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School-based youth community service programs
are helping students develop individual and social
responsibility, and build intergenerational bonds.

BY CATHRYN BERGER KAYE

Community service —
with a smile

“Community service opened my mind,
made me think!”

‘Uil I cared about was me; now I
care about others. The purpose of my
life has changed.”

“The word philanthropy went
Straight from my brain to my heart
and I have been living it every day
since.”

In the 19th century, while traveling
throughout the United States, French-
man Alexis de Tocqueville observed a
peculiar phenomenon that Americans
had adopted on a broad scale — service.
He called it the “‘habits of the heart.”
These habits no longer can be left to
chance. The student comments above
demonstrate the powerful effect commu-
nity service has on young lives. We
must encourage our young people to ac-
tively seek out service opportunities and
to develop a higher level of critical
thinking and reflective processes
through such participation,

Currently, a growing national youth
service movement exists. More than

Cathryn Berger Kaye is director of youth
leadership programs for the Constitu-
tional Rights Foundation in Los Angeles.
Her educational experiences range from
rural Maine to urban Los Angeles. She
also is the author of Word Works: Why
the Alphabet is a Kid’s Best Friend,
published by Little Brown in 1985.

200 college and university presidents
have formed a coalition called the Cam-
pus Compact to increase the amount of
community service performed by their
student populations. State and city con-
servation corps recruit youth between
the ages of 17 and 24 for a one-year
commitment to service. President Bush's
National Service Office has initiated a
national program called YES — Youth
Entering Service to America.

Public schools, often the most signifi-
cant institution in young people’s lives
before they enter the work force or col-
lege, must take an active role in this
growing movement. Millions of youth
need meaningful experiences that in-
spire them to act for the common good
and plan for a life with purpose.

Proposed national legislation would
provide the necessary financial support
for scho‘dl-baSed community service
programs and incentives for local poli-
cymakers and school administrators to
participate. The Chief State School
Officers Association; with the Constitu-
tional Rights Foundation, conducted a
series of nationwide conferences in
spring 1988 to provide a rationale for
school-based community service and to
highlight successful program models.
The time for action is now!

Service in schools
“School-based youth comrnunity ser-
vice”’ offers guidance and encourage-
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ment to student volunteers within the
school environment so that they can ac-
quire the ideals of citizenship by plan-
ning and implementing service projects.
Program designs vary according to
the needs of each school district. Sever-
al large districts, such as Atlanta,
Springfield (Massachusetts), Detroit and
Los Angeles, have begun mandatory or
voluntary programs on a districtwide
basis. Individual schools may institute
classes, co-curricular programs, inde-
pendent study or other programs to en-
courage volunteerism. An array of op-
tions gives all young people the oppor-
tunity to volunteer.
An increasing number of schools inte-
grate service across the academic spec-
trum of their K-12 classes. If service is
not integrated into the curriculum and
fabric of schools, it may fail to reach its
unique potential for stimulating aca-
demic learning and intellectual growth
and invigorating the school experience.
Six essential elements are necessary
for students and the community to reap
maximum benefits.! The service must:
¢ Be valuable and worthwhile for the
community and the students;
® Provide opportunities for young peo-
ple to be depended upon;

¢ Include tasks that challenge and
strengthen students’ critical thinking,
both cognitively and ethically;

* Provide students with decision-making
opportunities;



® Involve adults and students working
together; and

s Provide systematic reflection on the
experience.

Youth community service goals
School-based youth community service
helps achieve the following goals:

Builds positive bonds between youth
and our society’s institutions. As
educators, we have an obligation to pro-
vide youth with the tools to improve
society and their community. By inves-
tigating needs and initiating projects,
youth learn to see a graffiti-covered
wall as a place they can clean up, or
find they can tutor younger children to
improve their reading scores. In the
process, they discover the steps neces-
sary to make a difference. By gaining
access to the power structures, our
youth can become part of delinquency
prevention rather than the cause of
delinquency.

As the demographics of our commu-
nities change, the service experience
encourages individuals to learn about
their surroundings, take pride in their
communities and value their contribu-
tions. One Los Angeles youth, a recent
immigrant from Southeast Asia, planned
a holiday party for a local convalescent
hospital. “I proved I can put an idea on
paper and make it work — plan the
food, provide decorations, and bring
students to visit and make music,” she
said. ‘T learned I'm not alone; I can
ask for help from my teacher, commu-
nity and friends. This memorable day
was an excellent mirror to see myself
and measure my improvement.”

