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What is Summer Reads? 
 
Summer Reads is an AmeriCorps VISTA program that provides full-time volunteer tutor-mentors to 
schools, libraries and community programs across Minnesota to help children entering grades K-4 
combat the “summer slide” – the loss of learning that occurs over the summer, particularly for children 
who are low-income. Summer Reads helps children have the chance to enjoy reading, feel the genuine 
excitement of learning new things and begin to catch up to their peers.  
 
Summer Reads fills a critical resource gap for host sites during the summer months when their program 
participant numbers and hours of providing service increase. In several communities where VISTAs are 
placed, summer schools have been reduced or eliminated due to lack of funding. In many cases, the 
VISTA members are the only source of academic programming at the site in which they serve. Through 
the addition of VISTAs, partner programs are able to increase the amount of time dedicated to literacy, 
decrease child to adult ratios and increase the number of struggling readers they are able to reach. Last 
year, 4 out of 5 children maintained or increased their reading fluency with an average change in score 
of nearly 8 words per minute. The VISTAs, too, ended the summer prepared for future community 
impact thanks to the literacy council’s dedication to ongoing leadership development. 
 
 
 



2 

 

What is AmeriCorps VISTA? 
 
AmeriCorps VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) is a national service program designed to fight 
poverty, funded by the federal government through the Corporation for National and Community 
Service (CNCS). It began during the War on Poverty in 1965 and is often likened to the “domestic version 
of the Peace Corps.” 
 
Are VISTAs paid? What do they receive for their service? 
 
VISTAs are volunteers, but they do receive a modest living allowance. The living allowance (105% of the 
poverty level in the county of service, or about $472 pre-tax every two weeks) is not regarded as wages, 
except for income tax and Social Security purposes. Through Minnesota Literacy Council and CNCS, 
VISTAs additionally receive training, reimbursement for service-related travel, and the choice of an 
Education Award ($1,252, which can be used for school tuition or student loans) or end-of-service cash 
stipend (about $276).  
 
Can VISTAs have a second job? 
 
Effective May 3, 2015, VISTAs are allowed to have a second job. VISTAs may only accept outside 
employment for positions that are legal, part-time and do not conflict with the VISTA’s service. VISTAs 
may not accept secondary employment from their host site, Minnesota Literacy Council or other 
Summer Reads sites. Before accepting outside employment, the VISTA must obtain written approval 
from Minnesota Literacy Council. Increased income from outside employment may impact the VISTA’s 
tax liability. 
 
When do VISTAs start and what are their hours? 
 
Summer Reads VISTAs serve full-time, approximately 40 hours per week, Monday-Friday for eight weeks 
during the summer. VISTAs begin their service typically the second week of June with a two-day Pre-
Service Orientation. Check our website to confirm the exact dates 
(http://www.mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista).  
 
Do we have to have programming and host VISTAs full-time for the full eight weeks?  
 
In greater Minnesota, yes, host sites are required to provide 8 weeks of full-time service for the VISTAs 
within their communities. This includes programming, training, orientation and planning time. If 
programming at the host site does not take place full-time for the full 8 weeks, the organization may 
arrange for the VISTAs to spend part of their time at a different program in the community to fill in their 
hours, as long as the second program aligns with the Summer Reads goals and purpose.  
 
In the Twin Cities metro area, host sites may but are not required to have programming for full days or 
for all 8 weeks. Sites are granted VISTAs for either half-days (4 hours or less per day) or full days (more 
than 4 hours per day). Half-day sites share their VISTAs with another site (arranged by the literacy 
council). Each site should ideally provide a minimum of 4-5 consecutive weeks of children’s 
programming at an average of at least 15-20 hours per week, 4-5 days per week.  
 
 
 

http://www.mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista
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Does Summer Reads have a specific curriculum? 
 
As each site is unique, Summer Reads does not supply the VISTAs with a pre-set curriculum or set of 
interventions. Instead, our VISTAs receive training and support on K-3 reading strategies and best 
practices that can be put into use in varying environments. VISTAs are given the flexibility to adapt their 
activities and teaching approaches to site specific needs, within the context of the established host site 
programs in which they serve. If a site has a curriculum they would like the VISTAs to use, they may. The 
role of the VISTAs is to support the existing program and the dedicated teachers and staff at the site – 
not bring in an outside one-size-fits-all intervention.  
 
How can I best utilize my VISTAs? What can VISTAs do?  
 
