations.

On rare occasion, such as for medical emergencies

when a member intends to continue his or her

AmeriCorps*VISTA service after a brief period 

of recuperation, a member can seek approval

from the Director of AmeriCorps*VISTA for 

an advance to his or her stipend.  

The stipend will be paid automatically with the

last subsistence check if service is completed as
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scheduled and termination documents are submit-

ted to the Corporation State Office.  Members

who continue their AmeriCorps*VISTA service

will receive their stipend in the pay period in

which continuation of service begins, provided 

all documentation has been submitted on a 

timely basis.

Federal income tax and Social Security (FICA)

deductions are withheld from the stipend at the

time of any payment.  

Pro-Rated Stipend

In rare circumstances, AmeriCorps*VISTA 

members who leave service early (other than

those members who were terminated by the

Corporation State Program Director for miscon-

duct and for cause) may qualify for a pro-rated

stipend.  The Corporation State Program

Director has the authority to approve member

eligibility for a pro-rated stipend if the member

must leave service early because of a compelling

personal circumstance such as:

! Serious or critical illness or disability of the

AmeriCorps*VISTA member.

! Death or critical illness or disability of an

immediate family member (spouse, parent,

sibling, child, or guardian) if this makes 

completing a term unreasonably difficult 

or impossible.

! Conditions attributable to the program or oth-

erwise unforeseeable and beyond the member’s

control such as a natural disaster, strike, reloca-

tion of a spouse, or premature closing of a

project or program that makes completing a

term unreasonably difficult or impossible. 

Members have the primary responsibility for

demonstrating that compelling personal circum-

stances prevent them from completing the term 

of service.

A pro-rated stipend may be given for public 

policy reasons as determined by the Corporation,

including:

! Military Service obligations; or

! Acceptance by a member of an employment

opportunity if the member is a recipient of

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families.

(TANF is the successor program to AFDC.)

Compelling personal circumstances do not

include leaving a program to enroll in school,

obtain employment (other than described above),

or enroll in another Corporation program, or

because of dissatisfaction with the program.

If you leave AmeriCorps*VISTA service for 

compelling personal circumstances and have com-

pleted at least 15 percent of the required term of

service, you are eligible for a pro-rated portion of

the stipend corresponding to that portion of your

term served.  The stipend is accrued at a rate of

$100 a month.  If you served 7 months, for exam-

ple, you would receive $700.  In order to qualify

for a pro-rated education award, a minimum of

55 days must be served.  Any term of service

short of 55 days is ineligible for any credit 

toward the stipend.

Education Award

When you attend Pre-Service Orientation, you

receive a Benefits Election Form to complete.

This form gives you the choice of either the 

end-of-year stipend or the education award.  
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At any time prior to the end of the 10th month 

of service, a member who initially elected the

stipend can change his/her decision and elect the

education award if he or she meets the eligibility

requirements.  To do so, the member must

request and fill out the Second Choice Prior to

End of 10th Month Benefits Election Form from

the Corporation State Office.  The Corporation

does not send these forms out automatically. 

No further changes may be made by the member.

See Chapter 7 for a complete discussion of the

education award.

DISCRETIONARY ALLOWANCES

Relocation Allowance

A relocation allowance is normally given to mem-

bers serving a 12-month term of service who

move from their home of record to their project

site.  A relocation allowance may be authorized

by the Corporation State Office either on initial

assignment or on project transfer.  This is intend-

ed to cover initial moving expenses (security

deposit, utility deposit, etc.).  The amount may

not exceed $550.00.  The relocation allowance 

is paid and taxed in the regular biweekly

allowance check. 

Emergency Expense Allowance

The Corporation State Office may authorize a

one-time expense allowance to cover extraordi-

nary expenses such as reimbursement for theft,

fire loss, or special clothing necessitated by severe

climate.  This allowance is not intended to sup-

plement the living expenses of members.  Expense

allowances are paid directly to the member by 

the Corporation’s Service Center. 

HOW DO AMERICORPS*VISTA MEMBERS GET PAID?

Direct Deposit

As an AmeriCorps*VISTA member, you are

required to have your biweekly subsistence

allowance sent via electronic funds transfer.  The

U.S. Treasury requires that federal payments be

made by direct deposit except when this would

cause unusual hardship on the payee.  To set this

up, you and your financial institutions must 

complete the Direct Deposit Sign-Up Form 

and return it to: 

Accounting Division

Corporation for National 

and Community Service

1201 New York Avenue, NW, 7th Floor

Washington, DC  20525

Or a form 1199A can be obtained from any 

bank, filled out, and sent to the address above.  

If you do not currently have a bank account, 

you can open an Electronic Transfer Account 

for a nominal monthly fee. To learn more, 

visit www.eta-find.gov.

The Corporation for National and Community

Service will process your direct deposit request

form within five (5) business days of receipt.  If

you change your bank or bank account number 

at any time or close the account, you must inform

the Corporation immediately.  If you believe that

receiving the payment electronically will cause

unusual hardship, please explain this in writing

and submit it to your Corporation State Office,

and your payments may be made by paper check. 

All regular biweekly allowances, as well as any

other taxable allowances, are recorded on the

member’s earning statement.



37

Paper Checks

For those members who, for hardship reasons, 

are allowed to receive a paper check, it will nor-

mally arrive every other Tuesday, but may be

delayed in the mail.  The earnings statement is

mailed separately for both types of payments

(electronic funds transfer or paper check) by the

Corporation and may arrive a few days after 

the check or electronic funds transfer deposit. 

The Corporation will mail checks to the

Sponsoring Organization or the member’s 

home address.  Checks mistakenly sent to the

Sponsoring Organization for members who have

terminated early or who are no longer on the

project must be returned immediately to the 

U.S. Treasury, and the Corporation for National

and Community Service should be immediately

notified.  Members’ check envelopes must not 

be opened by any Sponsoring Organization 

personnel.

Allowances not subject to federal income or

Social Security taxes are paid directly by the

Corporation and are not reflected in the earnings

statement.  However, the member receives an

explanation of any payment along with the 

check.  Such checks usually cover travel and 

per diem expenses.

Lost Checks

If an AmeriCorps*VISTA member does not

receive a check, the member should confer with

his/her supervisor to make sure the check has not

been misplaced or is a few days late.  If the super-

visor determines the check is lost or stolen, the

member should notify the Corporation State

Office immediately by phone.  The member also

must report the loss in writing, indicating the 

pay period covered by the missing allowance, and

mail or fax the signed letter to the Corporation

State Office.  Due to mail delivery times, one

week will elapse before the Corporation

Headquarters Payroll Office will be able to begin

tracing lost checks. The use of electronic funds

transfer eliminates this problem.

The Corporation office issuing the check will

notify the appropriate U.S. Treasury office of 

the loss and arrange for another check to be 

sent.  This process can take up to six weeks. 

TAXES

All AmeriCorps*VISTA allowances except serv-

ice-related travel payments, baggage allowances,

and special expense allowances are subject to fed-

eral and state income taxes (where appropriate). 

