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To the Reader


	As I complete the final preparations for the publication and dissemination of this manuscript, it seems clear that a brief message to you, the reader, is now in order.  Because the research project described in these pages was conducted partly through my graduate work at the University of Vermont, an analysis of the research methodology and a review of the relevant literature were developed in accordance with the academic guidelines under which I have worked.  Due to the integral role played by these elements in every aspect of the study, I have included two corresponding sections in this report for your reference:  Introduction and Methods.  However, the casual reader may prefer to skip ahead to the heart of the matter.  The Results/Discussion section of this report comprises the main text of the results and analysis, and Appendix C is a compendium of basic descriptive statistics for the project and its participants.


	While a great many people have collaborated on the study, responsibility for the contents of this report ultimately lies with me.  As such, please feel free to direct comments, requests, and inquiries to the e-mail address listed below.  While reading, I hope you find interest, enjoyment, and valuable information.  Most of all, I hope you will be moved to consider questions that remain yet unanswered.  This work is intended primarily as a beginning rather than an end, a forum in which to raise issues rather than present the final word on them.





Joshua R. Cooper


joshuacoopernet@netscape.net�
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Serving in Burlington VISTA: Developmental Perspectives of the Alumni


	Over the past 30 years, psychologists have increasingly recognized the varied roles played by social contexts within the processes of human development.  One particular topic of intensive focus and study has been that of community organizations and their potential for fostering and influencing the development of their members.  The scientific study of this phenomenon has proved quite fruitful in exploring the range of development that organizations may facilitate, especially when they hold their members’ growth to be an explicit and primary goal.  National service organizations constitute an interesting example of such groups, often possessing a deliberately empowering structure as well as a unique set of contextual characteristics.


The primary purpose of the present study has been to explore and evaluate the perceived impact of having served in the Burlington chapter of one national service organization, AmeriCorps*Volunteers In Service To America (VISTA or A*VISTA), upon the lives of its graduated team members.  People’s experiences while serving in Burlington VISTA represent potentially important developmental pathways that are contextually structured by the modern and historical elements of this program.  I have taken an executive role in carrying out this study and integrating the interests of the principal stakeholders with the relevant literature in order to answer a collaboratively developed set of research questions.


	This research was originally conceived through on-going conversations between VISTA members, the City of Burlington’s Community and Economic Development Office (CEDO), and a regional higher education institution, the University of Vermont (UVM).  These groups were joined together through the efforts of the Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC) to build cooperative linkages between Burlington’s community organizations.  Hence, the study has maintained consistency with the shared values of these organizations, with particular emphasis placed upon collaboration and empowerment in the research process itself.  Given these values and the community-based origins of the study, a participatory action model of research (PAR) has been a natural and appropriate choice with which to conduct the investigation.  The PAR model will be more fully detailed in a subsequent section of this paper.


Ecology of development


	It is useful to examine the theoretical and situational considerations that contributed to conceiving, designing, and carrying out this project, for they have played a strong role in guiding the data collection as well as shaping the lens through which the data were ultimately interpreted.  To begin with, the ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979) constitutes one of the prevailing theories in modern developmental psychology.  Fundamental to this perspective is that developmental processes are essentially contextual in nature.  Just as a biologist studying a flower needs to extend that study to include the flower’s supporting ecological systems, a psychologist studying people needs to take into consideration the ecological systems or contexts that make up those peoples’ lives.  Certainly, within a year or more of service in Burlington VISTA, the organization constitutes one such developmental context.  Furthermore, both the program itself and the relationship maintained between the program and its members are ecologically situated in ways that may influence the members’ experiences and, hence, their development.


The agency


	Burlington VISTA is bound by historical and modern paradigms of service, and any ecological analysis of members’ experiences within the program cannot be complete without taking into consideration the research and narrative accounts of these topics.  To begin with, the life of the program has only spanned a relatively short period of the much longer history of human service.  The tradition of non-military national service in this country probably started under the Lincoln administration, in a program established for conscientious objectors to serve as hospital workers and teachers of freed slaves.  Other national service programs such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (started in the early 1930s), with its focus on massive hands-on service efforts, and the G.I. Bill (launched in the early 1940s), with its emphasis on the educational component of service, also helped to build the culture and tradition of national service in the U.S.  In the early 1960s, President Kennedy contributed further by stimulating the growth of service-learning education when he established the Peace Corps.  Those who took part in this unique blend of service and training often claimed that they learned more while participating than they had previously learned in the classrooms of their formal education (Munter, 1997).  Volunteers In Service To America (VISTA) was founded soon after as a full-time service program providing opportunities for members to serve the low-income communities of the U.S. in much the same way that Peace Corps members could serve people in other countries.  National service was again taken a step further during the 1980s when City Year and Youth Build were established, both of which combined teaching job skills to youth from low-income neighborhoods with providing opportunities for those youth to practice their skills through local service.


	In 1993, the Corporation for National Service was established and charged with administering a number of new programs including the AmeriCorps, which took over the activities of VISTA.  This latter program (henceforth known as AmeriCorps*VISTA) was reorganized and infused with tried and true elements from other service-learning programs and national service organizations.  In its present form, those who enroll typically dedicate themselves to a full year of service in exchange for minimal monthly living stipends and college financial aid.  Multiple types of training and self-development opportunities are provided throughout.  Members involve themselves in a wide variety of service projects including teaching, connecting disparate peoples together, linking people with resources, and fostering the development of citizens’ learning and participation skills. The AmeriCorps Member Pledge illustrates the practical community-building values that guide these activities:





I will get things done for America – to make our people safer, smarter, and healthier.


I will bring Americans together to strengthen our communities.


Faced with apathy, I will take action.


Faced with conflict, I will seek common ground.


Faced with adversity, I will persevere.


I will carry this commitment with me this year and beyond.


I am an AmeriCorps member, and I will get things done. (Corporation for National Service [CNS], 1999, p. 7)


VISTA was first introduced into the city of Burlington under the management of CEDO in 1992 (a year before it was merged with the newly formed AmeriCorps).  In the first several years of the Burlington program, annual membership numbered less than half a dozen.  In 1995, when the Enterprise Community strategic initiative plan was launched to revitalize Burlington’s “Old North End,” the Burlington VISTA structure and membership were expanded greatly in order to rise to the challenge of this service opportunity.  The program has continued to grow ever since and currently provides service opportunities for about 30 members.  A single term of service is typically one year in length, although some members do choose to return for up to three years altogether.


Culture of service


	Of course, serving is a traditional value in our culture that transcends the existence of national service organizations in terms of its connection with peoples’ lives.  In modern times, it is often observed that serving is undergoing a cultural transformation, much the same as are many of our values and institutions.  For example, the idea of “helping” as it has traditionally been conceptualized is now recognized to be not always beneficial to those who are being supposedly “helped,” because it tends to accentuate their position of perceived inadequacy and passivity (Riessman, 1990).  Furthermore, it can promote an asymmetrical power relationship by casting the one who is helped deeper into a dependent role.  A stigmatizing label may accompany this role (e.g., “at-risk,” “ethnic minority,” “teenage mom,” etc.), reinforcing the state of dependency and thereby depriving the person of the many benefits that research has attributed to holding the role of helper.  These benefits include increased self-esteem and self-worth, a heightened sense of capability, control, and social usefulness, increased social status, a broader openness to learning, and a deeper sense of personal empowerment (Riessman, 1990).


	The significance to the present study of this emerging understanding of the problems and benefits of helping are twofold.  The first is that organizations may be best able to help people by actually encouraging them to take on the role of helping others.  Populations that might otherwise have been targeted for assistance (and perhaps estranged or stigmatized in the process) can be better served by being engaged through life contexts that recognize their strengths and provide them with opportunities to further build these strengths through service.


The second item related to this emerging understanding is a cultural shift that appears to be taking place around how service is perceived and undertaken.  As articulated by Remen (1999), the words fixing, helping, and serving entail very different orientations toward what might otherwise be perceived to be a very similar process.  Fixing clearly implies that the person or thing being fixed is in some way “broken.”  Helping reveals a relationship at least partly based upon a power differential in which the helper sees the one s/he helps as weaker or more needy.  Both helping and fixing, according to Remen’s theory, create distance between people.  Serving, in contrast, suggests a relationship between equals that arises out of a sense of basic connectedness. 


As a further clarification of the distinction between these concepts, a term that is often used to characterize VISTA’s objectives for improving the lives of team members as well as residents is empowerment (Corporation for National Service, 1998; Munter, 1997).  By suggesting an alternative approach to fixing and helping as well as informing the concept of serving, it has lent direction to a major area of inquiry within the present study.


Empowering contexts


	Formal definitions of empowerment are numerous throughout the literature of psychology.  Mechanic (1991, cited in Maton & Salem, 1995) writes about psychological empowerment quite broadly, defining it as essentially the process of moving toward an integration of one’s goals, efforts, and life outcomes.  Maton and Salem (1995) add to this account by describing it as “the active, participatory process of gaining resources or competencies needed to increase control over one’s life and accomplish important life goals” (p. 632).  Others focus more upon the collective and contextual basis for empowerment, characterizing it further as “an intentional, on-going process centered in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring, and group participation” (Cornell Empowerment Group, 1989, p. 2) through which people gain access to and control over an equitable share of resources.  While empowerment is clearly understood in all three of these cases to be a process, the results of empowerment can variously include any of a wide array of increased skills, altered cognitions, new roles and responsibilities, and interpersonal behavioral change.  To date, findings have included elevated feelings of self-worth and self-esteem, enhanced sense of psychological and spiritual resources, decreased sense of powerlessness, increased political leverage, an acceptance of responsibility for one’s healing process, and even a realized ability to tell one’s own story and influence collective stories (Maton & Salem, 1995).  The enormous variety of these outcomes suggests that empowerment only can be truly understood as a fully contextualized process, largely dependent upon the goals and values of the organization for both its framework and its function.


	A handful of studies and theoretical works have examined the ways in which characteristics of an organizational setting can provide an empowering context for its members.  One factor proposed as playing a key role in the capacity of an organization to facilitate empowerment is the degree to which the organization itself represents an important and salient local community sustaining a shared group narrative (Rappaport, 1981).  As members tap into this reservoir of community support, it is asserted, they learn to replace dominant cultural narratives that are overly restrictive with those of a more positive personal or group nature.  The importance of community in the process of empowerment was demonstrated further in a study that examined and compared two community-based organizations, one of which was based in neighborhood block associations and the other in inter-denominational religious assemblies.  It was found that empowerment was more strongly evident in the religious organization, which the authors attributed to a much greater emphasis placed upon relationship development between the members (Speer, Hughey, Gensheimer, & Adams-Leavitt, 1995).


	In addition to demonstrating the value of community relationship as a foundation for empowerment, the Speer et al. study and others have suggested a variety of other contextual and organizational factors that appear to facilitate the process.  One of the most comprehensive studies to date on this subject has been that of Maton and Salem (1995).  Based upon their extensive literature review and in-depth case study of several community-based U.S. human service organizations, they propose four major sets of organizational characteristics that contribute to a setting’s potential to empower its members.  These include a group-based belief system, an opportunity role structure, a sound support system, and good leadership.


	A group-based belief system embodies a collective set of norms and goals capable of focusing members’ attention beyond each individual to view themselves within a larger inter-connected system (i.e., spiritual or humanitarian).  It also emphasizes members’ personal strengths and the important collective resources that these strengths represent.  Furthermore, it can inspire members toward growth through supplying salient goals and articulating clear means by which these goals may be achieved.


An organization’s role structure was found to provide members with empowering opportunities for personal development when it is pervasive, containing a large number of roles for participation at multiple levels of the organization.  It is important that these roles are highly accessible to people from a variety of skill levels and that members are encouraged to take on new responsibilities as their skills are built. An empowering role structure is also multifunctional, providing diverse opportunities for correspondingly diverse processes such as learning, building skills, practicing those skills, and exercising responsibility.


The researchers found that an organization’s support system is best able to contribute to its members’ empowerment when it encompasses many different types and sources of support.  It is important that much of this support is peer-based, offering opportunities for role-modeling and mutual assistance between individuals who share common identities, goals, or beliefs.  An empowering support system fosters members’ sense of community within the organization and beyond.


And lastly, quality leadership is another factor deemed essential to the empowerment of an organization’s members.  Leadership functions well in this capacity when it inspires through clear vision and passionate motivation and is talented in both the interpersonal and organizational domains.  Effective leadership is committed to the setting itself as well as to members’ growth.  And, it is shared between many members of the organization rather than confined to the hands of one person.


Maton and Salem’s findings have been useful in informing the present study by providing some guidance to the investigation of the salient organizational characteristics that may have contextualized Burlington VISTA members’ developmental experiences.  However, the authors advise that it may be the combination rather than the mere presence of each of these elements that catalyzes the empowerment process.  As discussed later, this contributed to the necessity of using a research methodology capable of detecting these various characteristics.


Another research study concentrated upon the leadership and kinship dimensions of empowering community-based human service organizations.  Four highly effective women’s organizations in the U.S. and Germany were examined that focused upon facilitating the self-development of their members (Belenky, Bond, & Weinstock, 1997).  In identifying some of the foundational characteristics that made these organizations effective in this goal, the researchers note that members typically compared their organizations to families:  warm, nurturing, and committed to the members’ development.  The authors also account that the experience of living in and creating a nurturing, generative community supports the development of the kinds of visions and skills necessary for transforming an unjust society.  In addition, this type of experience may help empower people by enabling them to understand some of the key elements of a more humane society, by increasing their confidence that they can build it on a larger scale, and by providing avenues through which they may learn to apply their “homeplace” skills and beliefs to their public activities.


The participants in Belenky et al.’s study expressed that the general function of their organizations was more to promote development than to provide services.  Toward this end, a consensus process helped to ensure that all members had a voice in their group’s process and direction and that the group maintained a close level of mutual commitment and support.  Other significant processes included what the authors termed dialogue, mirroring, and praxis.  An on-going reflective and inclusive dialogue was seen as the most important ingredient for members’ development of self and voice.   Mirroring entailed the leaders taking an active role in documenting members’ strengths and dreams (and involving them in this documentation process) so that the members could reflect upon their personal foundations for growth.  Praxis described the members’ involvement in hands-on projects in which they were able to actually go out and practice the skills they had learned, coupled with opportunities for deliberate reflection on these actions.  Through the integration of these processes and the guidance of their leaders, these four organizations became collaborative learning environments where people have many opportunities to take on challenging social roles, develop new skills, and test out ideas as they emerge (Belenky, et al., 1997).  Many of the organizational elements chronicled in this study seem to reflect and corroborate previously described findings about some of the potential roles for organizations to facilitate the growth and development of their members.


Service-learning contexts


Another resource that has contributed to the present study, in terms of informing a theoretical framework for the meaningful contextual characteristics of members’ experiences in service-oriented organizations, is the vast literature of service-learning.  Service-learning is an experiential approach to education that engages students in a variety of hands-on activities that benefit others and facilitate broader learning objectives.  Extensive research has mapped out many characteristics of effective service-learning programs.  The early piloting phase of the present study, conducted with current Burlington VISTA members, suggested that the local program may differ from “typical” service-learning in terms of some of these elements (it may be more accurate to say that VISTA is learning-service).  Nonetheless, the presence of a deliberate learning component of the program along with community-based opportunities for practicing these skills suggest the relevancy of reviewing some of the pathways by which organizational characteristics within service-learning may be related to specific developmental outcomes.


In influencing peoples’ learning and growth, “program characteristics make a modest but significant and consistent difference, and for the most challenging outcomes, such as development of critical thinking ability and transformation of social perspective, programs have to be very thoughtfully designed to create opportunities for sustained community involvement and intellectual challenge” (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 167).  In 1993, the Corporation for National Service (CNS), the umbrella organization that administers VISTA, sponsored a series of five studies into exemplary practices in service-learning (Shumer, 1997).  Among the four major results, the first was that all of the programs were started by individuals who valued the community as a resource for learning, who believed in the principles of service-learning, and who were effectively able to convince others to join in.  Second, good communication was maintained between all parties, especially those managing the program and the community sponsors.  Third, the service activities that students engaged in were perceived by them to be fun and/or inherently motivational.  And fourth, the learning was holistic, or at least multi-dimensional; students learned about the world, about themselves, about careers, and about real-world applications of skills and knowledge.


