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IMPORTANT DATES 
 Virtual Member Orientation (VMO) Date: Monday, July 20th 

 Program Orientation at MHAGC: July 20th-Aug 7th 

 On-site Orientation at your site: August 20th 
 End date of service: July 20th, 2021 

*Please note that the GCBH VISTA program strives to have as many VISTAs start simultaneously as 
possible. However, we may be adding additional start dates and possibly another cohort later in the year as well 
depending on need and demand.  If your start date is AFTER July 20, 2020, your end date will be approximately 
one calendar year after you start date. Most of the information in this packet will still be applicable. 

 

GCBH VISTA BASICS & BEFORE MY SERVICE BEGINS 
 
Okay…. I’ve been through the whole interview process and accepted my position.  But, wow, 
there was a lot of information provided by a lot of different people during the process.  And 
my loved ones keep asking me about what this program is and what I will be doing.  What 
should I say?  
 
First, we know it’s overwhelming.  And please don’t feel like you have to absorb EVERYTHING now.  
Your training (VMO and OSOT, which are explained in another section) are opportunities for you to 
learn more about VISTA in general and being a Greenville County Behavioral Health (GCBH) 
AmeriCorps VISTA at your site (respectively).  
 
For now and in a nutshell, it may be helpful for you to know and share that you will be working to 
alleviate poverty and increase access to behavioral health services in Upstate South Carolina.  Your 
specific work (described in the Volunteer Assignment Description- or VAD in AmeriCorps language) 
at your specific site will focus on capacity-building and behind-the-scenes efforts that will live on 
long after your services ends on July 19, 2020 (or after if you have a later start date).  This is not a 
job, and it’s not a traditional volunteer opportunity.  It is an intense national service opportunity 
designed to build up communities while providing you with skills and experiences you may not get 
in a traditional job. 
 
You will work full-time (at least 40 hours a week), with most of those hours being at/for your 
respective site.  However, each week, you will have one three- or four-hour block at MHAGC during 
which you will 1) learn about community resources and practice your active listening skills and 
crisis skills by supporting 24/hour services AND 2) work with one or more of your fellow GCBH 
VISTA colleagues on a community project that supports the Greenville County Behavioral Health 
Coalition. 
 
I’ve been offered my position by my site. What happens next?  
We’re thrilled to have you in the GCBH VISTA Program.  As you know, the site at which you will be 
working.  We are currently still adding sites but the 2019-2020 sites were The Phoenix Center, 
NAMI Greenville, Just Say Something, Furman University, Gateway House, Greenville County 
Schools, Upstate Warrior Solution, PRISMA Health, SWITCH, Safe Harbor or Mental Health America 
of Greenville County.  Your site has formally extended an offer to you for a specific VISTA position.  
You have officially accepted that offer in the portal. 
 
We ask that you take the following steps NOW: 

 Respond to information requests from GCBH VISTA, CNCS, or your site; 



 Arrange your service year housing accommodations (and you can connect with your 
colleagues to do so if it’s helpful); 

 Get excited about Virtual Member Orientation  (VMO) and then OSOT (On-Site Orientation 
and Training; 

 Plan how you will get to OSOT or your site each day (car or public transportation); and 
 Start to register for any benefits (childcare, healthcare, etc.) for which you are interested 

and as explained in this packet; and 
 Begin to learn about the place we call the “Yeah That Greenville”-Greenville!   

 
What forms or information do I need to provide before OSOT?   
The forms you will need to fill out are the Direct Deposit/Federal Tax Withholding form (W-4) and 
Unpaid Compensation Information, you will be asked to fill out forms in your My AmeriCorps.   
 
The GCBH VISTA Program will also be sending you requests for information.  Our first email after 
you were officially selected was/will be full of questions.  Some of these information requests are 
focused on facts (your car license plate number, for example) that will allow us to plan for your 
arrival and onboarding (for example, securing a parking pass for you to park at MHAGC during 
OSOT and on a weekly basis when you come in for your weekly community project/shift).  Other 
requests are more fun (like your favorite treats) so we can get to know and best support you 
throughout your experience.   