The Corporation withholds federal income tax

from the regular biweekly allowance check.  

You must complete a W-4 form to determine the

amount of income tax withheld.  If you believe

you are exempt from having federal income taxes

withheld from your allowance check, you must

claim exempt status on the W-4 form.  The W-4

form explains the eligibility requirements for tax

exempt status.  The W-4 form must be renewed

every calendar year in January when an exempt

status is claimed.  The form may be obtained

from a local Internal Revenue Service office and

should be sent to the Corporation State Office.

The Corporation does not withhold any state,

county, or city income tax from your allowance

payment.  However, you must determine and

conform to state tax laws by contacting the state

tax office where you are assigned or maintain a
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permanent residence.  In addition to state taxes,

you also are responsible for paying any other

appropriate taxes. 

For Social Security (FICA) purposes, the post-

service cash stipend is taxable. The tax is withheld

at the time the stipend is paid to the member.

The total stipend the member receives after one

year of service may be counted under Social

Security regulations toward credits of coverage.

The term "coverage" refers to the accumulation

of 40 credits (10 years) necessary for an individual

to receive Social Security benefits at retirement.

The amounts required for credits of coverage 

are adjusted annually by the Social Security

Administration.  Members seeking to obtain

“coverage” should contact a local Social Security

office to determine if the stipend amount is 

sufficient to be applied. 

W-2 Form – Earnings and Taxes Withheld

The Corporation will mail a W-2 form to you by

January 31st of each year showing the amount of

earnings and the amount of federal taxes withheld

for the preceding calendar year.  If the W-2 form

has not arrived by February 15th, you should

advise your supervisor, who will then inform 

the Corporation State Office.

If you do not complete your term of service

before the end of a calendar year, a W-2 form 

will be mailed in January of the following year

reflecting AmeriCorps*VISTA earnings and taxes

withheld during the preceding year in which the

termination occurred.  The Corporation must be

advised of any mailing address change that occurs

between the time you terminate from AmeriCorps*

VISTA service and the Corporation mails the 

W-2 form.  Change of address notices after 

termination should be sent to the Corporation

Headquarters Office indicating that the address

applies to a former AmeriCorps*VISTA member. 

W-5 Earned Income Credit

Under the Tax Reform Act of 1986, certain 

families with limited income may be eligible for

earned income credit.  The IRS determines eligi-

bility.  Earned income credit is an amount that

you may be able to subtract from your taxes.  

If your credit is larger than your tax, or if there 

is no tax, you may be eligible for a refund from

the IRS even if you had no tax withheld from

your pay.  The earned income credit is based on 

a percentage of your earned income including

your AmeriCorps*VISTA allowances. 

If you expect to qualify for earned income credit,

you should contact the IRS to verify eligibility.  

It is not the responsibility of the Corporation to

verify eligibility.  Thereafter, if eligible, you can

choose to get credit in advance as part of the 

regular AmeriCorps*VISTA allowance payment.  

To receive the earned income credit in advance,

you must complete and file a form W-5, “Earned

Income Credit Advance Payment,” with the

Corporation at the beginning of each calendar

year.  If you receive advance payments, you must

file a form 1040, 1040A, or 1040EZ for the tax

year.  The W-2 form, “Wage and Tax Statement,”

provided by the Corporation, will reflect the

amount of advance earned income credit paid.

Earned income credit advance payments do 

not constitute wages and are not subject to

income tax.
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Members who are eligible for earned income

credit, but do not receive the advance payment

can still claim the earned income credit on their

tax returns.  A form 1040, 1040A, or 1040EZ

must be filed to claim earned income credit 

even if no taxes were withheld from allowances

during the year. 

Receipt of earned income credit may affect the

your benefit levels under certain public assistance

programs.  Therefore, it is advisable to check 

with these programs before filing for earned

income credit.    

DEDUCTIONS FROM ALLOWANCES

With your permission, the Corporation will make

deductions from your biweekly allowance pay-

ment to cover court-ordered or voluntary child

support or alimony payments, and court-ordered

bankruptcy.  IRS tax levy deductions will be

made without your permission.  Such deductions

will be shown under “Tax and Court Levies” 

on your earnings statement. 

Treasury Offset Program

Effective January 1998, the Treasury Department

implemented a program for collecting debts owed

to the United States.  This program is called the

Treasury Offset Program, and it works automati-

cally to reduce the amount of federal payments

made to people or companies that have delin-

quent federal debt.  

Currently, this program covers all payments that

the Corporation makes to AmeriCorps*VISTA

members except subsistence payments.  In the

near future, this program may cover subsistence

payments.  Currently, it includes travel, other

miscellaneous reimbursements, and education

award payments.  The money will be taken from

payments made to AmeriCorps*VISTA members

who are identified by the Treasury as having

delinquent federal debt.  Any federal debt older

than six (6) months can be collected through this

program.  If you owe a debt of this kind, pay-

ments that the Corporation would have made to

you will be taken by the Treasury Department 

to offset the debt.  You will receive a letter from

the Treasury explaining that the deducted amount

is being applied to your outstanding debt.  The

Treasury Department’s letter will include the

name of the creditor agency and contact points,

including telephone numbers for the creditor

organization.  The Corporation plays no role 

in this process. 

The Treasury Department has entered into agree-

ments with some states for the collection of debts,

so debts owed to those states also will be collected.

If you owe a debt of this

kind, payments that the

Corporation would have

made to you will be taken

by the Treasury Depart-

ment to offset the debt.

"

"
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Recovery of Overpayment

If you are overpaid at any time during your term

of service, the overpayment is collected at the 

rate of $25.00 per pay period from your regular

biweekly check, with some exceptions.  If your

overpayment is excessive, the amount may be 

collected at a rate higher than $25.00 per pay 

period.   Any overpayment still outstanding 

when you terminate will be collected from the

final allowance and/or stipend payments. 

Overpayments, when they occur, include subsis-

tence or travel allowances greater than the

amount to which the member is entitled, and 

subsistence allowances paid to members who 

terminated early before the Corporation was

advised of their termination.  To avoid such 

overpayments, you should give the Sponsoring

Organization and the Corporation two weeks

notice if you must terminate early from

AmeriCorps*VISTA service.  If an overpayment

still remains after deduction from the final pay-

ments, former members must pay the balance to

the Corporation.  Any overpayment remaining 

90 days after completion of service will be turned

over to a collection agency.  

LIFE INSURANCE

AmeriCorps*VISTA members may purchase life

insurance under a group policy with the ReliaStar

Insurance Company.  Enrollment in the group

plan is voluntary and takes place during Pre-

Service Orientation.  If you wish to purchase

insurance, you must complete a “Designation 

of Beneficiary” form during training.  If you 

do not wish to enroll in the group policy, 

you must complete the “Waiver of Coverage”

section at the bottom of the form.