Beyond these generalities, there are a number of additional characteristics that consistently seem to qualify effective service-learning programs.  In order to summarize these briefly, I will focus this review mainly upon a small number of studies including one of the most extensive national service-learning research projects conducted -- Eyler and Giles' (1999) study of 1,131 service-learning participants, which used multiple regression statistical techniques to isolate the “independent” effects of each program characteristic.  One key service-learning program characteristic identified in several studies is the quality of the community placement.  At its heart, the quality of a placement is linked to the service-learning program’s capacity to establish connections that will provide productive situations for students as well as genuine resources that are useful to the community.  The most beneficial placements are contexts in which students can exercise initiative, take responsibility, and work as peers with practitioners and community members (Eyler & Giles, 1999).  Empirical data suggest that placement quality is most directly associated with personal and interpersonal developmental outcomes such as reducing stereotyping, increasing tolerance, knowing oneself better, spiritual growth, finding reward in helping others, and acquiring skills in leadership, communication, and teamwork (Eyler & Giles, 1999).


Researchers have also identified a strong emphasis on reflection as another of the key elements to successful service-learning.  Essentially, reflection entails being able to step back and be thoughtful about an experience.  For most people it is helpful to have formal reflective opportunities structured into the program, while others are quite likely and able to engage in reflection independently (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Moore, 1981).  Regardless, nearly all authors writing on the subject of service-learning believe reflective activities to be the key link between a student’s experience in the community and her/his learning and growth.  For this reason, it is particularly noteworthy that reflection is not routinely built into most community work (Moore, 1981).  Empirical data reveal that involvement in structured reflective activities moves students to tie what they learn in the service environment (e.g., greater tolerance, increased appreciation for other cultures, or learning to work with others) into how they could apply it to the “real world.”  Waterman (1993) found that service-learning that included a reflective seminar was associated with increased self-esteem and social responsibility, although it is uncertain how much of this effect could be attributed specifically to the reflective dimension.  Another study found that among:  (a) student participants in an intensive two-year reflective service-learning program, (b) similarly placed volunteers who did not have access to this structured reflection component, and (c) non-participants, only the participants of the reflective program realized the benefits of decreased racism, heightened civic responsibility, and understanding of the subject matter (Myers-Lipton, 1994, 1996, cited in Eyler & Giles, 1999).


Eyler and Giles (1999) found that quantity and quality of reflection (both written and discussion) were most associated with academic-oriented learning, such as understanding and application of the subject matter, knowledge of social agencies, complexity of problem and solution analysis, use of subject matter in analyzing a problem, intellectual stimulation, and overall amount of learning.  Reflection also predicted openness to new ideas and perspective transformations such as seeing issues in a new way, commitment to social justice, reduced stereotyping, and increased tolerance.  Furthermore, it was associated with a few important personal and interpersonal benefits such as self-knowledge, spiritual growth, and finding reward in helping others.


Application is another relevant service-learning program characteristic.  It describes the degree to which students’ more formal learning activities and training and their community-work can be tied together and mutually inform one another.  Application has been shown to support learning outcomes such as problem-solving ability (Conrad & Hedin, 1980), complexity of social problem analysis (Batchelder & Root, 1994), and overall learning (Hamilton & Zeldin, 1994).  The Eyler and Giles (1999) study, in addition to corroborating these findings, found that application predicted other learning outcomes such as motivation to work harder, knowledge about social agencies, and especially intellectual stimulation, new ways of seeing the issue, and understanding of the subject matter.  It was also a significant predictor in this study of such diverse outcomes as advancement of career skills and perceived importance of social justice, volunteering, and being a community leader.


Placement quality, reflection, and application are three of the most widely espoused characteristics of effective service-learning programs, but others have also been variously identified.  These include opportunities for working with ethnically diverse populations (Eyler & Giles, 1999), for serving the needs of the community as identified by the community members themselves (Eyler & Giles, 1999), and for forming meaningful relationships with community members (Cohen & Kinsey, 1994; Giles & Eyler, 1994; Ostrow, 1995), as well as a high intensity and duration of the service experience (Eyler, 1993).  In examining this latter program characteristic, authors note that most service-learning programs take place in contexts such as schools or universities that limit their effectiveness typically through impelling a short period of service and incorporating the program into a larger curriculum where it must compete with other courses and projects for students’ time (Clayton-Pedersen, Stephans, & Kean, 1994; Kraft & Krug, 1994; Kraft & Swadener, 1994).  This, of course, stands in contrast with the full-time structure of Burlington VISTA.


As a whole, the literature described on effective service-learning programs and empowering organizations outlined a great many of the contextual influences that are believed to be significant aspects of people’s development in such programs.  In addition, many of the “outcomes” associated with service-learning have already been listed, but there are others that are relevant.  A detailed process-oriented analysis is beyond the scope of this report, but to summarize, they include a more positive view of the people who are served, a feeling of connection to the community, the development of close personal relationship networks among the students, an inclusion of serving others in one’s career plans, a deeper political understanding, a felt need to change public policy and influence the political structure, the perceived importance of fundamental social change, and a sense of personal and community efficacy in these endeavors (Eyler & Giles, 1999).


Holistic benefits of service


Aside from this lengthy list, Serow (1997) suggests that many of the most important personal changes associated with service work are actually quite global in nature and therefore difficult to define and measure.  For example, one qualitative study found that many civil rights campaign veterans of previous social, racial, and economic struggles “attribute the nature of their current lives to what happened ‘back then’ – to friendships and activities that decades later continue to exert a strong and decisive influence” (Coles, 1993, p. 256).  The results of these interviews suggest that being (a profound sense beyond traditional psychological conceptualizations of “identity”) can result directly from certain types of prior actions.  Similarly, Colby and Damon (1992) conducted a qualitative study of exemplary humanitarians and community activists.  One of the principal findings was that, for the participants, “over the course of their lives, there is a progressive uniting of self and morality.  Exemplars come to see morality and self as inextricably intertwined, so that the concerns of the self become defined by their moral sensibilities.  The exemplars’ moral identities become tightly integrated, almost fused with their self-identities” (p. 304).  It follows from these two studies that periods of service can provide a foundation for a wide range of personal life span development that may not necessarily be detected through research methodology that is too narrowly defined.


Theoretical framework of the research process


	The methodological issues described so far give rise to an important consideration:  How do we ask and attempt to answer research questions in psychology?  Historically, psychologists have utilized a great number of approaches, but in the modern era, psychological inquiry is governed predominantly by the positivistic paradigm.  This philosophical stance posits that the world is made up of fixed, observable, and measurable facts.  Furthermore, these facts are thought to exist external to and independent from those who do the measuring and to constitute an objective reality that ultimately can be reached through the elimination of researcher bias.  Research studies that are based upon these principles typically have certain purposes in common.  Among them are to deduce causal explanations, generalize these causal explanations across varied situations or contexts, and be able to predict social phenomena based upon generalized causal explanations (Glesne, 1999).


Also, particular approaches to research seem to follow directly from positivistic assumptions and research purposes.  For example, the researcher typically begins the project with pre-established hypotheses and uses formal instruments, experimental methods, component analysis, and deduction to test these hypotheses.  Data are usually reduced to finite quantitative indices, conclusions are drawn from the norms within these data, and abstract language is used to write up the results (Glesne, 1999).  The role of the positivistic researcher is characterized as one of detachment from and objective portrayal of the subject matter.


In order to appreciate the full nature of the relationship between the positivistic paradigm and the field of psychology, it is useful to consider Kuhn’s argument that “data and observations are theory-led, that theory is paradigm-led, and that paradigms are historically and culturally located” (Usher, 1996, p. 16).  Accordingly, research can never be free from cultural values, for it is these very values that give rise to it, lend it form, sustain it, and furnish it with meaning.  Kuhn’s argument does not, of course, negate the meaningfulness of positivist-based methodology, but it does serve to put it in context and illustrate its relativity within the greater realm of paradigms and research methodologies in use throughout social science.


Because different research problems are likely to pose unique situations involving very different values and purposes, choosing a research paradigm that is congruous with the situation is important.  And because researchers are likely to possess preconceptions, assumptions, and biases, regardless of whether they acknowledge them, the prospect of engaging a research paradigm that not only recognizes this but actually makes use of it in the research process is essential.  I will more fully clarify the role that my own experiences and preconceptions play within the present study in a subsequent section of this paper; and I have already attempted throughout this narrative to emphasize some of the critical situational elements of the research problem.  To reiterate, these elements include the community-based origins of the project itself; the collaboration and empowerment values of the organizations that conceived it; the complex, interdependent, contextualized, and perhaps global nature of the social phenomena that are being investigated; and the utility of casting a broad net of inquiry and triangulating research processes throughout the exploration.


In considering these situational elements, the constructivist framework proffers quite a different relationship to the research process than positivism.  To begin with, there is an absence of assumption that social phenomena possess a fixed, measurable, and objective reality.  Instead, the nature of “reality” is understood to be socially constructed, complex, and undergoing constant change.  And because they are socially constructed, realities are held to be fundamentally diverse and multiple.  The variables that support the construction of social reality are not so much discrete, quantitatively measurable entities, but they overlap with one another, are interwoven, and are quite difficult to measure.  The difficulty of measuring them can be attributed to the essential narrative nature of socially constructed reality.  One author describes the importance of narratives in that:





communities, organizations, and individual people have stories, and that there is a mutual influence process between these community, organizational, and personal stories. …  [T]hese stories not only exist but they have powerful effects on human behavior.  They tell us not only who we are, but who we have been and who we can be.  There is a great deal of evidence, from many different disciplines, to show that narratives create meaning, emotion, memory, and identity.  (Rappaport, 1995, p. 796)


Based upon an appreciation of the powerful and mutual influence between the multiple levels of these narratives, the basic purpose in constructivist-based research is to contextualize social phenomena (rather than to quantitatively measure and then generalize).  Developing causal explanations and the capacity to predict are, at most, secondary to the overarching purpose of understanding:  How do people construct and interpret their worlds and selves?  The constructivist research process engages these purposes by searching for patterns, complexity, and pluralism.


Constructivist inquiry tends to make heavy use of qualitative data, naturalistic observation, and descriptive write-up in investigating and representing these elements.  “To understand the nature of constructed realities, … researchers interact and talk with participants about their perceptions.  The researchers seek out the variety of perspectives; they do not try to reduce the multiple interpretations to a norm” (Glesne, 1999, p. 5).  Through attempting to gain access to the lived experience of participants in this way, the researcher him/herself becomes an actual research instrument.  As s/he strives toward personal involvement and empathetic understanding, what might ordinarily be a positivistic focus upon objectivity is exchanged for a deliberate analysis of the role of subjectivity in the research process.


I have contrasted these two paradigms not to suggest that one is superior to the other overall, but rather to demonstrate the culturally bound context of the research process, to illustrate the choices available in conducting a research inquiry, and to emphasize the importance of a good fit between that which is being studied, the context in which it is being studied, and the research methodology used to study it.  Many elements of the present investigation are congruous with constructivist theory, and hence qualitative methodology has embodied the primary mode of inquiry.  A detailed exploration of the qualitative research process is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is helpful to explicate several of the basic tenets of this approach that have not been already presented under the rubric of constructivism.  Munter (1997) eloquently describes these tenets as they may apply to an evaluation of a national service program (quoted from her own qualitative AmeriCorps study):





Qualitative research is context-specific.  That is, it posits that people and events cannot be understood in isolation from their context.  The researcher does [not] attempt to manipulate the program or its participants for the purposes of the study.


Research should take place in natural settings.  Qualitative researchers observe people as they go about their daily lives on their home turf, rather than setting up experimental situations under controlled conditions.  The qualitative study attempts to explicate program processes, document variations and explore important individual differences between various participants’ experiences and outcomes.


Experience is studied holistically.  This contradicts [quantitative] methods, which look at a program, person, or event as a sum of discrete disconnected parts.  The qualitative perspective posits that isolated variables, scales, or dimensions cannot be understood without understanding their relationships to other aspects of the culture being studied.  The parts are so interconnected and interdependent that any simple cause-effect formula distorts the picture.


The researcher takes on the role of learner.  The relationship between a qualitative researcher and the respondents is an asymmetrical one.  Especially at the beginning of fieldwork, the researcher, not the respondents (as in other types of research) assumes a student/apprentice role.  The assumption here is that whatever the interests of the research study, she or he must understand the way group members interpret the flow of events in their lives.


Firsthand observation is required.  Direct prolonged contact is considered essential in order to learn the complex patterns of peoples’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors.  This data is complemented by interviews, documents and other triangulation methods used to enhance understanding of the situation.


Long-term observation is the norm.  Qualitative researchers believe significant time must be spent in the field to acquire sufficient information and understanding of a group of people.  One year is ordinarily considered a minimum, because a year usually allows people to go through their regular routines, patterns of work and play, and special activities, thus allowing the ethnographer sufficient time to observe a relatively full and representative range of behavior and activities.  Multiyear projects are not at all unusual.


Participant observation.  Ethnographers are directly involved in community life, observing and talking with people as they learn from them their views of reality.  Qualitative researchers are not merely recorders of people’s statements and actions.  To a greater or lesser extent, they live in much the same way as the people they are studying. (pp. 27-28)


	The degree to which these elements have been incorporated into the present study will be explained in subsequent sections of this report.  The many issues that direct a research study toward the path of qualitative inquiry and then guide it along this way later join the criteria for evaluating the validity and trustworthiness of the knowledge that is constructed.


	Related to the qualitative/constructivist thrust of this research study is another process-oriented dimension of the theoretical framework:  the participatory action research (PAR) ideal.  Essentially, PAR is a service-oriented form of research in which the researcher collaborates with members of an organization in the course of studying and transforming that organization (Greenwood, Whyte, & Harkavy, 1993).  “It is an ongoing organizational learning process, a research approach that emphasizes co-learning, participation, and organizational transformation.” (p. 177).


Riger (1990) defines the importance of a PAR model in conducting organizational research by observing that the voices of those in subordinate positions within organizations are not often heard in the decisions that are made for the organization.  A major reason for this is that subordinate members typically feel they do not possess the right to speak out.  Furthermore, it is sometimes difficult for them to influence the stage upon which any discussions do occur, the range of issues that may be discussed, and the roles that they may assume in this process.  Thus, Riger argues, it is important that research is conducted in non-traditional ways in order to hear and amplify the voices of people in the broader organizational ranks.  Doing this requires “empathy, sensitivity to context, acceptance of complexity, and interrelationship” (Riger, 1990, p.45), rather than the traditional methods of science that emphasize objectivity, distance, and separation from the persons and phenomena studied.  According to Riger, organizational studies need to take into consideration the contexts of peoples’ lives, the ways in which the organization fits into their lives, and the total range of resources and choices available to people, as opposed to simplistic linear conceptualizations such as “the effect of program A upon person B.”  For these reasons, qualitative research methods may be considered inherently PAR in nature – though few would argue that this ingredient alone is sufficient.


Greenwood et al. (1993) identify six key themes of PAR that include collaboration, incorporation of local knowledge, eclecticism and diversity, case orientation, emergent process, and linking scientific understanding to social action.  These are mentioned here only briefly, simply in recognition of their influence upon the conceptualization of the present study.  A description of these themes as well as a detailed account of the extent to which they were addressed throughout the project is reserved for the methods section of this report.


Methods


Research questions


As described previously, the present research study emerged from the context of on-going conversations between three of Burlington’s community organizations.  Hence, I have tried to maintain consistency with the empowerment and collaboration values of these organizations from the very beginning of the research process.  To begin with, I undertook a lengthy preliminary research process of engaging the primary stakeholders, facilitating the collaborative development of a set of research questions, crafting the principle instruments of the project (a written survey and a semi-structured verbal interview), and then piloting and refining the interview.  Each step of this process involved what Creswell (1998) refers to as member checks, in which information is solicited from the participants or stakeholders, interpreted and framed by the facilitator of the research, and then returned to these individuals for their verification of the accuracy and credibility of the account or provision of additional information.


One of the greatest challenges was in integrating the tremendous number of research questions identified by the stakeholders.  A healthy show of curiosity was represented in 63 individual research questions generated in at least ten meetings of various combinations of the project’s co-participants.  About half of the research questions (31) came from current Burlington VISTA members; 21 research questions originated from the staff of CEDO which administers the program; and 11 questions were developed by students and faculty of UVM (primarily Lynne Bond and me).  The disproportionate representation of stakeholders in this part of the process was intentional because it constitutes one of the most accessible dimensions of the research method for many co-participants, especially the Burlington VISTA members.  In contrast, my executive role and the sustained involvement of the other members of UVM and CEDO have presented several avenues for our participation.


Notably absent from the initial collaborative process was an extended involvement by many of the Burlington VISTA alumni.  This was largely due to their wide dispersal throughout the world since serving and the fact that I had yet to make contacts while awaiting permission on the research protocol from the UVM Human Subjects Review Committee.  It is fortunate that the main party from CEDO who was working on the project is an alumna, herself, so there was at least one avenue for this type of input.  Beyond this, however, the lack of structured involvement of other alumni during the conceptualization stage of this investigation has presented a methodological limitation.  Throughout the remainder of the research, I have attempted to redress this through the open-ended and provisional nature of the research questions and the interview questions, which have been subject to change, refinement, and selective emphasis throughout the data collection as per the participants’ suggestions.