 

Do I need a car? What is public transit like in Greenville?  
We STRONGLY recommend that all GCBH VISTAs have a car.  We have probably have already talked 
to you about this if this was a concern, but please feel free to inquire if you are worried about it. In 
short, Greenville County does have a bus system but the county is large.  If you do decide to not 
bring a car, you may want to be very intentional about the location of your housing.  
 
Greenville has a bus system called Greenlink. You can plan your transit through this website: 
http://www.ridegreenlink.com/. Passes are $1.50 each way. If you still have your student idea, 
passes are $1.25 each way. If you plan on taking multiple passes, a full day pass is $5. Buses do not 
have change. Some offices like MHAGC, GFP, and NAMI Greenville are right by a bus stop. Some 
apartments are also near a bus stop like Sterling-Westchester and Sterling-Pelham.  

 

Where can I found housing? 
GCBH VISTA has put together a Housing Guide for Greenville document.  If you have not received it, 
please notify us. The document will show where past VISTAs have live and their recommendations 
for that location. Upstate VISTAs often choose to live with other VISTAs, so please reach out to us at 
GCBH VISTA if you are looking to connect with other VISTAs for housing and have not had the 
chance to do so yet.  Other ways to find roommates are to use your social network or even Craig’s 
List or roommates.com.   GCBH VISTA has provided you with an income verification letter that you 
can use for potential housing options and/or applying for benefits.  Please let us know if you have 
not received this or have any questions about it. 
GCBH VISTA STRONGLY ENCOURAGES ALL VISTAS TO OPTAIN A LEASE AGREEMENT or other 
written documentation. 
 
What is Greenville like? 
Coming from out of town?!  You are not alone.  The VISTAs in this year’s cohort are coming from all 
across the country.  Our team will work with you when you arrive to answer questions about the 
city/Upstate, share resources on local activities, and encourage you to explore the area. 

http://www.ridegreenlink.com/


 
Greenville is an up and coming city on the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Greenville is close to 
dozens of hiking trails while being only three hours away from the coast. The summers are hot, and 
the winters relatively mild. There are different young professional groups, including PULSE with 
the Greenville Chambers of Commerce and the Urban League Upstate Network Young Professionals.  
In addition, there are different ways to get involved including intramural groups, community 
service, and hiking groups. Some VISTAs have previously used Meetup.com to meet people who 
have similar interests as them.  
 
Want to get started now on connecting to others in the area?!  Facebook groups which may be of 
interest include: 

 Greenville Young Professionals: A group for Greenville Young Professionals to network or to 
find out more about the community 

 Femmeportant (formerly GIRLBOSS Greenville) 
 Girls Who Hike – SC: A great group to find hiking groups  
 Greenville SC Volleyball 
 Greenville Running Forum 
 Greenville for Sale 
 Greenville, SC Community & Buy/Sell/Trade 
 SimVMOnville, Fountain Inn, Greenville for Sale 
 Greenville, Greer, Five Forks Yard Sale 

 

 

ALPHABET SOUP- PREPARING FOR VMO & OSOT 
 

First, what exactly are VMO and OSOT? 

Simply put, Virtual Member Orientation (VMO) is a self-directed online orientation that introduces 

VISTA members to the terms, conditions, and benefits of service and key programming principles at 

the start of their service. VMO includes tutorials, online readings, and two live webinars. 

 

On-Site Orientation (OSOT) is the Onsite orientation and training. OSOT is the second step in the 

VISTA member’s training continuum. Its primary purpose is to build on concepts and knowledge 

introduced and developed during the VMO. OSOT introduces the member to the sponsor, the 

community, and the goals and operation of the VISTA project, and provides the member the basic 

knowledge and skills he or she needs to get started on the project. 

 

Completing VMO is a requirement for all AmeriCorps VISTA Members before they begin their year of 

service.  

 

What happens after VMO? How do I prepare for OSOT? 

The day after your VMO is over, you are officially a VISTA!  Within the first week, you will be 

fingerprinted with law enforcement for CNCS. OSOT training starts at Mental Health America of 

Greenville County. OSOT consists of different activities to get you oriented to VISTA, MHAGC, and 

your work at your respective sites. Activities will include team building, interactive discussions, and 

active listening training. OSOT will be how many weeks. Your first day at your respective sites will 



be here.  