Summer Reads VISTAs provide literacy tutoring and reading practice to children who are performing 
below grade level and/or literacy-focused programming that engages children in creative and 
educational enrichment. Depending on the host site’s needs and program structure, VISTAs can 
integrate reading, writing and speaking practice into a variety of activities and settings – as long as the 
focus is on literacy with children entering grades K-4. The following are examples of VISTA-appropriate 
responsibilities: 
 

 Provide one-to-one and small group tutoring, working with children identified by the 
teachers/program staff as most in need of extra support, on reading fluency, sight word or letter 
recognition and comprehension. 

 Serve as classroom assistants, floating around the class and helping children complete 
assignments as needed.  

 Create dedicated literacy spaces in computer, recreation and homework rooms, running a 
“literacy station” that groups of children rotate through in 30-minute blocks. 

 Offer a drop-in tutoring space. 

 Lead a weekly book club. 

 Set reading goals and read books to and with children. 

 Facilitate activities like book-making, readers’ theatre or journal writing.  

 Work with children to put on plays or puppet shows or play literacy-rich games like sight word 
musical chairs.  

 Use themes from weekly field trips to incorporate into literacy sessions and activities.  

 Integrate reading, writing and literacy skill-building into any available opportunity, whether 
through art, cooking, theater, crafts, games, during transitions, on field trips or more.  

 
A 5-minute video, featuring first-grader Savon at Keystone Community Services-West 7th Community 
Center, shows how fun, engaging and effective learning with Summer Reads can be: 
http://youtu.be/HzObhKsdyO4.  
 
What activities are NOT appropriate for VISTA members? 
 
Host site programs may incorporate other subject areas, but the VISTA members’ time should be 
dedicated primarily to reading and literacy instruction. VISTAs should not take the place of paid staff, 
nor should they be expected to manage large groups of children without supervision. VISTAs’ time 
should be spent specifically on the task of children’s literacy and should not be used as “an extra set of 

http://youtu.be/HzObhKsdyO4
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hands” for general program support or administrative help, or for other subject areas. VISTAs should 
work with children entering grades K-4.  
 
How many VISTAs does a host site get? 
 
Host sites are typically granted two VISTA members. Sites may request more than two. The VISTAs may 
be placed in separate classes or may lead programming together, at the site’s discretion.  
 
Who supervises the VISTAs?  
 
Host sites must designate a person who will serve as the on-site supervisor and mentor for the entire 
summer. This person must have the capacity to provide day-to-day supervision, guidance and support 
for the VISTA members and must be an employee (not a volunteer and not a national service member) 
of the host site.  
 
For school sites, past supervisors have typically recommended that this individual is not the summer 
school site coordinator or principal but, rather, another staff person who can dedicate the time needed 
to coaching, mentoring and supervising the VISTAs daily.  
 
What am I expected to do as a VISTA site supervisor and host site? 
 
Host sites are expected to provide the following: 

 Quality programming with a clear focus on literacy and reading, with children entering grades K-
4, and opportunities to work with the same (or a core group of) children consistently. Typically 
the Summer Reads model is most effective with fixed enrollment programs, although we do 
sometimes partner with drop-in programs as well.  

 A comfortable and secure work environment for VISTAs, including reasonable space on-site for 
program planning and reporting with access to a computer, internet and phone. Sites should 
ensure that VISTAs are not left alone in a room one-on-one with a child; one-on-one tutoring 
should take place in a space that is public or has high traffic like a hallway outside a classroom, 
within a larger space that has other children/adults such as a dedicated space in the back of the 
classroom, or with both VISTAs working in the same room together.  

 A dedicated on-site supervisor who monitors and supports the work of the VISTAs, ensuring 
daily attendance, positive role modeling and progress toward program goals. Supervisors are 
expected to check in formally with VISTAs at least one hour per week, and more if needed.  

o Site supervisors are required to attend a pre-service training to learn policies and 
procedures, prepare for VISTAs’ arrival and understand scheduling, logistics and 
resources available.  

 Orientation to the host site program, facilities, staff and participating children during the first 
few days on site. VISTAs benefit from any additional training and resources the host site may 
provide.  

 Time built in to the schedule each week on-site for lesson and program planning.  

 Management of child behavior issues. VISTAs may intervene in the immediate moment of a 
behavior issue and work toward preventing behavior issues, but host site staff are expected to 
manage behavior.  

 Opportunities for VISTAs to have creativity, leadership and meaningful responsibility. 
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 Ongoing and timely communication with the Minnesota Literacy Council before, during and 
after programming, including a site visit during the summer, mid-point evaluation of VISTAs’ 
performance and a final report on the Summer Reads program at the end of the summer. 