Currently, insurance coverage is $19,600 for

members under the age of 60 at the time of their

death, $9,800 age 60-69, and $4,900 for those who

are age 70 and over.  Those who set up life insur-

ance coverage also will benefit from “employee

assistance program” counseling and personal 

support services.

The cost of the insurance premium is deducted

from the member’s biweekly subsistence

allowance.  Coverage begins at the time 

of enrollment in the plan. 

If you waive coverage during training, you 

cannot subsequently be covered during current

service without undergoing a physical examina-

tion at your own expense and submitting a

“Group Evidence of Insurability” form to 

the Corporation State Office.  This form 

may be obtained from:

ReliaStar 

P.O. Box 1548

Minneapolis, MN  55440-1548 

The insurance company, at that time, determines

solely whether to accept your application. 

You may cancel your life insurance at any time 

by informing the Corporation State Office either

in written form through the mail or by fax.  Life

insurance coverage ends 31 days after the date

your service terminates.  You may convert to an

individual life insurance policy without a medical

examination if you apply for conversion within

one month of termination.  Conversion forms 

are available from the Corporation State Office. 
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CHILD CARE

AmeriCorps*VISTA offers child care benefits 

to qualifying members.  The maximum amount 

of child care assistance a member can receive is

$300.00 per month.  AmeriCorps*VISTA mem-

bers may have up to two caregivers, and it is the

members’ determination on how they would like

to divide up the child care amount.  Benefits are

non-taxable to members, but may be taxable to

caregivers.  Reimbursement parameters, including

what type of caregivers are eligible for reimburse-

ment in each state, are set by the Child Care and

Development Block Grant. 

To receive child care benefits, you must have 

children under the age of 13 and be determined

eligible based on income guidelines.  

Whose Income is Counted:

Income received by all members of the family

unit who reside in the household is counted to

determine income eligibility.  The family unit

consists of all children in the home under age 

18, biological parents of the children (married 

or non-married), and any legally responsible

adults.  Each state has income eligibility require-

ments, which are set by the National Association

of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies – 

not by the Corporation.  If your income is above

the limit, you cannot receive child care benefits.

The subsistence allowance cannot be adjusted 

to make you eligible.

Types of Income Counted:

The following types of income are counted 

to determine income eligibility:

! Money, wages, and salary;

! SSI, TANF, public assistance;

! Unemployment; 

! Child support or alimony; 

! Worker’s compensation; 

! Retirement, pensions, and annuities; 

! Social security;  

! Self-employment; and

! AmeriCorps*VISTA subsistence allowance.

If you re-enroll for a second or third year of 

service as an AmeriCorps*VISTA, you must 

be recertified for child care benefits for each 

term of service.
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Chapter 6: Education Award

An education award can be used in the 

following ways:

! To repay qualified student loans;

! To pay for all or part of the cost of attending a

qualified institution of higher education; and

! To pay qualified expenses incurred while 

participating in an approved school-to-work

opportunities system program.

The education award cannot be used to repay

all types of student loans or to attend all

schools.  It is up to the member to contact 

those institutions in which they are planning 

to utilize the education award in advance 

of electing the education award. Please see 

the section of this chapter that discusses what 

“qualified” institutions and “qualified” loans are.

THE NATIONAL SERVICE TRUST

The National Service Trust is a fund established

by Congress that is used to pay for education

awards and interest that accrues on qualified 

student loans during a term of service, for those

who have completed approved terms of service. 

The Office of the National Service Trust, 

frequently referred to as the Trust, is the office

within the Corporation that manages all the 

various functions related to the AmeriCorps 

education award.  See the end of this chapter 

for resource information provided by the Trust.

EDUCATION AWARD AMOUNT

A full-time education award is $4,725.00.

Occasionally, a special program will be offered,

for example, a summer associates program, that

includes a “less than full year” award, which will

be reduced proportionally to reflect the length of

the program.  Such education awards still counts

as one of the two awards that an individual may

receive during his or her lifetime.

HOW TO QUALIFY

To be eligible for an education award, you must

successfully complete the required “term of 

service” for the program in which you are 

participating.  You must be a permanent resident

alien (i.e. have a greencard) to be eligible for a

national service education award.

Your election is made when you complete a

Benefits Election Form at the beginning of each

term of service and indicate whether you want 

to receive the education award or a post-service

cash stipend.  The decision to accept an education

award in lieu of the post-service cash stipend is

irrevocable once you elect the benefit at the

beginning of the term of service. 

At least forty-five (45) days before your end 

of service date, you must complete a Future 

Plans Form and the End of Term/Exit Form, 

see Appendix A. The project Sponsoring

Organization/supervisor will then complete the

evaluation portion, sign, and send both forms to

You may choose to receive an education award upon successfully completing your service (instead of

receiving a stipend) for each of your first and second completed years of service provided you have not

earned an education award from another Corporation program or served for any period in which you

would have been eligible for an award had you continued service with any Corporation program,

including AmeriCorps*VISTA.  You may receive a total of two education awards, from any source.
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the Corporation State Office.  You are entitled 

to review the evaluation portion before it is sent

to the Corporation State Office. 

The Corporation State Office is responsible for

determining whether you have successfully com-

pleted a term of service and are eligible for an

education award.  The Corporation State Office

will indicate this on the End of Term/Exit Form. 

Once notified by the Corporation State Office

that you are eligible for an award, the Trust will

send you a packet of information needed to access

the award within 30 days after the Trust is noti-

fied.  The packet will include a Voucher and

Payment Request form and instructions for filling

it out.  This is the document you need to author-

ize that a payment be made from your account 

in the Trust.  You are strongly encouraged to

keep copies.

You must complete one section of the voucher 

to authorize the payment.  Then, the loan holder

or school must complete another section and send

the voucher to the Corporation for payment.

Within 30 days of receipt, payments will be made

directly to the school or loan holder, not to you.

The Corporation will notify you that a payment

has been made and send you another voucher to

be used for future payments.  This voucher will

reflect the new balance in your Trust account.

If you withdraw or fail to complete a period of

enrollment in an institution of higher education

or in an approved school-to-work program for

which the Corporation has made payments, the

approved program that received the education

award payments will need to provide a fair and

equitable refund to the Corporation as described

in 45 CFR § 2528.  Any refund will be credited 

to your Trust account.

PRO-RATED EDUCATION AWARD

In rare circumstances, AmeriCorps*VISTA 

members who leave service early (other than

those members who were terminated early by 

the Corporation State Program Director for 

misconduct) may qualify for a pro-rated educa-

tion award.  Members have the primary responsi-

bility for demonstrating that compelling personal

circumstances prevent them from completing the

term of service.  The Corporation State Program

Director has the authority to approve member

eligibility for a pro-rated education award if the

member must leave service early because of 

a compelling personal circumstance such as:

! Serious or critical illness or disability of the

AmeriCorps*VISTA member.

! Death or critical illness or disability of an

immediate family member (spouse, parent, 

sibling, child, or guardian) if this makes 

completing a term unreasonably difficult 

or impossible.