 

BENEFITS, ALLOWANCES & STIPENDS 

 

Do I need to apply for benefits? If so, which are available, and should I apply now?   
The online forms you have been asked to complete through the MyAmeriCorps Portal as well as 
some additional information you will provide during VMO will allow CNCS to plan for your 
relocation allowance (if you qualify), your living stipend, your education award or end-of-service 
stipend and costs associated with attending VMO (travel, hotel, etc.).  The housing information you 
will provide to your site supervisor this summer will be used by your site to plan for remitting your 
housing stipend.   
 
Please review the information below regarding additional benefits for which you may qualify for as 
a VISTA, as a GCBH VISTA, and as a GCBH VISTA at your respective site.  Furthermore, you may 
qualify for other local/community services.  Reach out with any questions you may have about 
steps you should take now after reviewing this section. 
 
What is the relocation allowance? Is there other service-related travel reimbursement for 
which I may qualify? 
CNCS and the AmeriCorps VISTA program provides support for travel directly related to the service 
of VISTA candidates and members (excluding daily commuting). This travel, referred to as “official 
travel,” must be approved in advance by the AmeriCorps VISTA program and includes: 

 Travel to and from CNCS-sponsored training events and conferences (including VMO); 
 Travel to and from the service site, prior to and after service, for members and leaders 

relocating more than 50 miles from their homes (based on mileage); 
 Emergency travel (more information here: 

https://www.vistacampus.gov/node/61816#emergency_leave)  
 
To learn more, review the Travel & Transportation support section of VISTA Campus. 
https://www.vistacampus.gov/chapter-7-travel-transportation-support-1 
 
How much is the living stipend? 
The exact amount of a VISTA’s living stipend depends on the cost of living in the region you will be 
serving.  All VISTAs receive below poverty wages and are therefore eligible for benefits such as food 
stamps.  As of March 2020, your living stipend is expected to be $12,277 for the year, so you will be 
paid ~$400 every 14 days.  (This amount may change as CNCS changes every year or every other 
year depending on the need). Direct deposits will be made to your account every other week.  
Federal taxes are taken out of each paycheck, depending on how much you claim on your federal W-
2 statement, which can be found on your My AmeriCorps page.  
 
What is the Education Award? End-of-service Stipend?  How do I choose? 
Please note that you will need to choose between the educational and cash stipend before the end 
of VMO. After a completed one-year term of service, you will receive $6,095 education award 
certificate or a $1,800 end-of-service cash stipend, whichever you choose.   
 
The education Award can be used to pay of any federal student loans or to go toward any future 
education. You have seven years after your completion of service to use your Education Award.  If 
you have any federal student loans, you can put them into forbearance during your service and any 

https://www.vistacampus.gov/node/61816#emergency_leave
https://www.vistacampus.gov/chapter-7-travel-transportation-support-1


interest accrued during service will be paid at the end of your service year.  VMO will give you 
information about the Education Award, end-of-service stipend, loan forbearance, and interest 
accrual.  Please see your VISTA Leader after VMO if you still have questions. You can only receive 
the Education Award twice in your lifetime.  
 
How much is the GCBH VISTA Housing stipend and how is it paid? 
Each GCBH VISTA site provides an annual housing stipend of at least $600 for the year.  Some sites 
may provide a slightly higher amount as designated in your income verification letter.  The stipend 
will be remitted to your landlord by your site either quarterly or monthly.  During OSOT, your site 
will share when these payments will begin but GCBH VISTA encourages VISTAs to not plan on 
having the stipend before you remit the first two rent payments. Right away and to plan for 
covering the full cost of your apartment until the first payment is remitted.   
 
 
Can I receive health insurance through VISTA?  
VISTAs do not receive health insurance during their VISTA year, but they do they receive either the 
VISTA Healthcare Allowance or VISTA Healthcare Benefit.  VISTA Healthcare Allowance is for if you 
have your own plan or are covered by your parents’ plan. The VISTA Healthcare Benefit Plan is for 
those who have an Exemption Certification Number from the Health Insurance Marketplace. More 
information can be found here: https://americorpsvista.imglobal.com/my-benefits/which-plan-
am-i-eligible-for 
 
Am I eligible for paid time off or sick days? 
VISTA members are eligible for 10 sick days and 10 vacation days per year, as well as 5 emergency 
days to be used in the case of a death in the family.   
The holiday days of your site will be sent.  
 