 
Who are the VISTA members? 
 
VISTAs must be at least 18 years old and a US citizen, permanent legal resident, asylee, or under DACA 
status (Dream Act). The majority of Summer Reads VISTAs are young adults – currently in college on 
summer break or recently graduated – while others are retired, between careers, or have seasonal jobs 
such as school paraprofessionals.  
 
They come with various educational backgrounds, work experience and professional goals. They are not 
experts in any specific field but typically have some experience in education or child/youth development 
or social work. VISTAs are eager to put their own education to practice and give of their time and talents 
to the community. 
 
Who recruits, hires and places the VISTAs? 
 
Greater Minnesota sites are expected to recruit, interview, and check references for their own 
applicants. Minnesota Literacy Council staff will assist you in this process and ultimately all candidates 
must be approved by Minnesota Literacy Council and the Corporation for National and Community 
Service, but the primary responsibility for filling the VISTA positions is up to the host site. Sites are 
provided training on and materials for recruitment. 
 
Twin Cities metro area sites will have VISTAs recruited and placed for them by the Minnesota Literacy 
Council, guided by candidate qualifications expressed by the host site. Host sites are strongly 
encouraged to share the opportunity with their volunteers and throughout their networks. Candidates 
may make requests for specific site placements.  
 
What training do VISTA members receive? 
 
VISTAs attend a Pre-Service Orientation before they arrive at their host sites. The Orientation covers 
lesson-planning, behavior management techniques, children’s literacy strategies, ideas for literacy 
games and activities, assessment and reporting, and program policies and procedures. Additionally, 
VISTAs attend half-day in-service trainings on select Fridays. Topics may include working with specific 
populations like English Language Learners, incorporating literacy into enrichment programs, trauma 
and resilience in children, or other relevant issues in children’s literacy. VISTAs also receive a “Literacy 
Kit” with supplies and materials, and they have access to a library of games and bilingual books they can 
check out for programming. 
 
How much is the financial match for host sites? 
 
Host sites are asked to contribute a modest one-time cost-share match. The cost-share funds are used 
entirely to support the VISTA and VISTA program, including training, supplies and materials. See our 
website for the cost share rate (https://mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista).  
 
 
 

https://mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista
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What are the requirements for reporting? 
 
Responsibilities of VISTA members:  

 VISTA members track and report children’s attendance and the number of tutoring sessions, 
enrichment activities completed, books read and books donated to children each week.  

 In fixed enrollment programs, VISTAs also administer three pre- and post-assessments to 
individual children: a reading fluency test (Dibels, available in English and Spanish, with a letter 
recognition version for younger children), a sight word recognition test (a 72-word subset of the 
Dolch sight words) and a 3-question reading engagement interview.  

 Submit a final report at the end of the summer. 
 
Responsibilities of site supervisors:  

 Provide time and space for VISTAs to administer the child assessments and check in regularly 
with the VISTAs to ensure they have the support, time and resources to fulfill those 
responsibilities.  

 Submit a mid-point evaluation of the VISTAs’ performance (form provided). 

 Submit a final report at the end of the summer, including demographics of the participating 
children (form provided).  

 
Additionally, Minnesota Literacy Council staff conduct site visits during the summer, which include an 
observation of the program in action, a meeting with the VISTAs, and a meeting with the site supervisor.   
 
Will I get guidance throughout the program? 
 
Yes, Minnesota Literacy Council staff will be available throughout the spring and summer to answer 
questions, provide resources and guidance to the site supervisor.  
 
Who can apply to host Summer Reads VISTAs? 
 
Nonprofit, government agencies, schools and faith-based organizations in Minnesota that deliver 
needed educational services to children entering grades K-4 may apply. Summer Reads sites are 
throughout the state, in urban, suburban and rural communities with high populations of children and 
families living at or near poverty level and high gaps in academic achievement between demographic 
groups (e.g., low-income vs higher-income, students of color vs white students). 
 
How do I apply and what is the deadline? 
 
All application materials, deadlines and related resources and information can be found on our website 
at http://www.mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista. Host site applications are 
typically due the second week of February. Sites are notified within two weeks of the deadline. A 
required training for greater Minnesota site supervisors takes place at the end of February and for Twin 
Cities metro site supervisors in late April/early May.  
 
 

http://www.mnliteracy.org/educators/host-vista/summer-reads-vista