Brings together students from diverse
ethnic, racial and sociceconomic
groups. Students tend to socialize and
attend classes in homogenous groups.
As one student described his three years
of community service in high school,
“Students who otherwise would remain
in segregated groups join together as a
single entity. Stereotypes are broken
down as we learn to appreciate the dif-
ferences in our cultures and find out
that we are basically the same and

share similar goals.”

Offers all students a chance to give
something back to their schools and
communities. While most school dis-
tricts have some community service ac-
tivity, the question remains: Are com-
munity service opportunities available
for every student, regardiess of their
educational standing and current in-
volvement in their school? All too fre-
quently, community service involves
only the student elite — the Key Club,
Honor Society, Leadership Class or stu-
dent government. By drawing every
student into the service experience,
schools respond to their critical role of
encouraging participation and building
citizenship. A recent publication by the
William T. Grant Foundation states:
“When young people have a chance to
act on their humanitarian ideals, they
build self-respect and strong attach-
ments to family and community. There
is virtually no limit to what young peo-
ple — with appropriate education, train-
ing and encouragement — can do, no
social need they cannot help meet.’?

Creates positive partnerships between
Students and adults. Researchers con-
sistently acknowledge that community
service provides youth with the infor-
mation and experience to make an ef-
fective transition to adulthood and em-
brace the responsibilities of citizenship.
Through the community service experi-
ence, young people interact with indi-
viduals of different ages, and they see
adults as partners and role models.

Strengthens student self-esteem and
academic performance. When institu-
tionalized within the educational envi-
ronment, community service lets teach-
ers and students work in a concentrated
fashion investigating social needs, cur-
rent issues and the historical context
from which these emerge. Students de-
velop teamwork and communication
skills, examine community needs and
remedies, and plan and implement proj-
ects. Reflection is systematized through
journal writing and frequent discus-
sions. Newspapers, supplemented by
readings from classic and contemporary

School Safety 8§ Spring 1989

Student volunteers spend time with
disabled children. Photograph by
Gail Rolf.

literature, history or psychology, can
serve as a classroom text.

Participation creates a bonding to
school that can impact the students’
schoolwork, ‘“derived largely from in-
creased feelings of efficacy and self-
direction and perhaps from a stronger
connection to the school community in-
spired by youth community service.”? If
education is truly to “educe,” or bring
forth from within, community service
can be used: as a vehicle for learning
and understanding; exercising problem-
solving, critical thinking and reasoning
abilities; applying information gathered
from a multitude of disciplines; increas-
ing leadership abilities; solidifying val-
ues and a sense of self-worth; and pre-
paring to live productive lives.

Encourages a lifelong commitment to
the service ethic. Our youth spend years
sitting in chairs absorbing ideas, infor-
mation and philosophical approaches to
life from their teachers. They are on
the verge of entering the “real world,”
yet uncertain about what the real world
is, who the players are, and how to be
viable and effective participants in soci-
ety. By empowering all young people to
make responsible decisions and effect
change, the service ethic can be inter-
nalized and take its place among other
personal values.



Students talk with a convalescent
home resident. Photograph by Cathryn
Berger Kaye.

As one student said: “Many things
bring joy, but there is no feeling like
the one I get when an elderly person
smiles and says thank you for caring, or
when a child beams when he beats you
at musical chairs. I'll continue my com-
munity work long after high school.”

Youth community service programs
Student-initiated projects range from en-

vironmental conservation work to child
care assistance in after-school latchkey
programs. Each project provides real
service, filling needs that otherwise may
not be met or that would be delayed
due to lack of funds. Youth volunteers
do not replace paid providers; they sup-
plement what services are available
while learning and augmenting personal
abilities. The following are examples of
nationally recognized programs:
Charleston, North Carolina — Youth
Service Charleston: High school stu-
dents provide Wood for Warmth, free
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firewood for low-income families; help
staff the Special Olympics program,;
and -paint murals depicting student ser-
vice on a construction wail.

Tucson, Arizona — Student Service
Learning, Tucson Unified School Dis-
trict: An elementary school invites
senior citizens to a weekly lunch pro-
gram called “The Pleasure of Your
Company.” During lunch, older citizens
interact with their young hosts and be-
come familiar with the neighborhood
school. RElementary classes also partici-
pate in pen pal, adopt-a-senior and




Grandparents Day programs.