 
Does AmeriCorps VISTA provide childcare? 
The AmeriCorps Child Care Benefits Program provides benefits paid to qualified child care 
providers for all or of part of the member's child care costs during their active time of service with 
AmeriCorps. The transition of having VISTA paying for a part of the child care can take about six 
weeks.  
 
For more information, please visit: https://www.americorpschildcare.com/ and 
https://www.vistacampus.gov/childcare_benefit.  
 
 
Can I receive mileage reimbursement?  
Yes, you will receive mileage reimbursement for any service related travel. You will not receive 
mileage for traveling from your home to host site for example. You will receive mileage for traveling 
to a community partner or for a site visit if you are a VISTA leader. The mileage reimbursement rate 
is the 2018 federal rate, which is 54.5 cents per mile.  
 
What is non-competitive eligibility, and how can it help me get a job after VISTA?  
NCE is a special hiring eligibility for federal jobs. NCE is a hiring authority that allows federal 
agencies to hire AmeriCorps VISTA alumni outside the traditional hiring process. NCE status does 
not guarantee employment. AmeriCorps VISTA alumni must still apply and meet qualification 
standards and additional requirements, such as a background investigation. Upon successful 
completion of service, AmeriCorps VISTA alumni receive one year of NCE status. 

https://americorpsvista.imglobal.com/my-benefits/which-plan-am-i-eligible-for
https://americorpsvista.imglobal.com/my-benefits/which-plan-am-i-eligible-for
https://www.americorpschildcare.com/
https://www.vistacampus.gov/childcare_benefit


 
 
What gym is included in the VISTA experience? 
Taylors First Baptist is allowing all VISTAs to use the Taylors Rec gym facilities for free. However, 
please note that any VISTA wishing to access the facility must pay a one-time badge fee of 
approximately $15.  Taylors Rec is located in downtown Taylors at 200 W Main St., Taylors, SC 
29687. The center offers a walking track, cardio weight room, fitness classes, and a game room. For 
more information and for hours, please visit https://taylorsfbc.org/taylors-reach/taylors-rec/.  
 
There are also other gym options that VISTA recommend. Many apartments feature a 24/7 gym 
that has all of the cardio equipment that you need. The YMCA of Greenville offers a young 
professional rate at their gyms ranging from $26-$31. Planet Fitness ranges from $10-$20 a month 
for their 24/7 facilities.  
 
Do I qualify for SNAP benefits (food stamps)? 
Barring other income, VISTAs do qualify for food stamps. They will explain a little more at VMO. If 
you move to Greenville before VMO, apply for SNAP right away because that way your VISTA 
stipend won’t count as income. If you apply to SNAP after beginning your VISTA year, your VISTA 
stipend will count as income. (I know it is confusing. It is also confusing because AmeriCorps 
State/National members’ stipends never counts as income, so they will always get full amount.) 
Honestly, it might be a little easier to get them after the VISTA year starts, mainly because of the 
documentation needed is easier to obtain after you have settled. For example, they will ask for your 
last two pay stubs, and that will be easier to obtain after you start.  
 
The amount calculated will be dependent on your living stipend, rent, water bill, and electric/gas 
bill. If you plan on getting a second job, this will affect your status as well. Some VISTAs who had 
multiple jobs did not qualify for food stamps. You will be asked to submit these documents.  
 
Food stamps can be used on mostly anything in the grocery store. You can NOT use it on beer and 
alcohol or warm foods. For example, you cannot buy a hot rotisserie chicken with SNAP, but you can 
buy a day old rotisserie chicken in the refrigerated section. Another example is that you cannot buy 
a meatball sub from Publix, but you can buy a cold cut Pub Sub!  
 