The initial assemblage of research questions was much condensed from the original 63.  In choosing them, I paid particular attention to their relevance to the overarching research purpose:  to explore and evaluate the perceived impact of serving in Burlington VISTA upon the lives of the alumni.  While common themes and areas of clear overlap were used to merge some of the questions or to reframe them, I attempted to stay true to the original diversity in order to form a comprehensive and cohesive set.  Particular weight in the selection process was placed upon those phenomena that were corroborated by participants in the pilot study.  And although the general nature of the proposed research is qualitative, its emphasis on collaboration has also impelled the inclusion of some basic descriptive and closed-ended research questions when they were deemed important by one of the principal stakeholders, when they could provide useful contextual information, and when they could be asked and answered briefly (i.e., in the written survey).


Descriptive research questions included:


How are alumni’s present jobs characterized in terms of sector, type, organizational roles, and income?


What types of community leadership roles, community service, and other related community activities are alumni presently engaged in?


In what ways have alumni furthered their education since their service (and how have they used their educational grants)?


To what degree do alumni continue to reside in the Old North End or Burlington in general after their service?


Generally, what do alumni think and feel about the Burlington VISTA program, including the support and training they received, and what would they like to have seen differently?


The remaining initial research questions were:


What is the overall role of placement type and quality in their experiences and development?


Particularly, how have opportunities for capacity-building, independence, and innovation in their placements, as well as the support received from the placement agency, influenced this process?


What salient dimensions of their placements relate specifically to their professional skills development?


How are alumni’s experiences in the VISTA program linked to their relationships with their current communities, especially in dimensions of this relationship such as perceptions of the community, sense of connectedness with the community, integration into community networks, and active roles taken in community leadership?


In the development of these current community relationships, what role was played by such factors as prior residence or post residence in the community served?


How do alumni now perceive the connections they made with the individuals and groups they served, and how have they felt influenced by those connections?


How do alumni now perceive the connections they made with their service team members, and how have they felt influenced by those connections?


How are alumni characterized in terms of their current ethics of service, and in what ways do they feel these ethics have been transformed as a result of their experience?


What sorts of effects do alumni imagine they had in the communities they served (especially in terms of capacity-building and sustainability), and how might these effects relate to the perceived value of their service experience?


Within their experience and development, what roles are played by the characteristics that members bring into the program with them, such as pre-service expectations of the program, their reasons for choosing Burlington in which to serve, their life philosophies, the point they are at in their careers, their prior education, and their age and ethnicity?


What salient dimensions of the local culture (for the neighborhoods served or Burlington as a city) are perceived as playing an influential role in their experiences and development?


What salient dimensions of Burlington VISTA itself (in terms of its values, processes, opportunity, structure, historical relationship with the community, etc.) are perceived as playing an influential role in their experiences and development?


In what ways have they experienced a transformation in social perspective (around such subjects as low-income situations and populations, stereotyping, the non-profit sector, and political and social activism) as a result of their service experience?


In what ways have they experienced personal transformation (in self-understanding, self-esteem, sense of self-worth, intra-personal process) as a result of their service experience?


In what ways do alumni maintain connections to the VISTA program, and how are these connections perceived as influencing their development and retention of the benefits of their service?


In what ways do alumni perceive their VISTA experience to have influenced their ability to access community resources and to connect others to those resources?


In what ways did members find that they developed their leadership skills through their service experience?


Two additional research questions of a more global nature were included, in hopes that the research may lend some insight:


How well have the values of Burlington VISTA succeeded in building leadership in facilitating the development of leaders in the local community?


In what ways might the degree of emphasis placed upon sustainability and capacity-building in service be changing over the course of the program?


Clearly, this is a lengthy list of research questions, encompassing a wide range of members’ potential holistic developmental experience within the program.  Throughout the data collection process, I regularly engaged in reviews of these questions in order to monitor the progress made in answering them and to assess the degree to which the list required modification so as to address additional concerns raised by the alumni interview participants.  Ultimately, changes to the list proved unnecessary since most of the new questions posed by interviewees simply repeated, and thereby confirmed, those that were developed by the original VISTA collaborators.  Instead, I used the information generated through this review process to focus the remaining interviews.  It had been quite clear from the beginning of the project that the research questions were far too numerous to answer every one of them (or even most of them) adequately.  Early rounds of qualitative coding and theme identification, described in a subsequent section of this paper, led the process of selecting and focusing upon the research questions that represented the most salient elements of members’ experiences.


Instruments and apparati


The two principle instruments in use throughout this project were a written survey (see Appendix A) and a verbal interview (see Appendix B), primarily developed from the original set of research questions.  The interview was made purposefully broad and semi-structured in nature so as to allow participants sufficient room to focus upon what they perceived to be the most important aspects of their service experiences.  The interview underwent several stages of early refinement, most notably during the early piloting phase of the project.  Piloting had been conducted with seven individuals, four of whom were current Burlington VISTA members and three, returned Peace Corps volunteers.  The latter were chosen due to their longitudinal viewpoints and the abundance of similar contextual and structural characteristics between the Peace Corps and VISTA service programs.  Current Burlington VISTA members were chosen because they were far enough along in the program (two of them had been members for more than 18 months) that they knew a great deal about it and had already realized many of the benefits of their service.  Both of these groups proved to be quite effective in providing useful information and feedback.


	All of the interviews were audiotape recorded with the participants’ permission using an Optimus CTR-155 tape recorder and Sony Type I Bias 90-minute cassette tapes.  Because some of the interviewees resided beyond the local area at the time of their interviews, a special telephone adaptor (Radioshack Telephone Recording Control #43-1236) was required in order to record the conversations.  For the purposes of coding and analyzing the data, a qualitative software package was utilized:  QSR NVivo Version 1.2.142.


Data collection


Data were collected through several procedures including surveys, interviews, participant observations, and the gathering of organization-related documents.  Alumni were first located through examining CEDO’s records, utilizing a variety of internet search engines, and networking through current VISTA members, CEDO staff, and alumni’s prior placement supervisors.  Then, they were contacted through the most direct means available (i.e., e-mail, postal mail, telephone, or in person) and asked to participate.


Initially, participants were selected on the basis of having completed at least one full year as a member of the Burlington VISTA program between 1992 and 1999, and having since ended their term of service.  Based upon program records, 57 people matched these criteria at the time this study began.  In accord with modern ethical standards in research, no coercion was used to recruit participants, they were informed of the study’s matter and procedures, and they were furnished with written summaries and consent forms before they took part in any data collection procedures.


The process of actually getting in touch with the alumni was, by far, the most challenging and time-consuming portion of the project.  Their wide dispersal throughout the world (from Montpelier, Vermont to Macedonia, London to Louisiana, Wyoming to Africa, and beyond) required very elaborate sleuthing in order to locate them.  Another component to this challenge lay in the difficulty of even reaching those for whom I had current contact information.  While e-mail and, especially, telephone answering machines provide valuable tools to further communication between people, they have also presented communication barriers at times.  Several individuals who I did finally survey were only reached after more than 20 direct contact attempts and “phone tags”.  Additionally, alumni have proven to be extraordinarily busy in terms of working, attending school, volunteering, and involving themselves in the community; in the end, though, it was this very busyness that provided such a wealth of material with which to explore the contribution of the VISTA experience to people’s present engagements.  {It is worth noting here that the difficulty in making contacts with participants is certainly not unique to this study.  Indeed, several other projects in which I have been involved over the past year have run up against very similar challenges.  It may be that this constitutes a significant methodological constraint in doing community-collaborative work in general.}


For the present study, I was ultimately successful in reaching 38 (two thirds) of the 57 VISTA alumni eligible to participate.  Twenty-six alumni completed the written survey, eight agreed to participate but never returned the survey, and four declined to take part at all. Two people (one of those completing the survey and one who had declined) provided additional information via e-mail.  Of those who returned their surveys, 19 alumni were contacted again and asked to take part in verbal interviews.  Participants were purposefully sampled to interview on the basis of their interest, residence, diversity of perspective, and membership in important demographic groups.  Sixteen people chose to participate in the full interview, one granted a brief, partial interview, and two declined.


At one point I was encountering particular challenge in trying to secure the return of the written surveys through my standard methods (i.e., follow-ups and reminders).  After learning of this, one of the collaborating partners at CEDO invited me to help her send out a mass mailing to those who had agreed to participate but had not yet done so.  An attached letter, expressing her support for the project, helped tremendously to encourage the surveys’ return.  Shortly thereafter, we took an additional step to remedy the low response rate.  Together, we sent out surveys to an additional 14 alumni, all of whom had recently graduated in the Burlington VISTA class of 2000.  Seven of those surveys were returned, bringing the total to 33.


	Along with interviewing former members of the VISTA program, an unstructured topical interview was conducted with one of the current program administrators who had played a key role in creating and developing the Burlington chapter of VISTA.  In addition, during the course of the participant interviews, five of the alumni were found presently engaged in either helping to administer the program or supervising VISTA placements.  Thematic probes were improvised into the verbal interviews – again, striving toward a multi-dimensional approach capable of triangulating upon the contextual elements of members’ experiences.  The original methodological design of this project also included plans to explore unresolved issues through focus group interviews.  None of the focus group interviews were conducted, however, primarily due to the length of time it took to collect the data, the practical issues involved in trying to coordinate and bring together several extremely busy individuals, and my own academic-related time constraints.


	Another part of my efforts to triangulate the data collection involved gathering a variety of organization-related documents.  These included newspaper stories from local media archives, inter-organizational memos, program handbooks, and other related formal documents from the program administrators and the CNS website.  In addition, I was able to obtain copies of all the “Mid Year Reports” and “End of the Year Reports” (filed by VISTA members during their service) from CEDO’s records.  Various other documents were also collected, including placement-specific and team-related newsletters, memos, announcements, and meeting agendas.  These were instrumental in terms of helping me to achieve an “insider’s” perspective into the VISTA experience, lending specific direction to the interview questions and probes, and, to some extent, directly informing the results of this study.


	Probably the most effective way that I captured these elements was through conducting a variety of participant observations throughout the course of the study.  These have included my attendance of and involvement in team meetings, group service projects, workshops and trainings, personal and career development sessions, and VISTA-sponsored community events.  I also took advantage of several opportunities to spend field time with some of the current VISTA members out in their placements.  All participant observations were conducted and recorded as per Glesne’s (1999) guidelines and suggestions on fieldwork, observations, and field notes.


	Additional data as well as valuable guidance in the data collection process were acquired through member checking.  As described previously with respect to the process used to refine the research questions, this approach “involves taking data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants so that they can judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” (Creswell, 1998, p. 203).  In this manner, the project benefited greatly throughout its course from the involvement of a small group of willing alumni with a diversity of perspectives.


Participants


Thirty-four individuals served as volunteer participants in this study.  One held a primarily administrative and training role within the program, and the other 33 were all former members of Burlington VISTA.  In this section, I will present a brief summary of the demographic and other characteristics for this group (i.e., the 33 alumni) that will be useful to consider when reading the results/discussion section later.  A more extensive presentation of this information, including a synopsis of their answers to the written survey, comprises Appendix C.  At the time they were surveyed, participants were between the ages of 25 and 71 years, with a mean age of 34; when they started their first term of service with Burlington VISTA, they were between the ages of 22 and 66 years, with a mean age of 29.  Different participants in this study served in Burlington VISTA throughout the entire span of its history, from 1992 through 2000.  Twenty-four (73%) were female and nine (27%) were male, which has been verified through program records to be approximately representative of the makeup of the larger group.  Twenty-eight (82%) identified their race/ethnicity as Caucasian, and 15% identified themselves otherwise:  African-American (n=1), Asian-American (n=1), and “Other” (n=3).  Inquiries with program administrators have indicated that this, too, is approximately representative of the larger group of all Burlington VISTA alumni.


Also at the time they completed the survey, 95% of the participants lived in the United States, 85% lived in Vermont, 62% lived in Burlington, and 29% lived in Burlington’s Old North End neighborhood (which is the predominant geographical focus area of the VISTA program).  This geographical spread probably is not representative of the entire alumni group, although it is difficult to determine the extent of the contrast.  Certainly, reaching locally residing alumni has been much easier than reaching those living further away.


In terms of formal learning, most members of the VISTA program seem to be quite educated.  At the time of the survey, alumni characterized themselves as having:  some college (n=2), associates degree (n=1), bachelors degree (n=14), bachelors degree plus some graduate school (n=5), masters degree (n=7), masters degree plus some additional graduate school (n=1), and doctorate (n=3).


�
Data coding and analysis


A detailed description of the qualitative data coding and analysis procedures that have been utilized is too lengthy a topic for this report, but an adequate summary certainly begins with the preliminary coding.  From the very beginning of the project, on-going thematic coding of the data helped to gauge the degree to which the research questions were being answered and the variety of directions that participants were taking in answering them.  This informed the process of identifying those areas of inquiry inviting further investigation as well as those becoming well saturated with thick, contextual data.  Another procedure that began in the early stages of data collection and, in this instance, extended well into the more formal coding and analysis stage was the writing of memos.  As asserted by Maxwell (1996), memos represent an essential technique, serving not only to capture but also to facilitate the researcher’s analytic thinking about the data.  Ultimately, early data coding and analysis contributed directly to selecting among and focusing upon those research questions that best seemed to represent the most salient elements of members’ experiences.


After the full data were collected, transcribed, compiled, and reviewed, a blend of coding and analysis strategies were employed based upon the various objectives of the project (i.e., to explore the meaning attributed by participants to their developmental and service experiences, to understand the contextualized nature of these experiences, and to identify common themes as well as pluralism and complexity).  The QSR NVivo qualitative software package was used to fracture the data into an initial set of thematic, conceptual, and issue-centered categories.  As recommended by the grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), these categories were primarily derived from the data itself, especially from the conceptual structures represented in the stories of participants, and to a lesser degree, in various VISTA program documents.  Several additional categories originated from the literature reviewed above and from conversations with colleagues and project collaborators.  The goal of bringing to light the rich contextualization of the data necessitated extensive cross coding of excerpts from individual surveys and interviews as well as some narrative analysis of the relationships between categories within whole interviews (Maxwell, 1996).


Subjectivity


Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) use the term reflexivity to describe the understanding that the researcher is fundamentally and inextricably a part of the social phenomena being investigated.  Not only is it important to describe the scientific and theoretical grounding of a research project, the cultural paradigms that will guide the inquiry, and the methodology used, but it is also necessary to reflect upon one’s own interests, beliefs, and subjective lenses.   Only with this awareness can subjectivity be monitored and actually utilized in the qualitative research process.


To begin with, my interests in conducting this study are based in my personal experiences in service.  One of the most poignant was an internship in which I took part as an undergraduate.  The position entailed working part-time at a shelter for battered women and their children.  It extended throughout a time in my life when I was taking many courses in psychology including Child Development, Violence Against Women, and Group Therapy, each of which seemed intimately related to my roles and responsibilities at the shelter.  In conjunction with these courses, the service played a essential role in my own process of self-realization, in the development of my career plans, and in the depth to which I was able to integrate the subject matters that I was studying in the classroom into my life.


I have carried parts of this experience with me and find that they are accessible even now, several years later.  They have particularly helped to inform the way I have framed my understanding of the present study.  For example, I’ve become deeply convinced of the value of service within an individual’s lifespan developmental process.  Especially when it is combined with formal learning, training, or reflective opportunities, I have found serving others to be of tremendous benefit in learning about oneself and the world.  I am also passionately dedicated to furthering such experiential learning opportunities for others, learning more about how, why, and in what situations this type of learning actually takes place, and assisting in the evaluation and refinement of ongoing service-learning programs.


Another subjective lens that I bring into this research project is my interest in the subject matters of psychology.  I am intrigued by such phenomena as personal development, empowerment, self-efficacy, self-knowledge, and tolerance.  These interests in individual processes have undoubtedly shaped my judgment of what is most important to examine.  However, I have also found at times that much of what passes for “truth” in psychology does not seem to actually reflect peoples’ actions or lived experiences outside the laboratory.  There is an inherently holistic quality to life that is often lost when it is too readily dissected into discrete, operationally defined components.  Because of this, although I naturally tend toward the subject matters of psychology and value the use of procedural research methods in the collaborative construction of knowledge, I feel compelled to strive beyond the discipline’s more traditional linear ways of knowing.


Another of my subjective lenses encompasses the scope of my formal education experience in diverse social sciences (my former undergraduate majors include economics and political science).  While I am inclined toward the psychological well-being of individuals as a primary goal or focus, I find that tracing the roots of individual dynamics naturally leads to aspects of the social context:  social, cultural, political, economic, spiritual, or otherwise.  For this reason, my strongest applied allegiance is to primary prevention and promotion programs that are community-based.  My hope, of course, from the beginning of this project has been that Burlington VISTA would reveal itself to be such a program.