! Conditions attributable to the program or 

otherwise unforeseeable and beyond the mem-

ber’s control such as a natural disaster, strike,

relocation of a spouse, or premature closing of

a project or program that makes completing a

term unreasonably difficult or impossible. 

A pro-rated education award may be given for

public policy reasons as determined by the

Corporation, including:

! Military Service obligations; or

! Acceptance by a member of an employment

opportunity if the member is a recipient of

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families.

(TANF is the successor program to AFDC.)
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Compelling personal circumstances do not

include leaving a program to enroll in school,

obtain employment (other than described above),

enroll in another Corporation program, or

because of dissatisfaction with the program.

If you leave AmeriCorps*VISTA service for com-

pelling personal circumstances and have complet-

ed at least 15 percent of the required term of serv-

ice, you are eligible for a pro-rated portion of the

education award corresponding to that portion 

of your term served.  For example, if you served

219 days (which is 3/5 of a service year), you

would earn an education award of $2,835.00

($2,835.00 = 3/5 of $4,725.00).

In order to qualify for a pro-rated education

award, a minimum of 55 days must be served.

Any service short of 55 days (15 percent of your

term of service) makes you ineligible for any

credit toward an education award.

NUMBER OF AWARDS

Individuals are eligible to receive up to two

awards. Participants may not qualify to receive

more than two education awards regardless 

of whether they are for full-time or less than 

full-time terms of service. For example, if an

AmeriCorps*VISTA member had previously

served for four months as an AmeriCorps*

NCCC member and received a pro-rated educa-

tion award for his/her service, he/she is only eligi-

ble to receive one more education award.  Or, 

if an AmeriCorps*VISTA member previously

served part-time with an AmeriCorps state pro-

gram, he/she is only eligible to receive one more

education award.  

THE TWO-TERM RULE

Although you may serve in Corporation pro-

grams for three years, you are only eligible to

receive two national service education awards.

Once you elect the education award--, even if you

do not complete your service requirement and do

not receive an education award, that term of serv-

ice counts as one of your two terms of eligibility.  

RELEASE FOR CAUSE

If you are terminated early, before completing an

originally-approved term of service, you are not

eligible for any portion of an education award

unless compelling personal circumstances are

demonstrated and you were not released for 

cause (misconduct).  A term of service from

which a member is terminated early counts as 

one of the two terms of service for which an 

individual may receive an education award 

even if no award is received.

TRANSFER BETWEEN AMERICORPS PROGRAMS

A member who transfers from one AmeriCorps

program to another (to or from AmeriCorps*

VISTA, National Civilian Community Corps, or

AmeriCorps State or National programs) before

completing a full term of service will not receive

credit toward an education award for that service. 

Moreover, the two-term rule will apply to those

who leave an AmeriCorps program and enroll 

in another before completing the term of service.

This distinction is important because each pro-

gram limits the number of terms of service an

individual may perform.  A term of service for 

an AmeriCorps*VISTA is defined as 365 days 

following the completion of Pre-Service

Orientation.  



46

To earn an education award, a full term of service

is required.  The only exception to this policy is

discussed under “Pro-Rated Education Award” 

in this chapter. 

TIME LIMIT ON USE OF EDUCATION AWARDS

Each education award must be used within seven

years of the completion of the service period for

that award, unless the Corporation authorizes an

extension.  The education award can be divided

up and used any of three ways described at the

beginning of this chapter.  For example, a portion

of the award could be applied to repay existing

qualified student loans and the remainder saved 

to pay for authorized college costs in the future.

INELIGIBILITY FOR CONTROLLED 

SUBSTANCE CONVICTION

An AmeriCorps*VISTA member who is convict-

ed under federal or state law of the possession or

sale of a controlled substance is not eligible to use

the education award from the date of the convic-

tion until the end of a specified time period based

on the type of conviction.  Contact the Trust

Office to learn more about this restriction. 

TAXES

The IRS has determined that any education award

payment made on behalf of a member during a

particular calendar year will be considered tax-

able income and reported to the Internal Revenue

Service.  Before January 31, the Trust will send

you an IRS Form 1099 that states the amount that

was reported to the IRS.  This amount must be

included as income on your tax returns.  The

Trust does not withhold any amount from the

education award.  Form 1099 is generated for

payments made in a year, not when you sign 

the paperwork.

Additionally, any payments of accrued interest

made on behalf of a member will be reported 

to the IRS as taxable income.

TAX CREDITS

As a result of the Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997,

many AmeriCorps*VISTA members using their

education awards may obtain substantial relief

from federal taxes.  This relief comes in the form

of the Hope Scholarship Credit and the Lifetime

Learning Credit, as well as a deduction for certain

interest payments on qualified student loans.

These benefits are available generally to people

who are paying qualified tuition and related

expenses to an eligible institution of higher educa-

tion either for themselves or for members of 

their families. 

If you are eligible for the education tax credits,

you will need to fill out a Form 1040 (line 44), 

or 1040A (line 29) and attach form 8663.  You

should become familiar with the details of the

new credits.  For example, the education credits

designed to reduce your taxes are based only on

tuition and related expenses required for enroll-

ment at an eligible educational institution and not

on books, room and board, student activities,

equipment, or transportation.

If you are eligible for the qualified student loan

interest deduction, you need to file a Form 1040

(see line 24) or 1040A (see line 16).  Payments

toward interest, not principal, lower your 

taxable income.
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For help with specific questions, please contact the

IRS at 1-800-829-1040, or your tax professional.

POSTPONING REPAYMENT OF 

A QUALIFIED LOAN WHILE SERVING

You may be eligible to postpone the repayment 

of your qualified student loans while serving as 

an AmeriCorps*VISTA member.  AmeriCorps*

VISTA members may be eligible for more than

one type of postponement under federal govern-

ment regulations, but those who have opted for

earning an education award are uniquely eligible

for a postponement based on their national service.

During this postponement, called a forbearance,

interest will continue to accrue on the loans, but

you will not be required to make any payments

during the period in which you are earning an

education award.  See the “Payment of Accrued

Interest’ section later in this chapter for informa-

tion on having this interest paid. 

To place a loan in forbearance, you need to

request it from the loan holder.  Only the loan

holder has the authority to grant forbearance.  

In the forbearance process, the National Service

Trust merely verifies that you are serving in an

approved national service position.  If the loans

are in default, there is no requirement for the 

loan holder to place the loans in forbearance.

However, there may be ways to bring a loan 

out of default, which would make it eligible for

forbearance.  You should contact your lenders 

for further information.

Process for Requesting Forbearance

In order to be granted any of the various types 

of postponements on qualified student loans, 

borrowers must request it.  The request for for-

bearance based on national service  can be made

easily by using the Federal Education Loan

Forbearance Form provided at Pre-Service

Orientation, see Appendix A. The form may 

be photocopied.  Forms also are available from

the Corporation State Office.

Occasionally, a loan company may ask for addi-

tional information or require that the borrower

complete one of its own forms.  After filling out

the borrower’s portion of a forbearance request

form (either the standardized form or the lender’s

form), you should submit it to the Trust Office

address listed at the end of this chapter.