To apply, go to https://scmapp.sc.gov/ or you can also apply in person at Greenville County DSS at 
University Ridge. If you live in a different county, check online where their DSS office is. You will be 
asked to supply some information. You will then receive a letter with more instructions. They will 
ask you to submit some documentation (lease with rent amount, water/electric/gas bill, living 
stipend documentation, etc.). I would also attach the letter in your My AmeriCorps portal that lists 
your term of service and that you qualify for public benefits. You can either mail it or drop it off at 
DSS. You will then be asked to call them, and a case manager will ask you questions about how 
much you make, how many hours you work, etc. Note that you can be on hold for over an hour, and 
then you will be on the phone with the case manager for another thirty minutes. Some case 
managers are more familiar with AmeriCorps than others. Some case managers will be skeptical but 
just explain what AmeriCorps and VISTA is, and they will usually understand. Also, some case 
managers will ask to call your supervisor. Feel free to give both Susan Haire and your site 
supervisor as contacts. Susan would be able to explain more on what VISTA is, but they may request 
your site supervisor directly to verify your hours and that you are physically at your site.  
 
How do I put my loans into forbearance?  

https://scmapp.sc.gov/


AmeriCorps VISTA members who are earning an education award may be eligible for loan 
forbearance or deferment based on the fact they are earning an education award. There are several 
advantages for obtaining forbearance based on national service versus another type of forbearance. 
Forbearance based on national service does not count against the time limit associated with other 
types of postponements. Interest payments are not required during the term of national service, 
even on a quarterly basis. The National Service Trust, however, only pays the accrued interest for 
the terms of service for which you elected the education award. Remember that any accrued 
interest paid on behalf of a member is subject to income taxes. 
 
You cannot put your loans into forbearance until you start your service year. If you recently 
graduated May-June 2020, they will usually give you a few months to start paying, so you don’t have 
to worry about putting your loans into forbearance right away. Only federal loans qualify to go 
into forbearance.  
 
To put your loans into forbearance, you will go to your My AmeriCorps account and go to the 
Education section and go to Create a Forbearance Request. You will then go to School and Loan 
provider. PLEASE NOTE THAT THE INSTITUTION IS YOUR LOAN PROVIDOR NOT YOUR 
COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY.  
 
If you elect to go with the education award, you will qualify for forbearance. AmeriCorps VISTA 
members who earn an education award are eligible for a type of student loan postponement called 
forbearance. You may be eligible to postpone the repayment of your qualified student loans while 
serving as an AmeriCorps VISTA member. Forbearance is a temporary postponement of principal 
loan payments. The reason for this forbearance is “national service.” The Corporation’s Trust pays 
interest during service. Since these payments are considered income, however, you will have to pay 
taxes on the amount of interest paid by the Trust. During forbearance based on national service, 
interest continues to accrue. If you successfully complete your term of service and earn an 
education award, the Trust pays all or a portion of the interest that accrued on your qualified 
student loan during this period. This accrued interest paid by the Trust, like the education award, is 
subject to income taxes. 
 
If you have a Parent PLUS loan, you cannot put that loan into forbearance since it is under your 
parents’ name.  
 
If you elect to go with the end of service award, you will qualify for deferment. Deferment is a 
postponement of monthly loan payment(s). For subsidized loans, accrued interest will 
automatically be paid by the Department of Education if the loan is deferred. Your lender decides if 
you can defer your student loans during your year of service. The reason for this deferment is 
“economic hardship.” You will need to obtain forms from your lender. You may also be eligible for 
cancellation of part of your Perkins Loan. 
 

 

AFTER OSOT: LIFE IN GREENVILLE & WORKING AT YOUR SITE 

What about my site assignment, work schedule, and work hours? 
VISTAs work 40-43 hours a week and are responsible for keeping up with your time.  Some VISTAs 
have after hours or evening commitments with the programs at their sites.  Specific hours will vary 
site by site. While working at your specific site, you will also be expected to conduct an independent 



project at Mental Health America of Greenville County, focusing on partnership development and 
also working our CRISISline. More information attached?  
 