A converse side of this relates to the final subjective lens I wish to discuss:  my on-going skepticism toward the federal government.  I have found that, more often than not, legislation passed by this body as well as projects funded by it seem to function in maintaining a status quo of vast social inequalities and systematic power differentials.  My concern that VISTA, as a national service organization, may function in this manner has been perhaps the most engaged of my subjective lenses throughout the data collection and analysis process, and one that requires further explanation.


I have had a long-standing interest in service organizations, and so part of my curiosity in undertaking this project was to learn about the role played by such a direct context of government funding, support, and regulation for the effectiveness and integrity of a service organization.  I felt excited when participants spontaneously began to speak about some of the elements of this association, and then concerned when many of their perspectives so closely resembled my own.  It has been a challenging but fruitful endeavor to closely monitor this subjective lens throughout the data collection process.  I will readily admit that my skepticism toward the benefits of an organization’s close relationship with the federal government continues, though I would like to think that my perspective has also grown.  I have been pleased to discover the resourcefulness and creativity of both the administrators of the program and the members themselves, in making constructive use of their connections with the government.


As mentioned previously, the purpose of clarifying these dimensions of reflexivity is not to eradicate their influence from the proposed study, but rather to limit and to make use of them.  They embody strengths and weaknesses, forms of both experiential knowledge and bias.  As in all types of research, qualitative and quantitative, subjectivity is not only a source of distortion, but it is also the “mortar” with which the narrative of our research stories is constructed.


	The reflexive process of acknowledging subjective lenses is only the first step in taking up the issue of subjectivity.  I have also incorporated reflexive methodology into many stages of the research.  For example, one method of monitoring and utilizing subjectivity has involved carrying a conscious awareness of my subjective lenses into participant interviews in order to detect and understand how they may lead questions and probes.  Monitoring subjectivity has also been useful in identifying portions of the collected data that would benefit from member checks as well as in helping to clarify the influence I have exerted upon the data coding and analysis.


Ethical issues


	The present investigation has abided by the basic research guidelines of the UVM institutional review board and has constantly aspired to the ethical principles for qualitative research recommended by Glesne (1999).  As mentioned previously, no coercion has been used in the recruitment of participants, and informed consent was obtained before any data was collected.  Furthermore, there has been no use of deception of any kind.  Participants’ privacy has been maintained in this paper, and will continue to be maintained in any subsequent information dissemination reports through anonymously citing excerpts from participant interviews and requesting participant approval when sensitive information is included.


	One ethical challenge or limitation arises from the principle of reciprocity with the participants themselves.  There been no budget for monetary compensation in the manner of traditional psychological research, nor have any other kind of concrete benefits been directly provided to participants.  However, one way (albeit less tangible) in which some degree of reciprocity seems to have emerged has actually been through the interviews – providing and facilitating opportunities for alumni to reflect upon their service and developmental experiences.  The service-learning literature cited earlier has offered strong evidence for the importance of structured reflection.  This was also corroborated by alumni themselves, some of whom mentioned that through participating in the study they had discovered things about themselves, their values, and the ways in which they benefited from being involved in Burlington VISTA.  Another prospect for reciprocity is planned in making the findings of the study available to participants.  They have been notified of the project’s completion, a report of the results has been posted on the internet, and requests for alternative dissemination formats will be honored.  In addition, this study has laid the groundwork for any of a number of collaborative projects that could benefit alumni to be launched including the formation of a formal alumni network and opportunities to further their community service.


Related to reciprocity, another ethical issue has to do with the degree to which the project has met certain standards for participatory action research (PAR).  As described above, this type of research requires an active partnership with the members of an organization in the process of studying and transforming that organization.  The six components of PAR identified by Greenwood et al. (1993), which include collaboration, incorporation of local knowledge, eclecticism and diversity, case orientation, emergent process, and linking scientific understanding to social action, comprise a comprehensive set of ethical criteria by which the present study may be evaluated.


The collaboration component essentially requires that “those who have previously been designated as ‘subjects’ should participate directly in research processes and that those processes should be applied in ways that benefit all participants directly” (Stringer, 1996, p. 7).  Stringer goes on to delineate a procedure that starts with an issue as defined by a community, group, or organization -- which was clearly the case for the present study.  The remaining part of the process involves facilitating the development of peoples’ understanding of the issue at hand and their own resolution of any problems that are uncovered.  Of the plans made at the beginning of this project, individual interviews and on-going member checks were the most effective in accomplishing this.  The focus group interviews never took place due to time constraints and the various challenges in communication.  I had hoped to involve the major stakeholders in each stage of the research process, but was only moderately successful in doing so.  Current Burlington VISTA members gave generously of their time, but proved to be as busy as the alumni; CEDO was closely involved in the first half of the project until the principle collaborator on the staff transferred to another job.


However, I feel that collaboration has also been the greatest strength of this study.  The participation, support, and insight of all the major stakeholders, especially the CEDO staff, have been invaluable to the project.  Whether the spirit of this collaboration will continue on to facilitate resolution for the problems that participants revealed within the VISTA organization remains to be seen.  My original optimism for the development of self-organized, sustained involvement by the alumni in transforming the organization did not take into consideration the extent of their many other current involvements.  Nonetheless, any proposals for refining Burlington VISTA that are developed from the results of this study will represent the result of a deeply collaborative process.


The second theme of PAR, incorporating local knowledge, has been fundamental to this project from the very beginning.  The wisdom of the members and administrators of Burlington VISTA was instrumental in leading the conceptualization of this study and the development of the research questions, as well as in contributing to the evolution of the theoretical foundations and to all stages of the planning.  Furthermore, the study itself, in a sense, is an exploration into the character of local knowledge.  The PAR principle of eclecticism and diversity in the interdisciplinary sense intended by Greenwood et al. (1993) played a significant role in moving me beyond the boundaries of my own discipline (developmental psychology) to include literature from a variety of other disciplines within the guiding theoretical framework.  These academic disciplines have included education, sociology, community development, religious studies, organizational psychology, and community psychology.


The fourth element of PAR, a case orientation, states that “the case study allows an investigation to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events – such as individual life cycles and community change – while enabling the reader to understand complex social phenomena and their processes” (Munter, 1997, p. 20).  Also, for the purposes of refining a program, the information in such an account is held to be generally more informative and useful than statistical relationships between normalized numerical indices.  The present study falls short with respect to fulfilling this criterion.  I realized that a comprehensive case analysis of Burlington VISTA would require a degree of thoroughness in studying its interrelations with other national and community organizations that well exceeded my personal time constraints and expertise.  By the end of the project, the focus was almost exclusively directed toward the perspectives and experiences of the alumni themselves.  The other kinds of data that were collected served more to provide background and contextual information that have informed the interview process and are useful in understanding participants’ experiences.


The fifth theme that Greenwood et al. (1993) defined for PAR is what they refer to as an emergent process.  As a matter of course, the structure, conditions, and existing issues of a research situation may bound the direction that PAR can take.  Accordingly, full representation of the first four themes may not necessarily be complete in the initial stages of a PAR project, but may emerge over time:





We see participatory action research as an emergent, intensifying process that is able to gain increased dimension and depth throughout the entire research process.  Developing the participatory dimension is a responsibility that never is completely fulfilled.  By the same token, participation can always be improved, even in cases when full-scale participatory action research is not possible.  (Greenwood, et al., 1993, pp. 179-180)


	Indeed, some of the conditions in which the present study took place -- to be honest, these undoubtedly included the limits of my resources and dedication -- played a role in constraining the participatory dimension.  In contrast to the intensifying, emergent process envisioned in the passage above, participation within this project was more fluctuating.  At this time, no single way to improve it seems apparent, although a combination of many elements including a more full-time commitment on my part and better communication among all parties and would have been helpful.


	Greenwood et al.’s sixth and final PAR theme is linking scientific understanding to social action.  Again, this study has laid the groundwork for any of a number of projects to be launched including the formation of a formal alumni network.  In addition, the Burlington VISTA organization has been provided with detailed a detailed summary of the results, which may potentially be used in the refinement of the program.  Due to my plans to leave Burlington soon and changes in CEDO staff, it is difficult to assess the degree to which these things will come to fruition.


Validity and verification


	Questions that I occasionally heard while first developing this study include:  In qualitative research, how do you know that your study is valid?  And, how can you ensure that the answers you are developing objectively portray the facts?  There seem to be two basic dimensions to answering these questions.  The first is to acknowledge that the questions themselves may reflect implicit cultural assumptions that relate more to quantitative or positivist inquiry than to constructivist inquiry.  The other dimension builds upon this by attempting to define specific standards for evaluating the quality of the findings.  After all, rigorous and systematic standards for evaluating and verifying knowledge are what distinguish science from other branches of philosophy.


	Creswell (1998) defines eight procedures used in qualitative research for the purposes of verification.  His recommendation is that researchers use at least two of them in any given project; five have actually been particularly suited to the present study.  A couple of these, member checking and clarifying researcher bias, have been adequately explored in previous sections of this paper.  A third procedure that has been touched upon but warrants further elaboration is the process of prolonged field engagement.  To restate Munter’s (1997) thorough account,





Direct prolonged contact is considered essential in order to learn the complex patterns of peoples’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors.... One year is ordinarily considered a minimum, because a year usually allows people to go through their regular routines, patterns of work and play, and special activities, thus allowing the ethnographer sufficient time to observe a relatively full and representative range of behavior and activities. (pp. 27-28)


	Toward this end, I had originally planned to spend between six and nine months engaged in various forms of data collection, but ultimately the duration of my involvement extended well over a year.  Some of the details of my field engagement have been already described.  In addition, I was unexpectedly given the extraordinary opportunity to actually become a VISTA member for a short period of time in order to work on an unrelated project.  During the summer of 2000, I took the oath of office and was officially inducted into Burlington VISTA as a “summer associate.”  Though my term of service lacked an intimate relationship with the larger Burlington VISTA team, I was fortunate to be able to work closely for several months with two current VISTA members.


	Triangulation is another verification procedure in which the researcher collects data from multiple sources and multiple sites in order to avoid certain systematic forms of data bias.  I have already specified the various sources and sites of data collection for this study.  These have lent valuable support to the process of investigating and understanding different accounts of program-related events, trainings, circumstances, etc.  Also, they have contributed a healthy diversity to the final verification procedure in which I have engaged, that described by Creswell (1998) as rich, thick description.  On this account, I have collected data that enabled me to contextualize, as thoroughly as possible, the participants and phenomena studied.  The detail that I have provided will, hopefully, allow readers to make informed decisions about the transferability of the findings.


Results/Discussion


	The wide net cast by the theory and methodology of this project has revealed enormous variety within alumni’s perceived benefits of serving as well as many of the contextual components that have given shape to that development.  It is useful to begin by exploring:  What do alumni have in mind when they speak about “serving” during their time in Burlington VISTA.  What is the experience of serving about?  And, how do people make meaning of their service?


Getting involved


	We can begin to answer these questions by considering alumni’s descriptions of the various paths they took toward becoming involved in Burlington VISTA -- their own personal motivations for joining, as well as the circumstances that drew them in.  Indeed, the major theme here portrayed an initial interest largely motivated by a desire to serve other people in some capacity.  One participant illustrated this with particular eloquence as she explained a quote that she had included in her written survey:





Marian Wright Edelman, I think that's her last name:  “Service is the rent we each pay for living.”  That's kind of what I told my dad when I explained to him I was going to be a VISTA and that I wasn't going to make money, but that I was going to anyway....  It's just how people should be, if I can kind of stand on my soapbox and say that.  Doesn't it make so much sense?  I mean, here we are, we're a community.  We should do what we can....  And service can be so many different things.  It can be voluntary, or it can be your job, or it can be, you know, whatever you think service is.


	Contained in this narrative are several of the main reasons alumni gave for serving through the program.  To begin with, regardless of whether VISTA is seen as a job or a volunteer position (and each of these were mentioned), the service motive is felt to carry some importance.  Participants perceive the act of serving others as something that has an intrinsic value, not only for those served, but for those serving as well.  It fulfills important personal, spiritual, and political goals and it is considered to be truly enjoyable.  Getting involved was described by people as something to which they felt genuinely committed, sometimes even duty-bound by virtue of simply being alive, being a citizen of the world, participating in a community, or having realized the extent of one’s personal fortune and privilege.  A few participants specifically attribute their involvement with VISTA to the groups that instilled service-related values into their lives, such as family and country.


	Also illustrated in the above quote is a strong dedication that was frequently acknowledged toward social causes.  Some spoke of joining VISTA through their desire to do social service, work with marginalized groups of people, facilitate the development of communities, and advance good causes in general.  Others were responding to particular areas of social need and domestic injustice with which they were familiar and that they felt were not currently being addressed.  Many had researched or were otherwise familiar with the national program, the local program, or the placements to which they applied, and chose these specifically for the degree to which they corresponded with personal beliefs and goals about the importance of helping others.  Particularly attractive were the non-profit orientation of the VISTA program and its partners, as well as their foci in domains in which participants held skills and expertise.


	Another major theme within people’s motivations toward the program revolved around issues of livelihood and personal development.  Some people noted that they became involved in the program largely because they were seeking a job that spoke to their interests and values.  Many emphasized the hopes they had held for developing their careers, which comprised much of their personal development orientation in joining the program.  Because VISTA members are not officially permitted to hold another job during their term of service, it makes sense that the majority of those who took part spoke of having undergone something of a professional transition or impasse prior to joining VISTA (this may be related to the saliency of the career-dimension of their lives).  Alumni frequently mentioned that, just before their participation in the program, they had completed some kind of formal education, were in the process of shifting career directions, or had gained interest in exploring fresh possibilities.  They sometimes expressed that they had been drawn toward VISTA through discovering what they perceived to be a lack of adequate skills for the job market in general or for a particular career path.  This held especially true for participants who had just finished undergraduate and graduate school.  For some, the feelings of frustration and even desperation that arose upon finding themselves unable to acquire a job that they desired led to joining VISTA as a short-term alternative.  Others actively sought out the program as a means to acquire skills, make local connections, and find a stepping-stone into a competitive non-profit sector.  Participants occasionally mentioned a specific intention to combine through VISTA an interest in volunteering or a passion for some activity (such as art) with the basic need to earn a living.  The range and diversity within each individual’s remarks on this topic made it clear that career development/pursuit of a livelihood and service are not considered to be mutually exclusive motivations for getting involved.  Rather, the two were typically portrayed as complementary in nature, and service as evidently inclusive of one’s personal needs.


	The last major theme in people’s objectives in joining Burlington VISTA emphasized a desire to connect with the local community.  As mentioned above, making professional contacts appealed fundamentally to the goal of career development.  In addition, participants spoke of wanting to connect with both the geographical area and the other local residents.  Prior to their participation in the program, some people had been living outside of Burlington and Vermont but felt attracted to the area and became involved in VISTA as a means of gaining entry into the community.  Folks who already lived locally but did not yet feel connected also saw VISTA as a way into the community or as an opportunity to learn about it in more depth.  Those who had lived in the area for a long duration generally seemed to have an established sense of community, sometimes associated with families ties; for them, membership in Burlington VISTA often arose from a commitment to these community connections.  In some cases, participants had found themselves actively encouraged to join the program by friends or mentors who supported it.  Most local residents who became VISTA members tended to have been familiar with the Enterprise Community/Burlington VISTA/Old North End revitalization movement and felt drawn toward the cause, especially its service orientation and collaborative team spirit.  For people who had already served the Burlington community in some capacity or had volunteered with the organizations that would later become their VISTA placements, their enrollment in the program evolved as somewhat of a natural extension of their prior involvement.


	The stories related by participants about the processes through which they joined the program confirm that involvement with Burlington VISTA indeed represented a form of service to them.  Other orientations, such as toward social causes, community, personal development, and livelihood, also appear to have played strong roles.  However, far from being singular, independent variables, all of these orientations overlapped, interwove, and lent structure to one another.  This investigation into the definition constructed by participants around the idea of “serving” reveals a fair amount of complexity when the service is examined within the various natural contexts in which it arose.  These contexts include, but are not limited to, the economic-job structure of the society, the apparent array of social injustices and inequalities, numerous dimensions of the local community, and the structure and values of the Burlington VISTA organization.  The data suggest that context possesses an intrinsic relationship to service as a meaningful pursuit as well as to the particular characteristics of the growth and development that those who serve undergo.