Make sure to include the loan holder’s name 

and address.  Once the Trust receives the request,

it will certify that you are participating in an

AmeriCorps*VISTA project, and will then for-

ward the documents to the loan holders.  Make a

copy for your records.  Normally, the loan holder

will notify the borrower when forbearance has

been granted.  If you have not heard from the

loan company within three weeks from the time

you mailed the form to the Trust, you should 

call the loan holder (most have toll-free lines) 

to make sure that the paperwork has been

received and that forbearance has been granted.

Forbearance or Deferment?

National service is one of several circumstances

that allow borrowers to postpone the repayment

of their qualified student loans.  Other situations

include being a student, serving in the military,

unemployment, teaching in specific high-need

areas, or working as a volunteer with a nonprofit

organization.  Some of these postponements are

called deferments, and some are called forbearances. 
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The responsibility for paying the interest that

accrues, whether the borrower or the U.S.

Government is responsible for paying it, depends

upon the type of loan and when it was made.

Often, forbearance or deferment is not offered 

for consolidated loans.

Special requirements and conditions are associat-

ed with each of the deferments and forbearances,

depending on the type of loan and when it was

made.  These may include time limitations and

quarterly interest payments. 

AmeriCorps*VISTA members who are earning 

an education award may be eligible for loan for-

bearance or deferment based on the fact they are

earning an award or for one of the other circum-

stances described above.  However, there are sev-

eral advantages for obtaining forbearance based

on national service, over another type of forbear-

ance.  Forbearance based on national service does

not “count against” the three-year time limits that

go with other types of postponements.  Interest

payments are not required during the term of

national service, even on a quarterly basis.

Remember that any accrued interest paid on

behalf of a member is subject to income taxes.

If members wish to learn more about other types

of postponements for which they might be eligi-

ble, they should review their promissory note or

contact their loan holder.

Perkins Loans/State Agency Loans 

and Forbearances

There are two types of qualified student loans 

for which the education award can be used that

are not currently covered by the federal laws

requiring loan holders to approve forbearance

based on national service.  There currently is no

federal requirement for a loan company to grant

forbearance for federal Perkins loans or loans

issued to a member by a state agency.

If an AmeriCorps*VISTA member finds that a

holder of one of these two types of loans will not

grant forbearance based on national service, there

may be other postponement options available.

For example, he/she may be eligible for a defer-

ment or forbearance based on economic hardship

during the service period.  Members should con-

tact their loan holders if they wish to learn about

other types of postponements for which they 

may be eligible.

Since both Perkins loans and loans issued to a

member by a state agency are included in the

Trust’s legal definition of qualified student loan,

AmeriCorps*VISTA members can use their 

education awards to make payments against them.

PARTIAL CANCELLATION OF STUDENT LOANS

AmeriCorps*VISTA members who earn educa-

tion awards are not eligible to receive the Perkins

loan partial cancellation for the same service peri-

od for which they earned the award.  Members

who choose to earn a stipend may be eligible for

the cancellation.

Qualified Loans

You can use your education awards to repay

qualified student loans you have or may acquire.

Generally speaking, a “qualified student loan” 

is any federally backed student loan that is in 

the student’s name.  The Trust’s legislation has
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been modified to include loans made directly 

to members by state agencies including the 

Alaska Commission on Post-secondary

Education.  This is subject to change each year

with the Corporation’s appropriation statute.  

A list of the most common qualified loans is

shown below.

The technical definition of a qualified student

loan, stated below, is contained in the legislation

of the National Service Trust and the regulations

for the National Service Trust.

A qualified student loan is any loan made,

insured, or guaranteed pursuant to Title IV of the

Higher Education Act of 1965 (20 U.S.C. 1070 

et seq.), other than a loan made to a parent of a

student pursuant to section 428B of the Act, and

any loan made pursuant to Title VII or VIII of

the Public Service Act.” (42 U.S.C. 292a et seq.).

The regulation further defines a qualified student

loan as “any other loan designated as such by

Congress.”

If you do not know if your loans are qualified,

you should ask your lenders.  There should also

be a citation on the loan papers, referring to Title

IV of the Higher Education Act, Title VII or VIII

of the Public Health Services Act, or the Alaska

Commission on Post-Secondary Education.

There may be student loan programs offered by

schools that are not qualified.  Members must be

sure to ask their loan holders to see if the loans

are qualified, using the definition in the Trust’s

legislation.  They should get written confirmation

if there is any question.  A loan program that

pays off previous qualified education loans and

creates a new loan for the purpose of offering 

a single payment option, such as credit card

consolidation, is not a qualified loan. However,

there is a federal consolidation loan specifically

for that purpose that is a qualified Title IV loan.

Members who want to consolidate qualified 

student loans need to make sure that they do it

through a Title IV Federal Consolidation Loan, 

if they want to use their Education Award to

repay it or have the interest paid on it. 

COMMON QUALIFIED STUDENT LOANS

! Federal Family Education Loans

! Subsidized and Unsubsidized Stafford Loans

! Supplemental Loans to Students (SLS)

! Federal Consolidated Loans

! Guaranteed Student Loans (predecessor to Stafford Loans)

! Federally Insured Student Loans (FISL)

! William D. Ford Federal Direct Loans

! Direct Subsidized and Unsubsidized Stafford

DIRECT SUBSIDIZED AND UNSUBSIDIZED FORD LOANS

! Direct Consolidation

! Loans under the Public Health Service Act

! Health Education Assistance Loans (HEAL)

! Health Professions Student Loans (HPSL)

! Loans for Disadvantaged Students (LDS)

! Nursing Student Loans (NSL)

! Primary Care Loans (PCL)

! Loans in the Federal Perkins Loan Program

! National Defense Student Loan

! National Direct Student Loan

! Loans made directly to students by State government agencies
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Schools Matching the Education Award

The schools listed below offer a limited number

of competitive scholarships that match the funds

available from the AmeriCorps education award.

These funds may be used with any of the pro-

grams of study in these schools:

! Augsburg College, Minneapolis, Minnesota

! The Evergreen State College, Olympia, WA

! Loyola University, Chicago, Illinois

! Sterling College, Craftsbury Common, Vermont

! Union College, Borbourville, Kentucky

! Wentworth Institute of Technology, Boston, Massachusetts

! New Rochelle College, New Rochelle, New York

Other schools may offer matching funds or 

special opportunities for former AmeriCorps*

VISTA members.  For an updated listing, 

visit www.americorpsalums.org.  

QUALIFIED INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION

U.S. SCHOOLS

For purposes of the education award, a “qualified

institution of higher education” is an institution

that has a Title IV Program Participation

Agreement with the U.S. Department of

Education (Title IV refers to a section of the

Higher Education Act that authorizes student

aid).  This simply means that the school partici-

pates in the federal student aid programs, – i.e., 

it has an agreement with the U.S. Department of

Education whereby students are eligible to receive

federal financial assistance to attend the school.

