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As my volunteer year was coming to a close, I was full of questions.  What’s next?  Will I get a job?  Should I go back to school?  Should I stay in my service community, or should I explore other locations and opportunities?  Transitioning out of service can be an extremely daunting task for former volunteers, as well as the programs that support them.  Luckily, there are many tools available not only for your alums, but for your program staff as you work to make their next steps as smooth as possible.

Service Timeline
The end of a service term usually finds programs and volunteers scrambling to put together a post service plan.  Nedra Klee Hartzell, author of Next Steps: Life After AmeriCorps,suggests that volunteers should formulate a post-service plan throughout their volunteer term, not just at the end.

Month 1
Before a volunteer begins a long term service assignment, they should take some time to pinpoint exactly what they’re looking for during their experience.  Before they arrive at their site, and for the first few weeks of their term, volunteers should list a series of post-service goals and why these goals are important to them.  Volunteers shouldn’t concentrate on a specific path at this time.  Instead, they should concentrate on wider opportunities that will become available to them in the upcoming months.  

Month 2
Volunteers should begin to objectively consider the skills they are building and will continue to build with their program.  What new skills have they learned?  What new skills would they like to learn?  How can these skills support the post-service goals that they have begun to formulate?

Month 3
Volunteers should continue to assess their service and self growth.  They should begin to think about what interests them in their volunteer work.  What parts of their service have really engaged them?  What parts have not been interesting?  How can they continue to seek out exciting work during their service and after?

Month 4 – Month 5
For most volunteers, their service term challenges the values that they have in place.  This is not a bad thing, and instead, can help the volunteer think about which of their values are being met by their service site.  Volunteers can also think about what values aren’t being met.  Volunteers should also re-assess the post-service goals that they have formulated.  At this point of their service, they should be able to break down their goals into realistic and achievable steps. 

Month 6 – Month 7
Volunteers should begin to compile information about post-service opportunities available to them.  

Month 8 – 12
During their final months of service, volunteers should strive to make solid decisions about their post-service path.  They should also begin to pursue their individual goals by revising their resumes and reaching out to potential employers.

Service to Work
One of the biggest challenges for former volunteers is finding a way to integrate their service experience into a job search.  A volunteer term is a life-changing experience, and the depth of that experience can be unwieldy when it comes to job applications and resumes.  One skill job seekers should endeavor to master is the ability to concentrate on the small things.  Alumni often get caught up in the big picture of the work that they have accomplished during their volunteer term, but find it hard to pinpoint specific skills that they can use to impress future employers.

In one of the many ‘Life After AmeriCorps’ trainings available from the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS), Brave Heart Consulting recommends three steps for translating service during a job interview:

1. Name that competency or skill that was acquired during service.

2. Give an example of a time when you used or learned the skill.

3. Identify ways the skill applies to the job you want and clearly tell the potential employer how you think your skills match with the job requirements.  It’s up to you to connect the dots for them.

This guide is especially helpful for former volunteers who may be branching out of the service or nonprofit industry into a new field.  The interview guide from Brave Heart Consulting allows alumni to pinpoint their strongest skills, and then encourages them to specify how those skills relate to the job they are applying for.  Former volunteers should not be hesitant to also list technical skills when they are beginning their job search.  IToday, technical skills do not just mean computer literacy – employers are looking for a wide variety of higher skills in job applicants.  For example, say a former volunteer spent their year recruiting and managing community volunteers for an organization.  This alum’s technical skill would be training and assessment.  Many employers are looking for accomplished trainers to add to the team.

You can find this job searching guide and more tips for your transitioning volunteers at the ‘What’s Next?’ tutorial page: http://encorps.nationalserviceresources.org/whatsnext/index.shtml.  

Resources for AmeriCorps Alumni
While the resources mentioned above are useful for both general volunteers and AmeriCorps members, there are also specific resources available just for AmeriCorps Alums.

The AmeriCorps Alums website (www.americorpsalums.org) is a one stop shop for former members to join their local AmeriCorps Alums Chapter, learn about their newly acquired education award and stay abreast of the newest developments in the service field.  AmeriCorps alums has several membership levels that allow users to have access to the site, as well as enjoy some exciting perks.  For instance, AmeriCorps alums have the opportunity to open a special checking and savings account with Bank of America, including an AmeriCorps Alums debit card.  AmeriCorps Alums also has a career center where alums can search job opportunities listed by employers looking expressly for individuals who have AmeriCorps experience.  AmeriCorps Alums also has a partnership with The Beehive that allows former AmeriCorps members to prepare and file their taxes online for free.  

If a former AmeriCorps member is interested in continuing their education after service, there is a vast network available to help them on their way.  For instance, nearly 100 colleges and universities throughout the country offer to match the education award or offer scholarships for former AmeriCorps members.  For a full list of these institutions, please go to www.americorps.gov/for_organizations/highered/ed_award_match.asp.  

Leveraging your Alumni Network
Many programs struggle with trying to create a strong alumni network.  Alumni help to get the word out about your programs and the work you are doing in the community.  Alumni can also be a future source of donations to your program.  However, the key to cultivating a strong alumni network is to create more ways for your volunteers to stay involved once their service is over.

There are easy ways to stay connected with your former volunteers.  One obvious choice is Facebook.  Everyone and their mother (and sometimes, their dog) is on Facebook these days, so create a profile for your organization.  Once your volunteers have left, friend them!  That way, when you update your program’s profile or post about events you might be having, your former volunteers stay informed.  Facebook is also a wonderful way to inform new people about your mission.  Do you ever check out your friend’s friends on Facebook?  I bet your volunteer’s friends are doing the same, and some might click on your profile to check out your organization.

Another simple way to stay connected is to build post-service opportunities for your volunteers within your organization.  Many of our programs host retreats for their new recruits.  An orientation retreat often includes an introduction to the program, and to volunteering in general.  Tap in to your alums for this part of your orientation retreat because they are a fantastic resource.  Why pay a facilitator to talk about service issues when you can have one of your alums talk about what it’s actually like to be in the field?  Your former volunteers know the best tricks for living on a modest stipend or for overcoming homesickness because they’ve already been where your new volunteers are sitting.  

Also remember that your service sites can be crucial for former volunteers on the job hunt.  Encourage your alums to reach out to the site they worked with as well as other sites your organization is involved with.  Who knows, maybe one of them is looking for a top notch new employee.  Networking with your sites and alums creates a stronger base for your program.  Alums are more likely to stay in touch with you because you helped them land their new job.  Your sites want to work with you even more because they know the kind of talented individuals your program attracts.  

The most important role that you can play for your alums is to be a strong support network.  Work with your volunteers throughout their service terms to create goals for themselves and assess the work that they’re doing.  You should also strive to give them post-service training workshops, such as a resume writing session or a list of post-service links for volunteers.  Make yourselves available to alums and allow them to continue to grow with your organization.  