What should I wear to work? 
Many VISTAs ask about appropriate dress for their work setting.  Beginning July 2020, all GCBH 
VISTAs will be provided and asked to wear a uniform. The uniform includes polos and other 
shirts provided by GCBH VISTA.  GCBH VISTAs must provide their own slacks or skirts  (khaki, 
black or navy).  No leggings (without a skirt over them) or jeans are allowed.  
 
Am I allowed to get a second job? Can I go to school at the same time?  
Yes, VISTAs are allowed to get a second job and/or go to school while completing the year of 
service. The GCBH VISTA program and CNCS do not recommend getting a second job until the 
second month of service. By this time, you should be acquainted to your schedule and know what is 
expected of you at your site. Remember that VISTA is your priority for the next year and that your 
part-time job should work around VISTA. Part time jobs that VISTAs have held during the VISTA 
year include retail, babysitting, and online tutoring. Going to school part time is also allowed. Some 
VISTAs have taken one to two courses a semester, mostly online. If you do have a second job, you 
will be asked to fill out a form for CNCS.  
 
What are some differences between AmeriCorps VISTA and AmeriCorps State/National (S/N) 
members?  
In short, VISTAs focus more on direct service while S/N members focus on direct service. While 
GCBH VISTAs will perform some direct service on the CRISISline, this will be only 5% of your 
service time. The VISTA Leader will calculate this every quarter to ensure we are meeting this CNCS 
guideline.  VISTAs focus on capacity building efforts like social media, volunteer management, 
partnership building, and research. S/N members focus entirely direct service, meaning tutoring 
children, preparing taxes, repairing homes, etc.  
 
VISTA and S/N members both have the option of receiving the Segal AmeriCorps Education Award, 
but VISTAs have the option of declining that and receiving a cash stipend instead. A person can only 
receive this award a maximum of two times in their lifetime.  
 
The commitment for VISTA and S/N members are different as well. VISTAs have to commit for one 
year while full time S/N members have to complete 1700 hours. Depending on the project, S/N 
members can take anywhere from 9 to 12 months to complete this.  
 
Another difference previously mentioned is how SNAP sees your living stipend. I honestly don’t 
know why that is, but I think it has to do something with how VISTA is a federal program while S/N 
is not. The living stipend for VISTA and S/N members are also different. Both live around the 
poverty line but are calculated differently. VISTA’s pay is set by CNCS while S/N pay is set by the 
state commission.  
 
VISTA provides for relocation while S/N typically does not unless the program itself provides it.  
 
Speaking of federal programs, completing VISTA allows you to have noncompetitive eligibility, 
which allows you to be in the process for federal jobs. You will be given one year of NCE starting 
from the date of your end of service. More information on this will be given at VMO.  
 
VISTAs also qualify for the IMG Health Benefit, which is a program only for VISTAs. VISTA 
Healthcare Allowance is for if you have your own plan or are covered by your parents’ plan. The 



VISTA Healthcare Benefit Plan is for those who have an Exemption Certification Number from the 
Health Insurance Marketplace. More information can be found here: 
https://americorpsvista.imglobal.com/my-benefits/which-plan-am-i-eligible-for  
 
VISTAs receive access to vistacampus.gov. The VISTA campus provides regular webinars on a 
bunch of topics relevant to service. It can be a good resources to guide your own learning. They 
have topics like using your NCE, how to manage a community meeting, and emotional intelligence.  
 
Here is a document that explain some more key differences between programs: 
https://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/documents/10_0924_acorp_key_differences.p
df  
 
 
Welcome Packet Over Summer Things to Add: 
• Housing Suggestions 
• Cheap Markets/Groceries  
• Education Award/Stipend  
• Income Verification Letter 
• Getting to Know You Form Being Sent BY VISTA Projects 
• Cheap Markets/Groceries 
• Attractions 
• Welcome Packet During OSOT 
 
 
 

Do you have more questions?  Don’t be afraid to reach out to us using the contact information at the 

top of this packet.   

 

We will update this packet as more questions come in.   

 

Thank you and Welcome to GCBH VISTA! 

https://americorpsvista.imglobal.com/my-benefits/which-plan-am-i-eligible-for
https://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/documents/10_0924_acorp_key_differences.pdf
https://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/documents/10_0924_acorp_key_differences.pdf