This assistance includes Pell grants or one of the

federal loans listed under “Common Qualified

Student Loans.”

A school may be fully accredited and offer 

quality graduate degrees, but unless it is a school

that participates with the U.S. Department of

Education in Title IV financial assistance, by law,

the education award cannot be used there.  You

should ensure that the school you wish to attend

or one in which you expect to repay an existing

school loan is “qualified” before selecting the

education award.

It is not possible to determine whether a school 

is Title IV merely by the name of the school.

Most two and four year institutions in the 

United States are Title IV schools. Thousands of

technical and trade schools are Title IV as well.

Art schools, beauty schools, and truck driving

schools may be Title IV.  In order to become a

Title IV school, an institution has to meet certain

requirements and obtain an agreement with the

U.S. Department of Education.  This agreement 

is called a Title IV Program Participation

Agreement.

To Find Out if a School is Qualified

Students can ask their financial aid office if the

school is a Title IV institution.  Another way 

to find out is to learn if students who attend the

school are eligible to use Pell grants, Perkins

loans, or Stafford loans to attend the school.  

If they are eligible, it is a Title IV school.  These

are examples of some of the most common types

of Title IV assistance.

Another way to find out if a school is a Title IV

school is to call the toll-free number at the U.S.

Department of Education’s Federal Student Aid

Information center between 9:00 a.m. and 8:00

p.m. (Eastern time), Monday through Friday.

That number is 1 (800) 433-3243.  You also can

conduct an online search from the Department 

of Education’s website at www.ed.gov.
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Foreign Schools

The education award may be used to attend 

many schools outside the United States.  You

should always check to see if the school qualifies

before enrolling if you intend to use the educa-

tion award to pay for schooling.

If the schools outside the United States partici-

pate in the U.S. Department of Education’s

Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) Program,

the AmeriCorps education award can be used

there.  You can find out if a particular school

»participates by calling the Department of

Education at 1 (800) 433-3243.  Individuals who

use this number should ask if the school "partici-

pates in the FFEL Program."  The caller should

have the name and location of the school before

making the call.  This number is not for questions

concerning using the education award; it is to 

see if a foreign school participates in the 

FFEL program.

Another way to approach attending schools 

overseas is to obtain a qualified student loan to

attend the foreign school and use the education

award to repay the loan.  The loan would be 

paid like any other qualified student loan.

Also, many Title IV post-secondary institutions

in the United States offer educational opportuni-

ties abroad.  As long as the member is considered

by the qualified U.S. school to be a student at the

school and the payment goes to the U.S. school,

this is an allowable use of the education award.

QUALIFIED EXPENSES TO ATTEND SCHOOL

The AmeriCorps education award can be used to

pay the portion of a member’s cost of attendance

that is not covered by other sources of financial

aid such as scholarships, loans, grants, and tuition

or fee waivers.  The U.S. Department of

Education developed the term “cost of atten-

dance” for use by Title IV schools.  Schools use 

it whenever a student applies for federal financial

assistance.  It is the school’s estimate of what it

will cost for a student to attend for a specific 

period of time.

For a full-time student, it can include tuition and

fees, an allowance for books, room and board,

transportation, and other expenses.  It is impor-

tant to note that every Title IV school determines

the cost of attendance for its students.  This is not

an amount determined by the member or by the

Trust.  The cost of attendance should be used by

the school to calculate the amount for which the

student is eligible to use the education award. 

The AmeriCorps education award can be used for

that portion of the cost of attendance that has not

already been covered by other sources of financial

assistance.  For example, if a school has deter-

mined that the cost of attendance for a academic

year is $12,000.00 and the student is receiving

$8,000.00 worth of scholarships and loans, the

student would be eligible to use up to $4,000.00

of their education award to pay the remaining

cost of attendance.  In other words, $8,000.00 of

the $12,000.00 of expenses has already been paid,

leaving $4,000.00 to be covered. 

The cost of a computer may be included in the

cost of attendance.  However, the school’s finan-

cial aid office will know if that particular school

includes computers in the cost of attendance.

Students should be able to learn from the finan-

cial aid office what the cost of attendance is

before submitting their voucher for payment.

Schools receiving a check from the Trust often

will keep the amount that is owed them (such as
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tuition, fees, and if applicable, dorm fees) and

release to the student any allowances that the stu-

dent pays to other parties (such as allowances for

books, transportation, and room and board) if the

full-time student is living off campus.  The school

should follow the same rules for the education

award that it follows for other federal financial

assistance regarding reimbursements to students.

Reimbursement can be handled in a variety of

ways.  Some schools write the student a check

while others establish an account in the student’s

name.  Some schools handle book and supply

purchases by issuing students vouchers that can

be used at the school’s bookstore.  Members

should ask their financial aid office if they have

specific questions about the school’s reimburse-

ment policies.

Schools may reimburse students for allowable

expenses that were previously paid by the student

as long as the costs are for the current enrollment

period.

Bookstores and the Education Award

The law requires that the AmeriCorps education

award be designated to a qualified school (and

holders of qualified loans).  The Trust strongly

encourages you to first take your education

awards to the financial aid office of the qualified

school you wish to attend.  The financial aid

office monitors financial assistance received by

students and is able to determine how much of 

a student’s award he/she is eligible to use and

whether a student’s cost of attendance has been

met by other sources.  The financial aid office 

can legally represent the school in verifying that

certain requirements are met.  A bookstore 

cannot do this.

In order to avoid a series of small payments to a

bookstore throughout the semester, it is better to

consult the financial aid office for the calculated

budget figure for books and supplies for the term

and receive that amount as a lump sum.

Because school bookstores are unable to monitor

the amount of financial assistance a student is

receiving and cannot determine if the education

award will cause a student to exceed their cost of

attendance in financial assistance, these vouchers

will be returned to the school for additional 

certification by the financial aid office before 

a payment can be made. 

PAYMENT OF ACCRUED INTEREST

You are eligible to have the National Service Trust

pay all or a portion of the interest that accumu-

lates on your qualified student loans while you

are earning your education award.  These pay-

ments are made above and beyond the education

award, and they will not be deducted from your

education award account. To be eligible to have

“accrued” interest paid, the loan must have been

in forbearance or deferment status during the

service period and the member must have 

successfully completed a term of service.

The Trust cannot pay for interest that accrued

outside a member’s service period.  It also cannot

pay interest if the member did not earn an educa-

tion award.

Generally, the Trust will pay all of the interest for

full-time members who complete their term of

service and a portion of the interest for members

who had to end their service early for compelling

reasons.  The portion that the Trust pays is based

on a formula contained in the regulations that

govern the National Service Trust.
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Process for Getting the Interest Paid

The Trust will pay the interest when it has:

! Verification from the project that the 

member has completed service and is 

eligible for an education award, and

! Documentation from the loan holder showing

the total amount of interest that accrued.

The Trust can make payments from statements or

bills produced by loan companies if they contain

the actual dates of service (month, day, and year)

and the total amount of interest that accrued.