Transformations in service


	Alumni expressed their perspectives on service not only by reflecting upon the paths they took in joining Burlington VISTA, but also by discussing their experiences over the course of the program and the ways in which they find that they have changed through those experiences.  It is important to note that a small but vocal group of participants downplayed to some degree the relevance of the concept of service for their actual involvement in the program.  Their stories suggest that additional contexts influencing a person’s VISTA experience may exist beyond the immediate situation, residing more within the longitudinal boundaries of her/his lifespan.  For example, one participant emphasized that she had a long history of working in a professional service capacity.  For her, this meant that she approached VISTA primarily as a job.  It is interesting to note that, in comparison to the other participants, the changes she felt during the program with respect to her relationship to and understanding of service were quite modest.  Another participant told how she had lived previously as a single mother receiving welfare.  She found that the small stipends received during VISTA represented what she described as a “step up.”  Because of this and the fact that she and her daughter became recipients of many of the programs she carried out in her placement, the service aspect of the program was overshadowed by what she felt to be a reprieve from hardship and self-sacrifice (even though she selflessly dedicated herself to others through art, family, and volunteering).


	All participants seem to embrace an understanding of the time they spent in VISTA as one of service, to some degree.  One of the most striking themes reveals the ways in which they found their relationship with serving others to be transformed through their experiences in the program.  Many alumni asserted that, compared with before VISTA, they now perceive service to be of higher importance and are more committed to it.  There was tremendous diversity in the ways in which people experienced this heightened sense of service.  Many spoke of an increased desire to volunteer in general, whereas others were specific about wanting to now serve particular groups such as the local community, the larger world community, and people who live in poverty or lack a voice.  Participants also spoke extensively about their elevated motivations to serve, especially a greater desire to make the community a better place, a reinforced belief in the value and meaningfulness of service, and a renewed ability to find personal interest in helping others.  Others variously mentioned an expanded awareness of social needs presenting opportunities for involvement, an acquired sense of the personal benefits in serving others, a new consciousness of being not alone within the service movement, and even a feeling of guilt when not helping out.


	Perhaps the most encompassing change mentioned by alumni concerns the amount of their service involvement.  Very occasionally someone mentioned a decrease in volunteering -- these remarks were largely ascribed to feeling burned out on attending meetings or exhausted by the general busyness of community involvement.  But, by far, the vast majority who spoke to this issue described a boosted level of service and a more active role in community leadership following VISTA.  Within this trend, a broad range of opinion was represented, from those contending that their VISTA experience altogether initiated their lifelong volunteer involvement to those who held that their service was only slightly extended or deepened as a result.  Most expressed something between these two poles.  As one participant put it,





Did it start my service?  No.  It wasn’t the thing that changed my life, but it certainly gave it a foundation to launch a lot of my work and my passion.  In that way, I mean, it did change my life, just not in an earth-shattering sort of way.


	Another contrast was revealed in people’s attributions about the source of their personal transformations within relationship to service.  A number of participants seemed pleased to credit Burlington VISTA, as a program, directly with many of the changes they have perceived within themselves.  However, many insisted that the program itself was not central to this process.  Rather, they consider themselves, their personal ethics, and their own active determination to be the driving forces behind their development.  For these individuals, Burlington VISTA represented primarily an opportunity or a structure through which they could genuinely engage in service -- and, to do so more fully than they might otherwise have been able to manage while holding a regular job.  The program served to confirm their own service values rather than instill them, and to provide a forum for the emergence of their innate service-related skills and abilities rather than imbue them.  Again, most people presented themselves somewhere in the range between these endpoints.   This range of perspective in attributing the source of personal changes appears to be a repeated pattern throughout the various developmental topics discussed by participants.


	In addition to feeling more committed to and generally more involved in serving others, alumni talked about the changes they experienced in their strategies toward service.  One of the largest shifts noted was an expanded emphasis upon issues of sustainability.  This is partially illustrated in the classical anecdote, mentioned by more than one person, about the advantage of teaching people to fish versus simply giving them fish.  While the latter provides short-term aid, the former helps people to help themselves in a self-sustaining manner and learn to attain their own goals.  Alumni acknowledged that they have also developed understanding and skill in applying this same strategy to their work with communities and community organizations.  Serving groups, such as these, entails more than providing direct assistance to their members or clients; it focuses upon building organizational capacity.  One participant expressed:





It’s not enough to simply value all people equally, but that you have to create self-sustaining socially just systems that allow people to have equal access to resources.  For instance, that it’s not enough to simply be concerned with social justice.  You have to have processes in place in an organization, in a group, that are socially just.  That it’s not enough to be sensitive and thoughtful to people in the community, you have to actually work with methods of service [that are] really thoughtful and that give people an opportunity.  That, by their very nature, require that program implementers, program participants are thoughtful and sensitive.


	Another alumna added:  “It’s not just getting things done.  It’s helping people imagine how things could be otherwise, how things could be better, and then helping them to do it.”


	Also demonstrated within these excerpts is an additional strategy toward service that is related somewhat to sustainability -- a responsiveness to the needs and desires of those who are served.  Many alumni found that, through their service experience, they became more inclined toward listening to community members themselves and letting the people’s insight guide their efforts.  Obtaining a community’s input necessitates taking on a stance of curiosity as opposed to an “expert stance” and trusting that people do know what will be most helpful to them.  As one alumna explained,





I think as I got a little more experienced in organizing, I probably was better able to try and let people in the group determine what their goals were going to be.  And part of that was even letting go even more what my objective was supposed to be....  And that's kind of human nature to go into a situation and say, “Here's what I'm trying to accomplish.”  And, when to step back and say, “Well, I have to let this group decide instead of me”?  What if it's something completely different or contrary to what I'm trying to accomplish, and what I'm trying to accomplish gets left by the wayside?  You have to sort of evaluate, “What am I really trying to accomplish, build community or establish a group with goals of blah, blah, blah?”


	According to alumni, a third strategy toward serving that they developed through their VISTA experience involves connecting others to resources.  Participants expressed a new appreciation for the way that various resources intersect within people’s lives, and hence the importance to the success of any service effort of helping those served to be provided with other community resources.  Alumni felt that they had become more adept in providing these resources, or at least in providing connections to them.  Throughout the course of the program, participants were typically introduced to an enormous range of community connections in their own placements as well as within the greater web of local non-profit organizations.  One alumna described the stance toward serving others through providing resources as one of





not putting yourself out there as somebody who:  “I am expert.  I can offer you this information.”  But, putting yourself out there as “I’m here to listen.  I’m here to support.  I’m here to help you hook up with resources, help you access resources that could be helpful.  And get answers to questions that you may have, try to figure out who you can go to to get answers.”  Not necessarily supply people with answers but help them figure out who to go to in our community that will help answer the questions that come up in the process.


	These first several service strategies developed by alumni are reminiscent of Remen’s (1999) conceptualization of the differentiation between serving and helping or fixing.  This similarity suggests that a shift within participants’ underlying belief systems about service may comprise at least one important dimension of their experience in the program.  In addition, the correspondence between the direction of this shift and the values and goals espoused within VISTA program documents (Corporation for National Service, 1997) indicates a pathway by which the culture of the organization may provide a salient ecological context for members’ service experiences.


	Participants also developed strategies toward serving others that branch into several additional areas.  A number of alumni noted that, following VISTA, their careers and academic pursuits grew out of and became deeply integrated with their approach toward service.  Of those now working in the community service field, some have continued at their original placement sites while others applied their service-related skills to different jobs.  The theme common to both groups emphasizes developing ways to serve through which they can survive financially.





What I really enjoyed [within Burlington VISTA] was feeling that my work was more than just something I was getting a paycheck for.  That it had value, that it added value to the world, and at the same time I managed to make a living doing it.  So, in that sense I wanted to continue doing that.  And so that’s kind of why I ended up working for [a local social service agency] after I left.


	The other service strategies variously mentioned by alumni include bringing out others’ voices, engaging in community partnership and collaboration, and focusing upon the local grassroots community level.


	The strategies and approaches that alumni have developed toward serving others through their participation in Burlington VISTA help to further answer the question of what kind of meaning is constructed around service.  Accordingly, serving is:  focusing upon the grassroots community level, responding to the needs and desires of those served, bringing out their voices, connecting them to resources, engaging them in community partnership and collaboration, and ultimately developing sustainability within the community -- as well as within oneself through integrating life, career, and service.  Collectively, these themes reflect a movement.  They comprise a narrative journey through the act of serving.  Many of them also reflect the values and processes of the Burlington VISTA organization itself, perhaps related to Rappaport’s (1981) assertion about the capacity of an organization to sustain a shared group narrative.  According to his theory, an organization may provide or represent a reservoir of community support through which members can learn to replace cultural narratives that are overly restrictive with those of a more beneficial nature.


	Within all the issues so far discussed, the concept of community appears to be embedded both implicitly and explicitly.  Furthermore, alumni’s comments attest to the importance of the concept in its own right as a salient dimension of transformation in their relationship with and understanding of service.  The simplest way this transformation has manifested is as a shift toward perceiving the fundamental nature of service as an on-going development of connection, interconnection, and self-identification with the community.  Alumni expressed that serving others not only results in, but directly represents in a sense, an expanding sense of the community and the way in which they fit into it.  One alumnus clarifies:





Service also is just the one-on-one connection.  So, it’s also the humanness, the kind of value of knowing one’s community, a sense of place.  So much of our culture right now -- people have a lot of disposable income and spend that on things that are just developed by some sweatshop somewhere or that some capitalist somewhere develops.  You know, McDonald’s all over the country.   But we lack, in our community, that face-to-face meaningful work, meaningful connection with our community members.  And as such, our sense of community is really eroding.  So I see VISTA as one piece of reconnecting community and demonstrating the value of knowing your community.


	The final dimension that I wish to explore in this section is the way in which participants perceive their relationship with serving others to have become more practical and applied.  In articulating this trend, alumni often began by describing their previous approach to service as primarily academic and abstract in nature.  For some, their social activism, especially during periods of formal education, had centered around discussing values, problems, and solutions in an intellectual manner.  Through their experience in VISTA, participants learned about the tangibility required in genuine service.





I went in with a kind of a core set of political and social values, but the VISTA program helped me learn how to apply those values so that they weren’t just things that I wanted, or things that I felt in my head -- you know, “The world should be like this.”  VISTA gave me a much clearer sense of how to actually translate those core values into social action.


	Others expanded on this by expressing their renewed approach to service as one that strives toward concrete goals in the community and in the lives of community members -- “getting real things done for real people.”  There is a strong correspondence between this practical orientation and the “getting things done” emphasis of the VISTA organization.


	Consider, again, these questions:  How did participants become involved in serving in Burlington VISTA?  In what ways do they find that their relationship with and understanding of serving others have changed through their VISTA service experience? This discussion has reflected a variety of the answers that participants have proposed, including ones that also provide insight into the separate question of:  What does service mean to them?  In addition, the dynamics of these issues help to inform the research purpose of this study, itself:  to explore and evaluate the perceived impact of having served in Burlington VISTA upon the lives of the alumni.  However, only a small part of the story has been revealed so far.


Connecting to the community


	Another developmental issue, and by far the one most extensively reported by alumni, emphasizes the benefits of “getting connected” through their service.  As mentioned previously, a desire to connect with the community was one of the major reasons that people served in Burlington VISTA to begin with.  Those who got involved with this objective in mind generally found that their expectations were well met.  Even people who had joined for other reasons or who already felt a sense of connection noted similar trends in the growth of their relationship with the community.





There’s no doubt that my sense of community changed because of VISTA.  I mean, there’s no question that the people and institutions and region that I consider to be part of my community changed as a result of my AmeriCorps experience and as a result of my VISTA experience.  But, I guess the better question might be since I was brand new in Vermont, would my sense of community develop that way anyway?  I think the answer is no.  I think that, you know, had I come to Vermont and just gotten a job someplace, my sense of community would have involved the people that I met professionally and a few other people that I met around, through various social interactions.... [Through the VISTA program] I got to work with and meet people at organizations and learn about organizations in a way that I wouldn’t have otherwise been able to do.


	One theme within this topic of getting connected is developing a cognitive understanding of what community is about.  Through engaging in service, participants adopted new definitions and refined their own definitions for the concept of “sense of community.”  The form that these definitions took varied tremendously across individuals, but a couple cases may be particularly useful to examine.  One alumnus described a new appreciation of the fundamental role of unity and human relationships within a sense of community:





It’s all about interrelationships....  It’s just feeling part of a larger whole, whether that’s spiritually or civically or however.  Community is about that sense of whole oneness.  Instead of being just one schmuck slugging through life, we’re a whole bunch of schmucks kind of working it out together.


	Another participant expressed that for her a sense of community had come to include an understanding of the reciprocal support process at its core:





If we are actually expending physical, emotional, and mental energy towards making our communities healthier, then we have more investment in the community.  We care more about what goes on around us, and that gets returned to us.  In a sense, if we care more about our community, our community’s going to care more about us.


	Although the alumni who made direct references to redefining a sense of community were relatively few in number, their ideas seem to summarize themes that are represented throughout the topic of participant-community relations (as will soon become apparent in the following).


	Another part of the growth reported by alumni in their relationship to the community is the development of connections.  An abbreviated linguistic analysis is useful here in clarifying the process underlying this kind of development.  When speaking of the connections they made during their time in Burlington VISTA, alumni used a range of vocabulary.  Phrases that were used to describe connecting with people include:  “exposure to,” “meeting,” “spending time with,” “connecting to,” “feeling touched by,” “creating trust with,” “building relationship with,” and “knowing.”  Participants’ words for connecting to groups, organizations, and the community in general include:  “acclimating,” “networking,” “being in,” and “becoming part of.”  The stories implicit in these words and phrases help to explain what is involved in the act of connecting.  Participants seem to have engaged different parts of this connection process depending upon their personal histories and the nature of the specific situations presented within their service.


	In addition to shedding light upon the process of connecting, the terminology used by participants also reveals the content of the connections they developed over the course of their involvement in Burlington VISTA.  Along one axis, there are basically two categories for these community connections:  those that they made with people and those that they formed with groups.  The kinds of people they mentioned include professional contacts (e.g., department heads, private consultants, “players,” community leaders, policy makers, and powerful people) as well as more personal kinds of connections (e.g., people of like mind, residents, kids, seniors, neighbors, new friends, and romantic partners). The groups that were mentioned include the city of Burlington and its government, local non-profit organizations and service programs (including Burlington VISTA itself), and other kinds of community organizations.  What this analysis fails to reveal, however, is the extensiveness of the connections that each participant made.  This excerpt from an interview helps to clarify:





The VISTA program offers an incredible amount of networking opportunities because you’re on a team with 19 other people who are all at different non-profits.  So, immediately you have access to that executive director, to any information you need, and services.  At the other end of the phone, you know who to talk to.  So that definitely came in handy [after VISTA].  Because, you know, when we put our mailing list together...I’ve got a mailing list of about 600 organizations, profit and non-profit.  And we had to make, I don’t know, maybe, out of those, 100 calls to find out who the contact was.  And the rest...we knew, from being in VISTA.


	In addition to connecting with these specific community elements (i.e., people and groups), participants also mentioned connecting to the community more generally as a whole.  They depicted the role of their service experience as one of first bringing them into the community and then helping them to develop pride, connection, and attachment to it.  Alumni find that their relationship with the local community and their overall “sense of community” have grown deeper.  Some of those who continue to reside in the area described their time in Burlington VISTA as key to the process of building a sense of home there and putting down roots.


	Along with connecting to the community, or perhaps as an extension of it, people noted a gradual shift toward feeling more a part of it.  Among some participants, there seems to be a remarkable inspiration toward becoming part of a larger whole and developing an awareness of that fundamental wholeness.  Within the context of their service, this whole was typically represented by the community in general, the Burlington community specifically, or the social movement and group energy that characterize the community.  Participants variously described the nature of their developing relationship with this whole as civic, spiritual, or both.  Regardless, the underlying sense is one of feeling united with the community and being an “insider” within it.


	As a result of their service, alumni also feel that their relationship with the community has become more committed and service-oriented.  It seems that it is not enough to just feel a sense of wholeness and enjoy the personal benefits of the connections.  Inherent within the reciprocal nature of community is some amount of personal contribution and investment.  Participants now feel needed by the community, care more about it, and are better able to see where they fit into it with their particular skills and experiences.  Consequently, their relationship with the community has shifted toward a working involvement.





I found that I became 110,000 percent more invested in this community....  My investment definitely grew while I was a VISTA and I could feel some roots forming here and really wanted to stay and continue doing the work and being a part of the energy around.


	Furthermore, as people have tapped into the network of others who are dedicated to the community, the tone of their own involvement has taken on the more collaborative orientation of striving to work together as a community to solve problems.