Los Angeles, California — Youth
Community Service, Constitutional
Rights Foundation and the Los Angeles
Unified School District: Eight hundred
high school students meet in a commu-
nity service class or as a co-curricular
after-school group to organize an annual
picnic for battered and abused children.
Students assist in literacy programs,
volunteer with the Red Cross, tutor in
after-school latchkey programs, paint
over graffiti, lead aerobics classes for
senior citizens, and plant smog-reducing
trees to reverse the greenhouse effect.

Springfield, Massachusetts — Com-
munity Service Learning, Springfield
Public Schools: Each school in the dis-
trict develops a plan to help students
consider the connection between what
they learn and how they live. Each
school annually chooses a theme or
project that involves all students in
classroom and community participation.

Minnetonka, Minnesota — Community
Involvement Class, Hopkins High
School: Student service is encouraged
through all-school projects, including
food drives; club activities; credit for
community service internships; a peer
tutoring program with native-born and
immigrant students; and class laboratory
experiences such as students repairing
items for senior citizens in shop class,
performing community service in lieu
of a library-based report in sociology
class, and participating in a community
service class.

Organizing a project

Essentially, the two ways to get started

in community service are: joining exist-

ing efforts or beginning projects in re-

sponse to unmet community needs.

Some ideas for projects include:

® Identify community agencies that need
assistance by developing a community
needs assessment that surveys the fa-
cilities, agencies and schools within a
one-mile radius of your school; asking
for student/adult input; reading news-
papers; or contacting volunteer cen-
ters, youth or adult service clubs,

religious organizations, and human
social service networks such as day
care or senior citizen centers. Many
cities print directories of community
agencies that are available at volun-
teer centers, the local chamber of
commerce or city hall.

e Start with the student by identifying
the skills and interests of various vol-
unteers and building project ideas
around them. Develop a ‘“‘contribution
catalog” and give a copy to local
agencies.

® Brainstorm project ideas with stu-
dents, teachers and community mem-
bers. Ask a council member, the city
manager, a social worker or other
community leader to attend a student
meeting or class.

The following factors are important in
ensuring a project’s success:

Project design: Review all ideas to
make sure the project addresses com-
munity needs, provides service to the
community, and is within the partici-
pants’ capabilities. A project proposal
should include a description of the proj-
ect in addition to identifying needs,
tasks, student and adult involvement, a
budget and plans for evaluating the
project.

The guiding questions in the project
proposal help develop a rationale and
implementation strategy. While plans
may change as the project progresses,
the proposal serves as a way to get
started and as a useful point of refer-
ence along the way. It also explains the
project to others and helps gather sup-
port from school administrators and
agency officials.

Student volunteers: To involve addi-
tional students, set a reasonable goal for
the number of volunteers needed, then
inform propsective volunteers of project
orientation plans, the time commitment
required, and ways to get more informa-
tion. Recruit students by notifying clubs,
school faculty and the general school
population of the need for volunteers.

Project approval: Determine who
needs to be notified for project approval
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and give copies of the project proposal
forms to appropriate individuals, includ-
ing student participants, parents, the
sponsoring teacher, school administra-
tors, student government leaders and
community advisers.

Group history: Keep copies of pro-
posal forms and meeting minutes to
maintain the project history. Adding
photographs of planning sessions and
actual service work creates a useful
historical record of what volunteers
have accomplished.

Evaluation and reflection: Evaluation
and reflection aid academic learning,
personal development and program im-
provement. Reflection, the thoughtful
preparation and discussion before, dur-
ing and after the project, might include:
keeping a journal; doing observation ex-
ercises and assignments; preparing
background sessions, i.e., lectures,
films and readings; creating “Tip
Sheets™ for future volunteers; writing
essays or research papers that demon-
strate the expertise gained; giving for-
mal presentations to school or commu-
nity groups; and conducting a closing
event to celebrate and affirm what has
been accomplished. Also allow time
after the project has ended for students
to complete a written evaluation with
group discussion. 4

To receive Network, a national publica-
tion on school-based youth community
service programs, other materials or
additional information regarding youth
community service, contact: Youth Com-
munity Service, Constitutional Rights
Foundation, 601 South Kingsley Drive,
Los Angeles, California 90005,
213/487-5590.
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