However, completing the Interest Accrual Form

(see Appendix A) is a more accurate and conven-

ient method for having this information forward-

ed to the Trust.  The Interest Accrual Form may

be used to request this interest information from

a holder of a qualified student loan.

Benefits of using the Interest Accrual 

Form include:

! The Form puts in written form a request 

that the information be provided to the Trust.

Lenders usually require written permission 

to share loan information with a third party,

and this form accomplishes that. 

! It allows members to ask for the information

based on the dates they put on the form.

Statements from lenders frequently have to 

be returned because the interest amount is

based on incorrect dates.

! It includes the option for the loan holder 

to provide a daily interest accrual amount.

Up to 30 days prior to the end of your term of

service, you may initiate the process to have your

interest paid.  This action also may occur follow-

ing the completion of service.  You need to make

sure that your loan holder informs the Trust of

the total amount of interest that accrued during

your service period.  To have this interest infor-

mation sent to the Trust, you should complete 

the top portion of the Interest Accrual Form and

send it to your loan holder(s).  Each loan holder

will complete the lender portion of the form and

forward it to the National Service Trust at the

address on the form.  You may want to ask the

loan company for a copy of the completed form

for your records.

When the Trust receives the form, it will be

reviewed to make sure that you have completed

the service and the dates are correct.  Then a 

payment will be made to the loan holder. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION

The Corporation State Office may be able to

answer many questions on AmeriCorps education

benefits.  The National Service Trust also has a

toll free number that has recorded messages to

answer award questions of a general nature, to

make address changes, and to request a duplicate

voucher.  The number is 1-888-507-5962.  For

more detailed information about specific awards

or payments, call the National Service Trust at

(202) 606-5000, ext. 347.  Or you can write to

them at edawardvoucher@cns.gov or:

National Service Trust

Corporation for National and 

Community Service

1201 New York Avenue, NW

Washington, DC  20525
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Chapter 7: Travel and Transportation Support

This includes:

! Home to site;

! To and from training events;

! Project site to events, conferences, etc.; and

! Project site to home of record upon close 

of service.

The Corporation will pay for official travel only

within the continental United States, except for

AmeriCorps*VISTA members who are serving 

in or whose home of record is in Alaska, Hawaii,

Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, Guam, or

American Samoa.  All members who are author-

ized by the Corporation to relocate from their

home of record to serve in AmeriCorps*VISTA

will be reimbursed for travel and baggage 

expenses as described in this chapter. All travel

payments are subject to Treasury Offset

(see Chapter 5).

Travel by Commercial Carrier 

(Air, Train, Bus, or Boat)

AmeriCorps*VISTA candidates or members who

are authorized to travel by air, train, bus, or boat

will receive a prepaid ticket and $15.00 each way

(from home of record to destination and return)

for miscellaneous travel expenses such as taxi

fares, parking fees, etc.  If costs exceed $15.00,

members will be reimbursed for actual expendi-

tures after providing receipts to their Corporation

State Office.  All travel provided by commercial

carriers will be at the lowest rates available.  

In exceptional circumstances, members may 

have to purchase their own tickets, which will 

be reimbursed at the lowest commercial carrier

fare available.

Mileage costs incurred by members between home

and commercial carrier stations will be reimbursed

at the federal mileage reimbursement rate.

Travel by Automobile

AmeriCorps*VISTA candidates or members

authorized to drive their own cars (from home 

to destination and return) will be reimbursed at

the federal mileage reimbursement rate, which 

is currently 36.5 cents per mile, plus $10.00 for

every whole multiple of 100 miles.  This covers

per diem expenses while en route.  If the candi-

date or member is a rider in the vehicle, or 

drives a vehicle for which his/her Sponsoring

Organization covers mileage reimbursement,

he/she will be paid only $10.00 for every whole

multiple of 100 miles traveled.  Mileage is com-

puted on the basis of the Rand McNally standard

mileage guide.  Reimbursement rates for members

driving to Alaska may vary depending on project

location, travel routes (highways vs. ferry), and

Sponsoring Organization agreements with the

Corporation.

If a candidate relocates using a privately owned

vehicle to attend the Pre-Service Orientation, and

the car is not authorized for use on the project by

the Corporation, the candidate will receive the cost

TRAVEL PAYMENTS

All AmeriCorps*VISTA candidate and member official travel outside the project area, as well as the

mode of travel outside the project area, must be approved in advance by the Corporation State Office.
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of common carrier or the federal mileage reim-

bursement rate, whichever is less.  The candidate

also will receive $15.00 for miscellaneous expenses.

Travel by Motorcycle

AmeriCorps*VISTA members traveling by

motorcycle or motor scooter are reimbursed at

the federal mileage reimbursement rate of 28 cents

per mile, plus $10.00 for every whole multiple 

of 100 miles traveled. 

Food and Lodging Expense

Per diem, a daily expense allowance for food,

lodging, and miscellaneous expenses, may be

authorized for conference or consultation travel

that the AmeriCorps*VISTA member is required

to make during service.  Members will be reim-

bursed for actual expenses not to exceed $85, the

standard federal government per diem rate.  The

State Director will adjust rates for high-cost cities

on an individual basis.  For example, if the mem-

ber attends a conference at an expensive facility

and is required to stay there, additional per diem

may be authorized.

Reimbursement

To claim reimbursement for all travel except

close-of-service travel or service-related travel,

you must complete part I of the “AmeriCorps*

VISTA Payment Voucher,” Form 531, see

Appendix A. The Corporation will complete 

part II of the form, and the U.S. Treasury 

sends you a reimbursement check.

TRAVEL PAYMENT AT END OF SERVICE

In the 10th month of service, you will receive 

the “AmeriCorps*VISTA Future Plans or Early

Termination Request” (FPR) form to indicate 

the mode of travel to be used in returning home,

see Appendix A. Based on that information, the

Corporation will send you either a prepaid ticket

or a check for travel from the project site to your

home of record.  The ticket or check will arrive

before your scheduled departure.  If you fail to

sign and return the termination voucher within 

30 days after completion of service, no reimburse-

ment will be made.  You should also follow up

with your supervisor to make certain that the

FPR is sent to the Corporation State Office 

Members terminating early also must complete

the “AmeriCorps*VISTA Member Future Plans

or Early Termination Request” form indicating

the mode of travel to be used for their return

home.  The Corporation will send a prepaid tick-

et or check to the project.  If there is insufficient

time to process the ticket or check before the

member’s termination, it will be sent to the 

forwarding address specified on the form.

Payment for termination travel by private auto-

mobile will be made only if one of the following

is true:

! The member was authorized to bring a car 

to training, and the member used the car for

project activities during service; 

! The member was authorized to use a car when

on site and purchased on arrival at site; or

! The cost of reimbursement for private vehicle

travel is less than that for common carrier.