	Within this expanded involvement in the community, the connections that were developed have proven themselves to be useful in a multitude of ways.  Direct contacts (i.e., person-to-person or person-to-organization) as well as a broader sense of familiarity with the community as a whole both play important roles, as described by this participant:





One fellow who works for the Mobile Home project or something for the State of Vermont..., I've actually called several times with landlord-tenant mobile home kind of issues.  But, that's a very concrete example.  But even aside from the sort of more concrete examples, I think you just get to know people's names and faces.  And you know that they were around back then and that they remember you being around back then.  And that kind of stuff is important, I think.  Because you'll see people again in a different context, and you may or may not remember, “Oh, yes.  We worked on this project together.”  But, you will still have that sense of, “I remember you and I think you're good.”  We're all working towards the same goal, ultimately, here, and that kind of stuff sticks around.


	As mentioned briefly above, some participants felt themselves putting down roots over the course of their VISTA experience and eventually made their home locally.  Indeed, at the time they were surveyed, 62% of alumni reported living in the community that they had served.  Although no concrete data are available for the number of participants residing in that area prior to their service, informal estimates suggest less than half of this percentage.  This finding represents a potentially important phenomenon given CEDO’s goal of building the leadership capacity of the area and its expressed hopes that Burlington VISTA alumni will continue to be involved.  It also poses the question:  What factors contribute to people’s decision to stay?  According both to alumni who had resided locally prior to VISTA and to those who had lived elsewhere, their service played a meaningful role in the decision.  After getting involved in the community, developing an appreciation for the camaraderie of its committed volunteer network, and generally feeling a part of it all, participants sought to maintain those connections.  In addition, they found the local supports, references, and professional contacts that they made through serving to be conducive to building a career locally.  Apart from their service, the social climate and natural beauty of the area were also a significant draw.  As to the factors that contributed to alumni leaving the area, they mentioned the lack of affordable housing, weather, and the fact that many of the skills that they developed through serving can be readily applied throughout the world.  It was also informative to hear one participant describe that her decision to leave resulted from feeling too emotionally wrapped up in the issues of the local community.


Leadership development


	Thus far, the two major developmental areas explored have been changes in people’s relationships with service and with community.  A third theme that came up frequently was that of leadership development.  Through their service experience, participants found new meaning in leadership, and their approach to leading underwent substantial changes.  In addition, their stories reveal the intrinsic importance of the context of their service.  Burlington VISTA not only arranged external opportunities (e.g., service placements) for members to explore leadership on their own, but it also provided opportunities within the program itself through trainings and guidance.  In this matter, it clearly functioned as a service-learning program, embodying many of the features of such programs described in the literature review that introduced this report.


	In illustration, three general types of opportunities for leadership development are described by alumni, including those primarily related to the VISTA program itself, those related more to their service placements, and those related to both of these or to other contexts.  The majority of the VISTA program-related opportunities cited were trainings and workshops; a review of those that specifically pertain to leadership is useful here.  One particular training offered by Burlington VISTA, titled Facilitative Leadership (FL), merits some attention due to the overwhelming response it received.





One of the most amazing trainings I’ve ever been through -- and I went through it twice because it was so great the first time -- was the Facilitative Leadership, the FL training.  So I felt it just rocked, rocked.  And [the CEDO supervisor] did an absolutely amazing job with that....  So everything that was involved with FL was absolutely fantastic, and I utilized it every day that I served.  So that was incredibly useful.  And it also is something that I’ll keep in my tool kit and use.  And, you know, I still use it every day in my social work, in the social field.  And I feel like that was applicable to all the participants.  I think people integrated it into their daily work and personal life to various degrees.  But I’m a strong believer that it was valuable for all of us.


	Participants described FL as a thorough training in leadership that offers an organized way to help both organizations and people.  The leadership skills taught, especially those that pertain to understanding and dealing with different people’s styles of thought and communication, were felt to be useful well beyond the duration of the program.  A very small but vocal minority of alumni, however, either dislike FL altogether or feel that it was of little value relative to the other leadership development opportunities that they encountered during their service.  Several other trainings felt to have been useful include an established series conducted throughout the year by CEDO and CNS (titled Pre-Service Orientation and Early Service Training), a variety of workshops organized every year by the VISTA team leader, as well as some CNS-sponsored leadership conferences aimed specifically at team leaders.  One alumnus, who now supervises VISTA members in his present job, qualified this emphasis on training by reflecting that





a lot of this stuff, the workshops, are great and important and I think that it's great that they do them.  The question is whether or not the agency [the VISTA members] work with then makes use of the skills that they learn.  If the agency does, then these people come out of the thing with some talents and some skills.


	Although service placements and the Burlington VISTA organization have been distinguished for the purpose of this discussion as different contexts for leadership development, they also clearly overlap with, contribute to, and reinforce one another.  In this respect, the program demonstrates the service-learning characteristic of application (Eyler & Giles, 1999), which describes the degree to which students’ more formal learning activities and training and their community-work can be tied together and mutually inform one another.


	In describing additional opportunities to develop their leadership, participants identified aspects of Burlington VISTA’s structure, processes, and values.  To begin with, they noted the importance of the overall atmosphere of and value placed upon leadership within the VISTA program.





As soon as you become a VISTA -- I mean, it’s almost like at the first team meeting of all the VISTAs they tell you, “You’re a leader.  You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”  So that kind of affirmation, I think, really helps kind of put people in the mindset of, “Okay, I’m doing something that not everyone does.  I’m a leader.”  And, a lot of people never thought of themselves as a leader or thought about what makes a good leader.  So, the opportunity to reflect on yourself and really think about why you are a good leader and why you may not be a good leader.  It’s really helpful.  And I think the VISTA program really works to facilitate that process and extract that information from the individual.


	Also exemplified in this narrative are several other dimensions of the Burlington VISTA program that participants noted have given them leadership development opportunities.  Among these are a strong emphasis placed by program leaders upon the idea that anyone can become a leader in her or his own right and recurrent structured opportunities for reflecting upon one’s own leadership abilities.  This latter element corroborates the critical importance of incorporating opportunities for reflection into an organization for the purposes of service-learning and empowerment, as described in the literature (Belenky, et al., 1997; Eyler & Giles, 1999).


	Throughout the various VISTA activities in which participants were involved outside of their service placements, they found valuable opportunities to participate on committees, work with people, and practice decisiveness and group motivation.  One of the most significant of these activities was deemed the planning and coordination of the various special events (e.g., neighborhood cleanups, community celebrations, etc.) that Burlington VISTA carries out each year.  Along with this, participants mentioned the vital importance of the program’s role structure, which includes many different ways and occasions for people to assume leadership roles based upon their skills and inclinations.





The ones that come to my head immediately are like the larger special events that the VISTAs put on like MLK [Martin Luther King] Day and the annual Spring Up that for the past three years has happened on North Street....  Both of those opportunities -- I mean, really, the responsibility falls on the leader, the actual VISTA leader.  But, there’s ample opportunity for any member of the team -- and they all usually do -- to jump in and take a leadership role.  Because there’s so many aspects to each one of those events in terms of who’s in charge of entertainment, who’s in charge of food, who’s in charge of, you know, getting the street sweeper to show up on time, that sort of stuff.  So I think those especially offer those types of opportunities.


In further considering organizational context, the similarity is striking between the structure of the Burlington VISTA program and some of the features of organizations proposed by Maton and Salem (1995) that facilitate empowerment.  The VISTA program embodies a role structure that is pervasive, containing a large number of avenues for participation and leadership development that are accessible to people from a variety of skill levels.  Its role structure also represents an element of multifunctionality in that it provides diverse opportunities for learning about leadership, building leadership skills, practicing those skills, and exercising responsibility in that domain.  Another relevant feature proposed by Maton and Salem is the quality of leadership within an organization.  As evidenced above, Burlington VISTA presents members with a vision of leadership through its trainings and team meeting processes, and demonstrates a clear commitment to the setting itself as well as to members’ growth.  Also, leadership is shared between many members of the organization rather than confined to the hands of one person.


	In addition to the role played by the processes, structure, and values of Burlington VISTA, participants also deem a number of dimensions of their service placements to be integral to the development of their leadership abilities.  The most fundamental of these involves simply the opportunity to engage and interact with people in the community.  Much variability was apparent within alumni’s descriptions of the amount of community contact they had, based mostly upon the particular characteristics and requirements of their individual placements.  Those who worked regularly with community members articulately described their challenges in doing so as well as the insights into leadership that arose from these challenges.  Some of the specific community interactions in which participants were able to learn about and practice leadership involved talking with residents both formally and informally, coming to understand more about these people’s situations, encouraging them to take responsibility, exploring the ways in which residents themselves lead in their daily lives, and modeling good leadership for them.


	Two additional opportunities for leadership development that participants commonly mentioned encountering in their placements were engaging the mass media and carrying out training programs.  Through writing articles, publishing newsletters and “zines,” and being interviewed for newspapers, radio, and television, they grew comfortable with and adept at putting out their names and opinions and gaining recognition.  Also, through developing and running training programs, participants found that not only were they able to practice leading, but they also realized a deeper integration of some of the leadership-related skills that they were teaching.  Of the other placement activities important to leadership development variously mentioned, the defining theme among them all was the support rendered by the placement supervisor.  Again, this quality varied from placement to placement, but those participants who described a situation in which they were supervised by someone who trusted them, offered support and encouragement, and actively groomed them to take on additional roles and responsibilities found that this had a substantial impact upon facilitating their leadership development.


	Aside from those leadership development opportunities that were related specifically to their placements or to the actual Burlington VISTA program, alumni encountered a number of more general kinds of opportunities within their service.  For example, facilitating groups and meetings proved to be an enormously effective forum for the practice of leadership skills.  Throughout many contexts, including placements, VISTA team meetings, special service events, and others, participants gained proficiency in organizing meetings, planning agendas, managing large groups, and mediating among people with dissimilar visions and objectives.  Participants also learned to effectively share leadership within residents’ organizations with previously established goals and purposes.  Related to this, another multi-contextual opportunity to develop leadership identified by alumni was being introduced to and familiarized with a range of community leaders.  Through this kind of exposure, participants learned from the different leadership styles they encountered and gained confidence in their own abilities and contributions.


	Participants also discovered or devised opportunities for developing as leaders within the midst of the chaotic element of their service.  A variety of wrong turns and unintentional situations provided rich ground for learning about the real-life dimensions of leading.  Some alumni talked about finding themselves within a placement that was not well thought-out, that was stationed in a seriously struggling non-profit organization, or that was poorly supervised.  Others spoke of some of the trials and tribulations of dealing with the bureaucracy of the Burlington VISTA organization.  All of these situations necessitated that participants step in, take initiative, and learn directly from their mistakes.  This type of “opportunity” was noted most often by participants in the early stages of the program (i.e., 1992-1995), before it became the successfully organized, well funded, training-oriented organization that it is today.  However, taking decisive and creative initiative in the face of uncertainty or adversity seems to underlie the development of leadership in even the most well planned situations.


	After exploring the various opportunities that participants encountered for growing as leaders, it follows to next examine the particular ways in which they find that this kind of development has manifested in their lives.  Perhaps the most general theme involves the redefining of leadership -- acquiring a new approach or expanding one’s cognitive framework for leading.  An alumna recounted her story:





I guess you could say I was the youngest of a military family, so taking charge was not my role.  I was the low man on the totem pole in my family in the hierarchy of things.  I was definitely not the one to give orders.  And, you know, leadership was understood in a very narrow way when I was growing up, and I didn't like that....  I pretty much just rejected that definition of leadership altogether, but I also had developed a real distaste for working in groups, period.  And so, being a VISTA was one of the first times that I had the opportunity to re-define leadership....  Instead of being hierarchical, rather than having someone in military style be in charge and tell people what to do, to participate in a group where we have common goals, we have things we want to accomplish, we can be efficient and effective, and I can help that happen without having to assume being the boss....  And I gradually got more and more comfortable with finding ways to do that that felt genuine, and where I could help other people be as independent or be true to whatever they wanted to do without feeling like I was imposing something on them.


	Illustrated within this narrative are several specific elements described by participants that characterize their rethinking of the subject of leadership.  To begin with, they have come to regard the basic character of the human relations that underlie quality leadership to be non-hierarchical.  Also, alumni emphasized the importance they had learned of helping those who are being led to become independent through assisting them in developing their own confidence and skill in leadership.  Occasionally, participants mentioned that, prior to VISTA, they had held preconceptions about the nature of leading that involved some element of “saving” others or promoting the perspective of the leader, but these had gradually given way to more supportive concepts and approaches (e.g., leadership through mentoring or through offering encouragement).  Likewise, rather than striving to step out in front or “become the voice” of the poor, alumni have grown through their service more inclined toward taking a “silent, behind the scenes” approach in leading that focuses upon bringing out people’s voices, listening carefully, and valuing their input.


	Building upon these interpersonal considerations, participants also described a number of other dimensions in which they had advanced their understanding of and approach toward leading.  Some expressed that they had come to conceive of leadership as arising fundamentally from a deeply individual sense of purpose.  Others, reflecting a more collective orientation, noted that it requires putting the community’s needs before personal needs.  One participant linked these ideas in describing leadership as essentially the process of taking responsibility, which is necessarily exercised on both the personal and community levels.  The remaining ways in which participants redefined their approach to leading are varied.  Through the VISTA experience, they learned to lead:  by example, modeling effective communication and organizational processes; through collaboration with other leaders who possess complementary leadership styles; and with patience and understanding of the long-term nature of the efforts that are required.  Alumni’s renewed goals for leadership, when expressed, emphasized supporting the integrity and wholeness of the community and empowering disadvantaged groups.


	Participants also told about some of the skills they learned and personal changes they underwent in order to effectively translate this model of leadership into action.  One of the personal changes described was simply that alumni had developed more of a liking of and appreciation for leadership.  Also, participants reported a renewed sense of ethics in their leadership, especially a deepened conviction in leading and an increased commitment to putting the needs of others before one’s own.  Other personal changes were depicted in accounts of feeling less shy, more patient, and, within groups, more comfortable communicating as a leader.


	Participants also described learning leadership skills and knowledge, related largely to the element of communication, through their service experience.  For example, they recounted acquiring extensive vocabulary for the processes of leading and decision-making, particularly through their participation in the Facilitative Leadership training and their interaction with community members and leaders.   Also through these latter activities, as well as through extensive practice, participants developed an understanding of the ways in which people communicate and think and how these dynamics play out in leadership situations.  In addition, they practiced and sharpened a variety of mediation skills for arbitrating and reconciling disagreements that tend to arise while leading a group.  Other group-related leadership skills, according to participants, were gained in areas such as vision building, presenting, facilitating teamwork, and organizing events.  Several participants specifically noted that they already had many of these sorts of leadership skills prior to VISTA, but through the program they refined, deepened, and reinforced those skills.


	This brings up the simple fact that not all of the alumni cited changes throughout all of the domains of leadership capacity listed above.  The pattern that was revealed in a previous section of this paper is affirmed within this topic as well -- a small group of participants either were not inspired by the opportunities for leadership development that they encountered within Burlington VISTA or found that the definitions, approaches, skills, and personal characteristics that they brought into the program were already well-suited for most of the leadership challenges that their service presented.  To the degree that this was the case, participants’ growth as leaders was reported to be minimal.  This pattern, however, is less represented in the leadership topic than in, for instance, the topics of service and community explored above.  In other words, in contrast to participants’ descriptions of their growth in other areas, leadership development was more consistently mentioned.  It is conceivable that the area of leadership is one with which participants had relatively little exposure prior to VISTA, whereas their sense of service and community, as central as it was to joining the program in the first place, had already developed to some degree.


Further contexts of development


	The investigation so far of these topics -- service, community, and leadership -- is not intended to be a comprehensive analysis of the meaning that participants have constructed for the VISTA experience, nor designed to tell the full story of their development through service.  Some of the other domains addressed by alumni have already been expounded where they overlap.  Those related to learning include:  an acquired working knowledge of Burlington city government, local community, non-profit organizations, and the specific matters addressed within individual service placements; strengthened skills pertaining to meeting facilitation, time management, community organizing, group process, communication, fund raising, and capacity-building; and the application of these many matters beyond VISTA.  Additional domains include the subsequent roles, relationships, and activities that were launched out of participants’ VISTA experience and the direct benefits they received from the projects they carried out in their placements.  Participants also expressed further elements of their personal development and refocused values and interests.  Again, the degree of interconnection between all of these domains cannot be overemphasized.


	One topic that requires extensive examination, without which this report cannot be complete, is that of context.  What are the most salient contextual dimensions of participants’ experience and development?  And what roles do they perceive these contexts to have played within the course of their own development?  These questions have been partially answered above through the exploration of many contextual aspects of participants’ service, but some aspects merit further investigation. The two major contexts that will be examined in this section include Burlington VISTA as an organization and the participants’ service placements.  First, however, one additional context deserves a very brief review on account of the frequency with which it was mentioned.


