Canvassing Tips

1. Do not canvass after dark or between the hours of 7:30pm and 9:00am (unless you’ve made an appointment with a resident).  This is not only or necessarily a personal safety consideration.  Residents can be apprehensive about unknown visitors who come knocking later than 7:30 or so (except on a bright summer night).  We’ve woken people up at all times of day – but we’ve generally found that 10 am is a good time to start (10:30 on weekends).  Early evening and weekend canvassing hours are very helpful because many people are not home during weekdays.

2. Do what it takes to feel safe at all times.  We have contacted the Police Department to let them know that you’ll be out in the neighborhood.  This is important for both your safety and residents’ reassurance – if residents are concerned about someone going door-to-door; they can call the Police Department 658-2704.  
3. Before you go you might want to call the Police Department at 658-2704 and hold the line to reach the dispatcher.  Tell the dispatcher who you are and what you’re up to.  Say something like, “I am______ and I am working on the neighborhood quality of life survey, in collaboration with CEDO and the University of Vermont.  I wanted to let you know that I’ll be canvassing on _____ street this afternoon.”  Usually the dispatcher takes the message and you’re all set.  Sometimes the dispatcher forwards you to the Office in Charge, and you can give him/her the same message.  
4. Always go out in pairs.  It’s much easier, much more fun, and safer.  We have found that people are very friendly and many invite us in to their homes to complete the interview.  Others prefer to talk on their front steps or through a screen door.  Do whatever helps the resident (and you!) feel most comfortable.  Don’t enter a home if you feel nervous or threatened.  If anyone makes you feel uncomfortable or is offensive, disengage from the conversation and walk away.  You and your canvassing partner may want to decide upon a signal to use if one of you feels uncomfortable at any time.

5. Keep track of what’s been done on the street.  We will have typed “canvass logs” that you can use to keep track of where and when you go out.  We record the date and time and action (no answer, interview completed, declined, willing to do later, etc.) for every door we knock on.  This information is very important!  Check the status of each residence before you knock on the door – has this household already been interviewed?  Have they declined?  

6. Decide ahead of time who will do what.  You may want to take turns being the “lead interviewer” at each house – the lead interviewer knocks on the door and completes the interview.  The other person may want to hang back a bit until after the resident has agreed to participate.  Whoever is knocking on the door should introduce both canvassers.  Both of you should take notes during the interview.

7. Practice will make you feel comfortable!  Role-playing beforehand is very helpful!  Practice the interview with someone (a friend, roommate, family member, classmate) and you’ll find that it soon becomes very easy to do.  You should also practice what you’ll say when someone comes to the door – this can feel intimidating the first time and it will be easier if you have some sense of what you’ll say.  

8. Organize your material before going out and in-between interviews if necessary (sit down on the curb, or ask someone if it’s OK to sit on their front steps for a couple of minutes after you complete an interview with them).  You’ll be carrying around a lot of stuff and it can easily get messy.  At the very least, for each outing you’ll need to bring: 5+ copies of the interview, 5+ Copies of the neighborhood letter, CCAN information, 2 pens/pencils, an answer scale and the Canvass Log (to keep track of where you’re going and where’ve you’ve been).  We also recommend bringing a clipboard, a drink, a small snack, candy, etc.  

9. Be friendly and appreciative!  Imagine how you’d feel if, out of the blue, someone knocked on your door and wanted to ask you a bunch of questions.  While residents most often enjoy the interview and are glad to have a chance to talk about what’s important to them, it may take them a minute or two to figure out what’s going on.  Explain why you are there (and assure them that you’re not there for other reasons, like trying to sell them something!) and let them know that you’d really like to hear what they have to say.  You can make this clear in words and in your demeanor.  If they are busy doing something else, tell them you understand, apologize for interrupting, and ask if you can come back another time.  And don’t forget to say THANK YOU as clearly and as often as you can.  It makes a huge difference!

10. At the end of the interview, we may ask you to give residents some information about CCAN (such as the Local Focus newsletter) or another copy of the neighborhood letter if they want one. You can explain what these are to the resident.  The neighborhood letter describes our project and gives them some contact information if they have any questions or comments about the project.  The CCAN information provides resources and ways to get involved. You should also give these materials to people who decline to participate in an interview.

11. If people would like more information about the project or anything else, record their name and contact information on the Canvass Log.  Tell them you’ll pass on their request/question and we’ll get back to them with information.  

12. Be prepared to hear complaints – some people may feel upset about things in their neighborhood and some may talk to you as if they expect you to change things, but your job is just to listen respectfully.  Don’t take it personally.  At the same time, you should also be prepared to be inspired by people!  There are problems and concerns in all neighborhoods, but there are also lots of people making an effort to maintain and improve their communities.  

13. Smile and Have Fun!  Talk to folks on a sincere, genuine, human level.  You are not there to sell anything or convince anyone of anything; you’re just there to hear what people have to say.  You’ll find that people enjoy being listened to and you will enjoy listening to them!  You may feel a little bit nervous before knocking on someone’s door, but just relax and know that this can be a very positive experience for you and for the residents you meet. 

14. Expect to be tired at the end…  Even when it’s a lot of fun, it’s still hard work.  Bring water, a snack, candy, whatever it takes to keep you going.  Don’t go out on an empty stomach!  Save some time and energy at the end to make sure that your paperwork is completed and everything is ready for the next time.  Please try to make sure your survey reflects everything you learned during your session!  
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Overview
Students and A*VISTA Community Organizers will pair up to survey select streets in Burlington’s Old North End.  The survey is focused on the quality of life of residents, feeling of safety, connectedness, involvement, and ability to problem solve.

CEDOs Burlington Neighborhood Project is a community organizing initiative working to improve the quality of life in Burlington’s low-income neighborhoods.  Staffed by AmeriCorps*VISTAs, and supported by professional Community Development staff, the project works to create neighborhood associations, develop local leadership, educate on crime prevention, and increase the capacity for self-identifying physical improvements.
While this is interesting work, it is very difficult to demonstrate its effectiveness in quantitative terms.  A survey will be helpful to apply for funds, recruit staff, and articulate the effectiveness of this community organizing strategy.  
Background

A similar survey was conducted by UVM’s Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC) and data proved very helpful.  The results were used in grant applications and largely due to the COPC data; the project received a MetLife Community Policing Award in 2002.

As an Interviewer
Listen very carefully to what your interviewee is saying so that you can really try to understand what s/he is trying to say; work hard to refrain from imposing your own assumptions and/or interpretations on her/his words.
Do not interrupt the interviewee; wait until s/he is finished speaking or pauses to ask questions of clarification or to ask for elaboration.
When you feel you do not fully understand your interviewee’s comments or that s/he might have more to say, ask your interviewee to elaborate using open (rather than "closed) questions such as, "Can you say more about that?" or "How so?  Can you talk more about what you mean?"  This type of question is more likely to encourage your interviewee to say what's on his/her mind. 
Other interviewing tips include:  
-listen very carefully to what your interviewee is saying so that you can really try to understand what s/he is trying to say; work hard to refrain from imposing your own assumptions and/or interpretations on her/his words.

-do not interrupt the interviewee; wait until s/he is finished speaking or pauses to ask questions of clarification or to ask for elaboration.

-when you feel you do not fully understand your interviewee’s comments or that s/he might have more to say, ask your interviewee to elaborate using open (rather than "closed) questions such as, "Can you say more about that?" or "How so?  Can you talk more about what you mean?"  This type of question is more likely to encourage your interviewee to say what's on his/her mind.  

Be certain to express your and our appreciation for your interviewee’s participation!
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