If none of these is true, the member will be 

reimbursed at the rate of the lowest commercial

carrier fare.
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BAGGAGE SHIPMENT WITHIN THE 

CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES

Provided you must relocate to serve, you are

authorized a baggage allowance for shipment 

of personal effects between home of record and

project site both on initial assignment and at 

close of service. 

In the event of transfer to a new project, an

allowance is authorized for shipment between the

two project sites.  In order to receive reimburse-

ment, you must submit a “Volunteer Payment

Voucher” with receipts attached to the

Corporation State Office within thirty (30) days

of shipment of any baggage, see Appendix A. 

The baggage allowance, based on direct mileage

between two points, is $25.00 per 100 miles,

rounded down to the nearest hundred, with a

maximum of $500.00.  The weight of the ship-

ment is not considered in determining the 

reimbursement.  In all cases, members must 

provide receipts.

The baggage allowance is paid by check from the

Corporation and should reach the member within

his/her first month on the project.  For shipment

related to close of service, the check should be

received before or within a month following

departure.

BAGGAGE SHIPMENT OUTSIDE THE 

CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES

On initial assignment, termination, or transfer,

you may request a government bill of lading

(GBL) to pay for the cost of shipping up to 100

lbs. by air freight between home of record and

project, or between project sites. 

You should send a written request for a

Government Bill of Lading to the Corporation

State Office at least three weeks before shipment

is to be made.  Addresses where the baggage will

be shipped from and to must be provided.

SERVICE-RELATED TRANSPORTATION

The Sponsoring Organization is responsible for

determining the service-related transportation

needs of members.  As a general rule, you 

are expected to use public transportation in 

connection with your work when it is available

and adequate.

When public transportation is not adequate, the

Sponsoring Organization has the primary respon-

sibility for providing or supporting vehicles used

by members in the performance of their assign-

ments.  In some instances, AmeriCorps*VISTA

may assist in the provision of funds for mileage

reimbursement or leasing a vehicle. 

While performing your assigned duties, you may

not transport passengers other than those deter-

mined by supervisory authority to be directly

related to and within the scope of your official

responsibilities.  There will be a presumption that

you are not in the performance of official respon-

sibilities when transporting unauthorized persons.

In the event it is determined that you were per-

forming official activities while transporting

unauthorized passengers, the passengers will 

not be covered by the government for personal

injury; and you may be personally liable for

injury to the passengers and subject to appropri-

ate administrative action.
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Vehicles Owned by Another Person

Ordinarily, you will not be authorized to use a

vehicle owned by another person (including that

of a relative or another member) while conduct-

ing official project-related travel.  If unusual 

circumstances require the use of a vehicle owned

by another person, prior approval must be

obtained from the State Director.

Authorization to Use Vehicle

The Sponsoring Organization or supervisor must

fill out Form V-81, “AmeriCorps*VISTA Use of

Vehicles and Public Transportation,” whenever

you use any or all of the following for service-

related transportation, see Appendix A:

! Sponsoring Organization-owned or

Sponsoring Organization-leased vehicle;

! Member-owned or member-leased vehicle;

! Vehicle owned or leased by another person 

and approved for member use by the State

Director; or

! Public transportation.

Form V-81 is needed to provide coverage under

the Federal Tort Claims Act. Completed Form 

V-81’s must be sent to the Corporation State

Office by the Sponsoring Organization before 

the member uses any vehicle.   

The types of approved member service-related

transportation and the reimbursement responsi-

bilities of the Sponsoring Organization and/or 

the Corporation must be clearly stated in the

Memorandum of Agreement between the

Corporation and Sponsoring Organization.

Licensing and Insurance

Sponsoring Organizations and AmeriCorps*

VISTA members are responsible for complying

with all laws concerning vehicle registration,

operator licensing, and insurance on any vehicles

used officially or unofficially by members in the

state and locality where they serve/reside.  You

are covered by the Federal Tort Claims Act (see

Chapter 10) for third-party liability (e.g., damage

or injury to others only while in the performance

of official duties).  However, the Corporation is

not responsible for any damage to your own

vehicle; thus it is essential that you maintain 

adequate insurance on your own vehicle.

Privately Owned Vehicle

If a privately owned vehicle is necessary to carry

out your assigned duties, authorization for its 

use on the job must be obtained from the

Corporation State Office.

! The Memorandum of Agreement between the

Corporation and the Sponsoring Organization

specifies what portion of the member’s mileage

expenses for assignment-related purposes will

be provided by the Sponsoring Organization.

In these cases, the member will receive reim-

bursement directly from the Sponsoring

Organization.

! In some instances, the Corporation may pro-

vide all or a portion of the member’s mileage

expenses for assignment-related purposes.

This payment may be accomplished through 

a transportation grant to the Sponsoring

Organization in which the Corporation 

provides the Sponsoring Organization with

funds to reimburse the member.
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! Before members can receive service-related

transportation reimbursement, the Corpora-

tion State Office must authorize in writing 

that the member may drive a car for assign-

ment-related purposes.  To request such

authorization, the member and project supervi-

sor must submit a completed Form V-81 to 

the Corporation State Office.

! The Corporation or the Sponsoring

Organization, as specified in the terms of the

Memorandum of Agreement, will reimburse

members for approved service-related mileage 

at the rate established under the Sponsoring

Organization’s reimbursement policy, but not to

exceed the federal mileage reimbursement rate. 

! These reimbursement rates are intended to

cover gas and oil, wear and tear, and routine

maintenance.

! If the Corporation is reimbursing the member

directly for service-related mileage expenses,

the member must submit a completed

“Statement of Mileage” form (See Appendix A)

at the end of each month to the Corporation

State Office.  The Corporation reimbursement

is subject to the Treasury Offset, if applicable

to the member.

! If the Sponsoring Organization is reimbursing

the member for service-related transportation

expenses through a grant from the

Corporation, the member should submit a

mileage statement form to the Sponsoring

Organization.  The Sponsoring Organization

will reimburse the member within one month.

! If a member is not authorized by the

Corporation to drive a vehicle on the job, 

the Corporation will provide no reimburse-

ment for operating expenses.

Sponsoring Organization Owned 

or Leased Vehicle

Vehicles owned by or leased to a Sponsoring

Organization may be authorized for service-

related transportation if necessary to carry out

your project assignment.

The Memorandum of Agreement between the

Corporation and the Sponsoring Organization

specifies what part of the operating, maintenance,

and insurance costs of vehicles the Sponsoring

Organization owns or leases will be paid by the

Sponsoring Organization.  In some instances, 

the Corporation may provide funds for these 

purposes through a grant to the Sponsoring

Organization.  In either case, the member will

receive reimbursement directly from the Sponsor-

ing Organization for out-of-pocket expenses.

Public Transportation

Sponsoring Organizations may pay for service-

related public transportation expenses. However,

in exceptional circumstances, the Corporation

may authorize a public transportation allowance

that will be paid directly to the member on a

monthly basis or to the Sponsoring Organization

through a transportation grant.  To be eligible to

receive such payment, you and project supervi-

sor must submit a completed Form V-81 to the

Corporation State Office for authorization.