	The local environment embodies a context with a number of unique characteristics that alumni found particularly important to their experiences and development within the program.  For example, one alumnus noted the tremendous amount of respect given to the program and its members throughout the city government, the Burlington community, and the state of Vermont.  He deemed this respect to be instrumental in helping him to be effective in his service, to make connections along the way, and, ultimately, to develop a strong sense of community in the area.  In taking a deeper look at the city government in particular, CEDO, the office that directly administers the VISTA program, was commonly cited.  Participants found its progressive way of thinking and its emphasis on public participation to be inspiring and, particularly for those whose placements were based directly out of the office, to provide an excellent forum for directly learning about these principles.  They also noted that the Enterprise Community initiative, which largely defined the relationship between CEDO and Burlington VISTA, contributed to a sense of direction and a feeling of being part of a large whole within their service.  In addition, CEDO’s numerous community connections seem to have presented participants with good opportunities to develop their own personal and professional contacts.  The only drawbacks noted by participants with respect to CEDO were the election-related shifts and the political complexity inherent in the office.  These created confusion and turmoil that absorbed the energies of those involved and detracted from some participants’ sense of clear leadership.  Occasionally, participants mentioned that these problematic elements also provided a way for them to learn about the real-life dynamics of such a city office -- job skills that would often prove useful in time.


	The city government of Burlington, as a whole, was deemed by alumni to be another important and salient component of the local environmental context.  Overall, its close connection with VISTA was felt to be supportive, especially in the form of a working partnership between the program and Mayor Peter Clavelle.  In addition, the close relationship maintained between city government and the local non-profit sector, according to alumni, provided them with further opportunities to make contacts as well as to learn about the value of strategic alliances within public administration.  Participants also found the progressive political atmosphere of the city government to be conducive to learning about social and economic justice and community-engagement processes.


	Not surprisingly, many participants noted the unusual nature of the greater city of Burlington and its essential role in their success in the program.  For one thing, they found that the city’s unique political culture presented a valuable opportunity for a basic “grassroots education.”  Salient elements of this local culture include an ethic of social justice and collaboration and an extensive collective vocabulary for decision-making.  Furthermore, the small scale of Burlington was perceived as helpful to participants’ service by virtue of its role in facilitating communication and encouraging interconnection between people.  Despite the city’s small size, participants described within it an unusually high concentration of non-profit organizations, providing a diversity of places for participants to serve and easing communication between these groups and other local agencies.  Participants who had, at one time or another, served as VISTA members in other cities expressed their appreciation for the high concentration also of VISTA members in Burlington, and the role this played in helping them to bond together and lend each other mutual support.  Other unique characteristics of Burlington described by alumni are a lack of entry-level jobs combined with a large number of local people who want to work in the area of community development.  The exceptionally competitive third sector job market in the city that has resulted from this combination has made VISTA service an attractive option for gaining a foothold.


	Despite the popular understanding of the significance of the state of Vermont among the state’s larger population, it was not often expressed as a salient context for participants’ VISTA experience.  However, several alumni acknowledged at least some role played by Vermont’s unusual culture.  For example, one participant who had joined the program shortly after arriving in the United States found it to be an especially good opportunity to transition and adjust from a foreign culture.  Another person described the abundance of socially unjust attitudes throughout the state as both a hindrance to her effectiveness in serving and an opportunity to address problems.  Overall, however, when geographical contexts were mentioned, they tended to focus more locally; perhaps this phenomenon is related to the limited geographical emphasis of the program.


	In addition to the local environment, alumni discussed at length the actual Burlington VISTA organization as an important context for their service experience.  Many salient dimensions of the program have already been presented in earlier sections of this paper, and it is certainly beyond the present scope to explore them all exhaustively.  Still, several of the most frequently mentioned themes bear particular relevance to this report in that they not only illustrate the experiences of the participants, but they also serve to inform the literature that first inspired this project.  Before delving into these topics in more detail, it is helpful to first understand that Burlington VISTA, throughout the course of its history, has not been without its own kinds of change.  Based upon an overview of the cross-sectional data from program participants, in addition to the perspectives offered by those alumni and administrative staff who have had more long-term involvement with the program, the picture that emerges is one of an organization undergoing as much development and transformation as have its members.


	Participants’ experiences early in the program’s life tend to reflect considerable excitement about being involved in a project so new to the community along with some degree of uncertainty about the objectives of their service.  It appears that the first stages of Burlington VISTA were characterized by a great deal of organizational change along with a sense of responsibility, among participants, for helping to guide these changes knowing the impact they eventually may have upon residents and subsequent classes of VISTA members.  An alumnus who joined one of the first classes of the program and then later maintained an informal connection with the VISTA community, offered this summary:





I think one of the aspects of being in the sort of class that we were in was that the program was changing so fast.  And [the VISTA leaders] were thoughtful enough to know that we needed to all be part of the decision-making about what the program was going to look like.  And, as a result of that, our class spent virtually as much time doing our actual jobs as we did designing and developing the VISTA program, giving feedback about what the program was going to be like and how the trainings were going to be held, and basically changing the national model.  I mean, the national model said, “The trainings have to look like this.  The VISTAs have to do this.”  You know, this sort of proscribed system for what VISTA should look like, because it’s a fairly old program.  But in its implementation, earlier, we had to kind of reinvent it.  So that reinvention process, I imagine, has slowed down a great deal.  And the sense I get is that we figured out in the first two years what worked and what didn’t.  And now, while there’s still significant involvement from the VISTA team -- I’m not sure that this is true or not, but I get the sense from a distance that -- they’re just not as involved with the VISTA process itself, or I should say the program development process, as we were....  I think it felt good to be a part of that change because, you know, it just felt meaningful that you’re really doing something.  Instead of, say, how I feel right now at school, where I’m in someone else’s program.  The rules are set.  I don’t have any say in what the rules are.  I can do my best to kind of, you know, jiggle around the rules to suit my needs, but in the VISTA program we actually got to re-write the rules to suit our needs.  And I think that’s powerful.


	Over time, participants’ involvement with these types of activities as well as with experimental approaches toward their placements gave way to the program’s new plan.  As one alumnus recounted, “All of that kind of disappeared when the Enterprise Community thing happened because, well, that just kind of took over everything.”  The introduction of the Enterprise Community strategy initiated a long process of organizational growth for Burlington VISTA that has continued through to the present.  A variety of data sources show that the program procured more funding, the team size grew in leaps and bounds, and a much greater emphasis was placed upon the training and mentoring of VISTA members.  Participants’ comments suggest that the VISTA team composition underwent a transition as well, particularly towards a more narrow age range and a greater concentration of recent college graduates.


	As a whole, these data reveal that the Burlington VISTA organization, as an ecological context for members’ service experiences, is not static.  The stories shared by alumni demonstrate the basic dynamic quality of a context for development -- a quality that is inherent within the general developmental orientation towards the concept of time.  People’s development, as an experience, as a source of meaning, and also as a subject of research, exists only within a rich interrelationship between time and context.  During the course of even a single term of VISTA service, the context in which that service is carried out is altered by local and diffuse social forces as well as by the conduct of the participant.  As the context is reshaped, so are the participant’s service experience and resulting development.


	Despite these various contextual shifts, some clear patterns emerge from alumni’s descriptions of their experience of the Burlington VISTA organization and its influence upon their development.  These patterns are no more clearly evident than in their accounts of the VISTA team.  Although there was less emphasis on the team dimension of the program in its early stages, alumni from across the class years agreed upon the importance of the support it gave them and, especially, its regular monthly meetings.  One participant expressed a very positive viewpoint:





The team thing, I think, was one of the most important parts of developing that sense of community and achieving the feeling of connectedness with other organizations and other groups.  It wasn’t just -- You know, if I were to list the most important aspects about being in VISTA, the trainings would probably not be at the top of my list, although they were important.  I mean, I wouldn’t exclude them, certainly.  But, I think the most important thing, the thing at the top of my list, would be those team meetings where everyone got together and talked about their organizations, and what their organizations do, and what their role is in those organizations.  I think that was easily the most important thing about being in VISTA.  That is what gave us insight into what was going on in the community.  That’s what gave us a sense of connectedness with other organizations.  That’s what gave us the ability to stand up, in our own staff meetings, and say, “What about calling so-and-so?”...  Even though, I got to say, those meetings, in and of themselves, have many problems.  They were kind of boring.  There’s lots of things I think that could be done to improve the way the way the meetings get handled, but in and of themselves, I think they’re tremendous.


	Imbedded within this narrative are several elements of the VISTA team meetings that were frequently mentioned by alumni.  For one thing, participants found that the development of their sense of community and connectedness was linked to opportunities within the meetings to bond with each other personally, to make inter-agency contacts through other team members, and to access the various kinds of community information these others held.  This information exchange that took place in team meetings was also deemed a valuable way to hear fresh ideas and perspectives, to gain an understanding of the interconnections between the organizations that make up the city, and to acquire a broader picture of the community as a whole.


	Also, some of the more formal process-oriented elements of the team meetings were often mentioned.  Participants expressed their appreciation for the role structure of the meetings through which they could take turns trying out new roles and exploring different strategies in leadership.  In addition, these meetings provided a useful forum for incorporating various portions of their training and then getting to observe directly the effects upon the communication and flow of the group.  They also noted the usefulness of the opportunities that were incorporated into team meetings for reflecting upon and evaluating the success of the meeting processes themselves, as well as recent trainings and special community events. 


	However, not all alumni agreed with these praising reviews.  In fact, while the meetings were the most frequently cited beneficial aspect of the VISTA team, they were also the most often mentioned negative aspect.  Among the more general complaints were that team meetings were too many, too long, and too boring.  Some participants found them to be “annoying” and even “useless” at times.  The more specific complaints are difficult to categorize, but a small sample of them is helpful for the purposes of clarification.  One alumna described the team as riddled with personality conflicts that would be brought into the meetings inappropriately.  She described, “It was one of those situations where everybody’s kind of allowed to say what they want to say, but at any time somebody can be shot down.”  Several alumni depicted the processes that they were trying to incorporate into the meetings as going awry, becoming insincere over time, and ultimately serving to uphold the very problems that they were meant to solve.  How these various issues directly affected the learning and development of the participants is uncertain, but they do seem to have deprived members of the numerous team meeting benefits that are described in this section.


	Nevertheless, one matter about which most participants agreed is the support they received and gave within their team meetings.  The nature of this support can be understood best within the larger VISTA team context -- it was represented in but by no means limited to the team meetings.  Participants perceived team support, at its core, as a deeply emotional and collective experience.  One alumnus described it as follows:





People feel like, almost instantly, that they have not only a secure group of colleagues, but a group of friends that they can go through this experience together.  Because that’s what it is -- it’s an experience.  You’re getting paid nothing to do a lot.  So it’s nice to have someone to kind of hold onto while you’re going through that.  Because sometimes it sucks.  So, that’s one of the things that really turned me on when I got there was this whole team thing.  So, I knew that I wanted to stick around and continue to do more.


	 Participants variously characterized their team as an extended family, as a support system, and as a collective network in which they could feel like part of a group.  Through participating in this group experience, participants enjoyed a sense of company and camaraderie with each other as well as ease in turning to one another for help.


	Another dimension of the support that participants described receiving from their VISTA team is that it arose from the sense that they were all going through some of the same experiences together.  They shared a general belief that, although not everyone was working on like projects, the underlying issues were essentially the same.  By connecting with others who could thus understand their experiences, they were able to lessen their sense of isolation and form genuine bonds.  Some alumni found especially helpful the opportunity to engage in mutual sharing and reflection with people from similar backgrounds (e.g., other single mothers on the team).  Others tended to focus more upon the value of relating with diverse team members possessing a wealth of different strengths, experiences, and resources.  Regardless, as one alumna summarized, “there’s just a lot of bonding and a lot of growing and a lot of depending upon one another.”


	The kinds of support shared between team members tended to focus primarily upon exchanging community-related or professional contacts, providing personal assistance, and bonding, as have been described above.  Beyond these areas, however, participants experienced support quite broadly.  They gave and received information about living within the means of their meager stipends, advice on how to address problems with their supervisors, insight into the complex interpersonal and sometimes political situations that arose within their placements, and many other areas.  As told by one participant:





I felt that all the people on my team were just really great about anything.  If I needed a favor, they were the people I would call.  If I had a question about something, they were the people I would call.  If I wanted a small collaboration, I would start with those.  I thought it was a really great group to be a part of.  And I think it's a pity that there aren't more work experiences like that, because I'm definitely a lot more motivated when I know that I have this group of people who are as psyched as I am to be there.


	At this point, the major remaining question that pertains to team support is:  What difference did it all make?  The answer seems to be two-fold.  The first part of this answer, which was only occasionally cited by participants, suggests that the influence of team support may be limited to their immediate experience during the course of the program.  Some alumni spoke of the support they received as valuable but distinctly separate from their service and disconnected from their current lives.  The second part of the answer reveals for many participants a much higher degree of integrating their team support.  Indeed, these alumni variously attributed to this support their motivation within their placements, their effectiveness in their service, and their on-going commitment to addressing the problems of the community.  They also found team support and encouragement to be instrumental in broader types of phenomena such as self-confidence and the overall degree to which they were able to learn and grow from their service experience.


	This two-fold answer is depicted here in such detail in order to raise an even broader issue:  Throughout this report, for every question that is answered, many others arise.  These additional questions are typically more complex in nature and they are often unanswerable given the limitations of the present dataset.  Why do some participants find their team support to be so integrated and consequential while others do not?  What causes this distinction in perspective?  Does this reflect a flaw in the program or a natural diversity among participants?  Could the Burlington VISTA organization, given its team-building goals, be restructured in some way to facilitate team support for those who have not found it useful in its present form?  Can this be done without compromising another important part of the program?  This study, rather than providing a complete answer to any single question, seems to have been more successful in probing into the data in order to identify an even deeper layer of more precise questions.  Only continued conversations among the stakeholders will reveal the answers that lie beyond those outlined here.


One last item of note is the relationship of this support topic to the greater body of education and social science literature.  The characteristics of the support shared among team members during their service reflect one of the key organizational characteristics that were identified by Belenky et al. (1997) as facilitative of people’s development.  Specifically, the authors reported the importance of a collective understanding among members of their organization as a family:  warm, nurturing, and committed to the members’ development.  Indeed, within the present study, those participants for whom such an understanding was central to their experience seemed to benefit in terms of gaining perspective and skills that are useful for further service and social transformation.  It may be that, among these individuals, their participation in and creation of a nurturing generative community within the VISTA team has played a strong role in enabling them to do the same on a larger community level.


	In addition to the VISTA team, another part of the organizational context deemed important by participants is the relationship of the local program with the federal government.  This relationship to be appears manifest primarily through the government funding that is provided for Burlington VISTA’s operation and the body of rules and regulations attached to this funding that prescribe the structure of the program.  Overall, alumni were divided in their evaluation of this relationship.  On one hand, they expressed gratitude for the opportunity to engage more fully in service work without the time and resource constraints of a “normal” job, and they readily acknowledged that only the national level of government is capable of funding this type of program.  Many also expressed their belief in the importance of channeling national moneys to the local level where the community can direct them (through programs such as VISTA).  In addition, alumni asserted the value of the practical focus that has emerged from the program’s need to demonstrate results in order to procure additional government funding.  However, they also conveyed some concern that this causes Burlington VISTA to keep up an appearance of progress rather than to actually change the status quo within the community.


	One of the rules defined for the local program, as a VISTA organization, is the requirement that the members maintain an apolitical or non-partisan stance in their activities.  This rule extends not only to the official activities they carry out in their service placements and team functions, but also to every part of their lives while they are VISTA members.  Some alumni found this rule to be necessary in order to prevent the problems that may emerge if the program leaned toward only one political party, given its bipartisan funding.  They also noted that it plays a valuable role in keeping people from going to political extremes in carrying out their service.  Other participants did not particularly agree with the rule but found it tolerable given its limited duration in their lives.  They tended to believe that VISTA should maintain at least an outwardly apolitical appearance and that only overt political campaigning should be separate from VISTA service activities.


	Many alumni depicted some incongruity between the apolitical principle and the projects in which they found themselves engaged during their service.  Within their placements, as they sought to address issues such as poverty, social justice, the empowerment of women and welfare recipients, neighborhood revitalization and preservation, minimum wage, and childcare benefits, they reported encountering substantial conservative opposition to their efforts.  However, as some also noted, the VISTA organization, given its dependence on federal funding and the uncertain climate of national politics, is highly concerned with self-preservation and, therefore, with protecting its image.  This has sometimes proven problematic for participants, as illustrated by their stories in which their service crossed a certain political line and the organization reacted as if “stamping out a fire” by bringing their activities to a halt.  For some program members, the line between community organizing (which was condoned by VISTA) and political organizing (which was forbidden by VISTA) seemed quite vague, adding a layer of complexity and occasional conflict to an already challenging role.


