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Lessons in Effective Practice

 for Michigan’s AmeriCorps Programs
(MCSC, September 2002)
While there is no magic formula for operating a high quality national service program, and every program operates with uniquely conceived goals and design, the Michigan Community Service Commission (MCSC) has drawn some general lessons from observing successful national service programs in Michigan and across the country. 

Select a strong program director.  Few endeavors of any kind can succeed without strong leadership.  The program director should be able and willing to dedicate most if not all of her/his time to the program.  S/he should be capable of supervising a team of members, managing volunteers, developing service projects, setting and assessing objectives, administration, developing budgets, evaluation, writing reports, developing staff and members, and building coalitions within the community. 

Set clear, measurable, and meaningful program impact objectives.  This is one of the most critical elements in the success of any Michigan’s AmeriCorps program.  The basic questions that must be answered when setting objectives are: 1) How will the service provided help our recipients and the community in general?; 2) What quantitative difference will our members’ service make in our community?; 3) How will the program measure its achievement in meeting the objectives?

Establish the program with a cohesive and unified design.  Everyone involved with an AmeriCorps program must share a common purpose, from members, to staff, to community partners.  Focusing on a single issue such as housing, early childhood education, tutoring, etc., is key to achieving this unity of design.  

This issue may bring many organizations or sites together into a multi-site collaborative, connecting service sites across a community or across the state in a common cause.  The multi-site approach is successful when partners, staff, and members from different sites share the same goals and objectives around a single issue.  Although this design has many advantages, it can also make achieving and measuring accomplishments more challenging, and can present additional challenges in site and member supervision.  These challenges can be overcome with efficient communication systems and a high degree of site buy-in.  

Some programs operate within a single organization or site.  This simplified structure allows members, volunteers, and staff to serve under the same supervisors, gather regularly in meetings, share the same home base, and participate in member training and development activities as a team.  A compact administrative structure ensures program unity, enabling a program to provide a broader range of services within its focus issue.  It also lends itself well to collecting data and evaluating activities.  

Develop strong community partnerships with organizations and individuals.  Quality partnerships increase a community’s ability to involve its members in problem-solving efforts.  An example is to plan a program that mentors at-risk youth and also builds a network of volunteer mentors who continue mentoring after AmeriCorps no longer exists in your community. 

Build upon existing community networks, including Volunteer Centers, other National Service programs such as AmeriCorps*VISTA, RSVP, Learn and Serve-Michigan, and Foster Grandparents, as well as other community-based volunteer efforts. 

Build the program around the assets as well as the needs of the community.  Identify and make use of the positive aspects of your community.  They play a crucial role in helping all programs meet their objectives.
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