	At other times, participants reported more success in navigating the territory around this line and thus in steering clear of conflict with the VISTA organization.  However, many of them still experienced the apolitical rule as a restraint upon their range activities and therefore upon their effectiveness.  For example, they found that they were prevented from addressing, in the most direct manner, the issues underlying some of the problems with which they were faced:





What I was working with had a lot to do with issues affecting families and single mothers and people of color with children.  And, trying to help those women meant -- part of the education, part of being able to make referrals that were actually going to be useful to them, would have been much more effective if I had been freer to act politically.  So, for instance, to help organize petitions, ... [t]o be able to work more closely with legislators both in City Council and on the state level on the same issues would have been really helpful.


	In exploring the possible effects of the program’s apolitical stance, one alumnus reflected that those most influenced may be the residents, in that “VISTA has shied away from a lot of the community organizing that is really important to betterment of communities.”  Participants noted that their own lives outside of the program were influenced through being restricted from attending rallies and from engaging in other sorts of political activities beyond their service.  Those who were judged to have “crossed the line” in their service and found themselves challenged or opposed by the organization sometimes left with feelings of cynicism about VISTA and about the government in general.  As another participant further expressed,





I would not be the only person to tell you that the whole program is a means of co-opting activism.  And that's what those rules against demonstrations and political statements and that “You're an AmeriCorps*VISTA 24 hours a days, 7 days a week” are designed to do.  To get you out of the real political activism.  And, it's no accident that the program was designed at the, probably, height of American activism.  There are people with more cynical views than me, but I just add another experience to the pile.


	Other possible influences of the government context noted by participants are more beneficial in nature.  First of all, they talked about learning what it means to be a government employee, including the difficulty of being an activist from within.  In addition, they expressed a tremendous amount of growth in their knowledge of politics and government.  And, although it was not mentioned directly, alumni seem to have moved along their thinking regarding many of the issues described above including the political nature of community issues, the problems and benefits associated with government funded community development, and the value of personal political freedom.  There is evidence to suggest that the VISTA program, by imposing the apolitical rule, compels participants to struggle with these issues and engages them in the underlying dialectics.  It appears that, through being immersed in this kind of dialectical tension, participants acquire perspective, hone their understanding of the dynamics involved, define their own balancing line (in this case, on political activism), and, ultimately, develop as individuals.  This topic illustrates a kind of developmental process that is fundamental to several other dimensions of their experience including their struggles around living within the means of their meager wages -- and the resulting depth of their understanding of poverty; as well as their fiercely dedicated efforts to serve others in a genuine and effective manner -- and their resulting awareness of the distinction between and direct service and capacity-building.


	The final aspect of alumni’s service experience to be explored in greater detail in this section involves their placements, which bring into play among them perhaps the greatest source of diversity in context.  Over the course of nearly ten years of the Burlington VISTA program, members have been placed in numerous community agencies and have held a variety of roles.  Even the same placement within the same organization, over time, presents very different situations as the organization changes and evolves in terms of funding, size, staff, supervisors, and goals.  The importance of the VISTA placement is evident in the fact that the vast majority of participants’ time in their service was typically spent working with these organizations.  And, despite the great variance among placements, alumni cited several common themes that appear to have played key roles in their experience and development.


	One aspect of participants’ placements that they deemed significant is the relationship developed between themselves and their placement supervisors.  They largely expressed appreciation for this relationship, although some difficulties were also noted.  To begin with, the majority of participants valued the amount and quality of time that their supervisors spent with them.  Of particular importance were the guidance they received in carrying out their service activities, the opportunities with which they were provided to observe and learn about non-profit management, and the help they were given in making community contacts.  One participant reported that, through his highly engaged relationship with his supervisor, he felt “groomed” for taking a larger role in community involvement.  In addition to these direct kinds of assistance, alumni also reported that their placement supervisors offered them support of a broader nature.  For example, they described that some supervisors clearly understood and were responsive to the range of participants’ connections to Burlington VISTA as a program and consistently backed their involvement in VISTA service activities beyond their placements.  Other supervisors were noted for their willingness to “go to bat” up the hierarchy of city government in order to help participants carry out their roles.  As an interesting aside, a couple of alumni specified, upon reflection, that their own age and experience played a role in the amount of overall guidance and support that they needed within their placements.


	Along with these more practical forms of support, alumni also noted receiving support in the emotional and interpersonal realms.  Particularly important were the trust and encouragement that their supervisors imparted.  Alumni appreciated their empathetic connections with their supervisors, as well as the mutual exchange that emerged out of these relationships.  Some supervisors were noted to have an excellent ability for nurturing and empowering people.  In illustration, one alumnus shared this account of his placement supervisor (because his placement was directly situated in CEDO, his supervisor at the time was also the overall VISTA supervisor with whom many participants reported connections and communications of a similar nature):





I think a lot of it has to do with just [the supervisor]....  She really nurtures, she brings out the best in people, which is something that makes you want to come back.  You feel like someone’s kind of coaching you along in a way that you’re comfortable with.  You feel comfortable talking about your weaknesses and challenges with her.  And, you’re going to want to come back for more because you’re growing and it feels real good and all that.


	In addition to these beneficial aspects of participants’ relationships with their supervisors, they cited several dimensions that seemed, instead, to hinder their service and development.  The most commonly mentioned of these was an insufficient amount of time in direct interaction and communication.  Some alumni attributed this problem to their supervisor’s relative uninvolvement in the organization or the fact that s/he was stretched thinly across too many projects; another alumna disclosed that her placement lacked an immediate supervisor, altogether.  Participants also sometimes found that their supervisors lacked the knowledge to assist them in crucial elements of the activities that they were expected to carry out.  Several alumni remarked that they would have preferred the sort of close contact and support that characterizes a mentoring relationship.  Instead, they depicted their supervisors as less inclined towards mentoring them than towards utilizing them as an inexpensive source of labor to relieve the organization’s workload.


	The importance of participants’ relationship with their supervisor is demonstrated in their accounts of the immediate nature of its influence upon their VISTA service.  For example, several alumni spoke of the positive impact of a supervisor’s nurturing support upon the honesty and commitment with which they approached their service.  Also, as a more unfortunate example, a common misunderstanding about the concept of capacity-building among some supervisors is perceived by participants to have restricted their opportunities to go beyond direct service and exercise decision-making responsibility within their placements.  Still another theme, the one most frequently mentioned, is the perceived effect of a lack of supervision and support upon participants’ service -- which was manifest in very different ways among them.  Some found that a minimal relationship with their supervisor was difficult, leading to their decreased interest in and commitment to their service as well as a general sense of indirection.  Others seemed to value having a limited relationship with their supervisor, particularly as it contributed to their opportunities to innovate and develop systems, to take an active role in teaching themselves along the way, and to serve with a sense of freedom and independence.  In addition to participants’ accounts of the immediate influence of their supervisory relationship upon their service, they also described its more far-reaching effects in their lives.  Of these, the most commonly noted was the contribution of a supervisor’s trust and support to members’ self-confidence.  Another theme depicted the long-term beneficial influence of their supervisor’s support upon their career development and, within their careers, their commitment to service and leadership.


	The support that participants received from both their supervisors and their team members suggests that, through serving in VISTA, participants were able to access a support system comparable with that defined by Maton and Salem (1995).  Specifically, this support includes different kinds and sources, with a significant peer-based component.  When it was understood to be most consequential and beneficial for participants, it seems to have also fostered their sense of community.  And, especially with respect to support that was team-based, it consisted largely of mutual assistance and role-modeling between individuals who share common goals and beliefs.


Empowerment


	One of the most compelling topics described by the participants, and one that certainly was integral to the conceptualization of this study, is the relationship between serving and empowerment.  As will be demonstrated, the concept of empowerment is particularly useful as an overarching framework because it is efficient and holistic enough to encompass the wide array of personal and community-oriented development described by participants, as well as the deeply contextualized nature of the underlying processes through which that development occurred.  The concept of empowerment is also useful because it is often named within VISTA program documents as one of the organization’s primary goals for improving the lives of its members and others (Corporation for National Service, 1998; Munter, 1997).  Furthermore, many of the themes that have emerged from the present study are corroborated by the social sciences and education literature’s descriptions of the key features of empowerment and empowering organizations.  At some points, the perspectives of the alumni in the present study go beyond the literature, suggesting additional meaning for the concept of empowerment as it is developed through service.


	Alumni were most articulate in defining empowerment when speaking about their interests in serving others and, occasionally, when describing their own growth experiences.  Within their stories, participants used phrases that included empowerment, empowered, and empower or empowering, each of which imparts a slightly different aspect of the larger concept.  For example, they discussed the prospect of empowering others in a direct manner:





The VISTA program may be criticized by so-called ‘targeting’ disadvantaged groups or poor people or uneducated people.  I think it's not only implicit, but it does so explicitly because these people are there and part of our human community.  And unless we empower them, the community as a whole is disadvantaged and weakened.


	Participants also spoke of facilitating the empowerment of others in a more indirect way:  “We should really be working towards empowerment of people.”  While both of these quotations reflect an active process, empowerment was also portrayed sometimes as a kind of perspective or state of mind:





Having a group that you work in where you’re not the VISTA and you’re not the VISTA in your agency or you’re not the VISTA person at a low level, but you’re part of a team that’s really a group of equals.  And, you have as much opportunity to direct, if you assert yourself, as anybody else.  So, it’s a nice place to feel empowerment for yourself....


	In addition to these structural components of alumni’s descriptions of empowerment, the content of their stories was also informative.  Consider the following additional excerpts from the interviews and the surveys that reveal, or at least suggest, a collective narrative:





I want to be patriotic.  I want to give back to my country.  But now, with VISTA, I can say -- sort of like Peace Corps, you give two years of your life.  You work with a low or low-moderate income community and try to impact, make lasting change in both capacity to sustain and create change and empower people.  And I think that's really important.





And then, of course, I took that knowledge and experience and applied it to other community endeavors that I was involved in, totally separate from VISTA.  But, of course, feeling very empowered by my VISTA experience in order to go and do that.





I think that the VISTA program might profit from recruiting -- from adding to its recruitment strategy the recruiting people in communities who are already living there, who grew up there, especially if they're members of underprivileged populations.  And, essentially using them, amplifying the benefits of the VISTA mission, both of empowering communities and capacity-building in communities but also of leadership development and career development for people who otherwise are not going to get it at all....  It could easily be an opportunity for the VISTA program, itself, to serve underprivileged populations through it's career development and leadership development programming.  Not only to have underprivileged populations be the object of service by the VISTA program but to bring them into the program.





Facilitative leadership changed the way I think and the way I interact with people.  It was empowering and useful training.





I think, given the era of conservatism, there was too much of an emphasis on just doing food service and homeless shelters and kind of just providing material aid and not much of the empowerment side of things.





I try to model good work habits and skills in addition to encouraging & empowering others to be successful.


	Burlington VISTA participants’ perspectives on empowerment reflect and expand upon the definition supplied by the VISTA program documents (Corporation for National Service, 1998; Munter, 1997).  These authors describe it as the process by which people take responsibility for their own lives and their communities.  Similarly, according to alumni’s accounts:  1) Empowerment is strongly focused upon serving and leading one’s community; 2) It involves acting out of a deep sense of responsibility towards others and through acknowledgement of the basic human connection of equality and interdependence; 3) Yet, it also has a very personal aspect that is related to self-confidence, drawing upon experience, and realizing or actualizing one’s potential; and 4) Contexts (e.g., a training workshop, a national service program, or even a government) may play a role in directing the manifestation and development of empowerment in peoples’ lives.


	This narrative definition, summarizing participants’ usage of the term empowerment, contains less emphasis on the personal aspect than on the community aspect.  It is noteworthy that relatively few alumni described empowerment as a personal feeling or as something that they directly achieved for themselves within their service.  From these considerations, a key question is raised:  Are participants truly empowered by their experiences in Burlington VISTA?  And if so, in what ways does that empowerment take place?  Also, what are the specific contextual factors that contribute to this process?


	In addressing these questions, I will begin by further investigating the narrative definition of empowerment derived from alumni’s stories as it pertains to their other areas of development.  The first part of the definition emphasizes the importance of serving and leading one’s community.  Without any need for further examination, it has been clearly demonstrated that service and leadership have both played central roles in participants’ experience and development within Burlington VISTA.  Another part of the definition attributes the source of empowered action to a deep sense of responsibility toward others and an acknowledgement of the basic human connection of equality and interdependence.  Again, these characteristics have been explored extensively throughout this discussion.  Also denoted is a personal aspect of empowerment that is related to self-confidence, drawing upon experience, and realizing or actualizing one’s potential.  These qualities, while they have not commanded major sections of this report, have composed discernible threads throughout the topics thus far explored.  For example, participants have variously described finding personal interest and benefits in serving others, undergoing numerous personal changes (e.g., feeling less shy, more patient, and more confident), and developing the communication skills and individual sense of purpose that are required for leadership.


	The last part of the narrative definition specifies the potential for contexts to influence the way that empowerment manifests and develops in people’s lives.  Many of the contexts described by participants as salient themes in their development have been reviewed, but several of them are particularly relevant here given the degree to which they correspond with the features of empowering organizations that are described by the literature.  To reiterate, for many participants, Burlington VISTA has represented a family or a community as well as a sound social support system.   They also found that it offered a pervasive role structure, quality leadership, and structured opportunities for reflection.  And more generally, the organizational culture seems to have sustained a shared group narrative for many dimensions of participants’ development.


	Of what significance is this evidence that the definition of empowerment derived from participants’ accounts explains a considerable amount of their overall experiences and development in the program?  Although some kind of assessment of the definition’s external validity could be produced by comparing and contrasting it with the other definitions proposed by the empowerment literature, a more meaningful analysis, given the nature of qualitative research, is that of its unique contributions to the literature and to our understanding of the phenomena brought to light within the present study.  In a methodological sense, taking into consideration the way in which the definition was derived, its first contribution clearly entails the value of attending to stories, definitions, and personal and collective narratives when striving to understand the rich character of empowerment within a particular situation.   These details provide an invaluable link to people’s lived experiences as well as the meaning that is invested in these experiences.  The second contribution is the additional support that the definition provides for an ecological conceptualization of empowerment as a process that fundamentally depends upon the context in which it occurs for its meaning, its shape, and its “outcomes.”  The definition’s third contribution builds upon both of the others to inform the specific shape that empowerment may assume through service.  To illustrate this point, the enterprise of serving other people may be viewed as an additional context, and one that bears particular implications for the ways in which those involved are empowered.  Participation in a service-oriented program gives rise to a different sort of empowerment than may be engendered, for instance, through involvement in a support group, a self-help group, a for-profit corporation, or a purely academic environment.  It is the proposal of this report that the defining feature of empowerment within service is the development of and integration between a sense of selflessness that characterizes serving and a generally healthy sense of self.


	Upon the surface, there appears to be a contrast, if not a seeming contradiction, between the concepts of self and selflessness.  Indeed, alumni’s stories reveal that the process of serving has enmeshed them in a dialectical tension centered in the relationship between self and others.  On one hand, a pull towards selflessness is reflected in the narrative definition of empowerment, and elsewhere throughout this report, as a feeling of connection with and responsibility towards others and a recognition of the fundamental equality and interconnectedness between people.  Also, participants emphasized the sense of community and wholeness that they developed through their service and the diffusion of their own identities within it (e.g., feeling like part of a larger whole, being part of a movement, becoming part of the community).  On the other hand, a pull towards a strong sense of self is reflected in the definition’s emphasis on self-confidence, drawing upon experience, and realizing and manifesting one’s potential, as well as the benefits that participants reported from their service including building confidence, developing a sense of purpose, finding direction in one’s career, “coming into one’s own,” and realizing an active personal role within one’s development.


	This report proposes that the concept of empowerment embodies a resolution between these two apparently divergent thrusts of participants’ experiences.  Within the context of service, empowerment involves not only taking responsibility for one’s own life but also taking responsibility for the welfare of the community.  Also, it entails more than simply adopting a dual objective; it involves actively combining and integrating these personal and community elements.  When people serve, they find opportunities to seek common ground between themselves and others and construct upon that ground a more inclusive sense of being.  The line between being personally empowered and empowering others, which is typically quite vague throughout the literature, when examined within a service context, disappears almost entirely.  Thus, as posited by this report, empowerment through service is a process of synergistic reconciliation between self and selflessness.  This phenomenon bears great resemblance to that described for the humanitarians and community activists of Colby and Damon’s (1992) study.  Like these individuals, many of the participants of Burlington VISTA have realized and developed a deep integration between self and morality through their service.
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