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A Profile of High School
Community 

Service Programs
A recent survey sheds light on student participation in school- 

sponsored community service programs across the country.

T housands of high school stu 
dents spend several hours per 
week, often during the school 

day, helping others They tutor ele 
mentary students and care for hospital 
patients and nursing home residents. 
They organize activities in day care 
centers and assist adult staff in muse 
ums, recreation centers, businesses, 
and social welfare agencies High 
schools, public and private, sponsor 
these volunteer programs to enhance 
students' personal development, in 
crease their sense of responsibility to 
the community, and help them ex 
plore career options Frequently the 
work is organized through a volunteer 
club and performed after school, but 
in many schools it receives academic 
credit as pan of the formal curriculum, 
either as a project within an academic 
course or as a separate community 
service course. In some high schools 
community service is required for 
graduation

Community service programs for 
secondary students were proposed in 
the 1970s (National Commission on 
Resources for Youth, 1974; Conrad 
and Hedin, 1977; Eberly, 1977 ; Carne 
gie Council on Policy Studies in High 
er Education. 19~'9). but the topic has 
recently gained new visibility Speak 
ing for the Carnegie Foundation for 
the Advancement of Teaching, Boyer 
(1983) has proposed 120 hours of 
community service as a high school 
graduation requirement. The city of 
Atlanta has recently adopted a commu 
nity service graduation requirement;

the Regents in New York have mandat 
ed participation in government as a 
senior year requirement; and the state 
of Man land has recommended that all 
high schools offer community service 
programs

Although research indicates that stu 
dents react positively to community 
service programs (Conrad and Hedin, 
1981; Newmann and Rutter. 1983), 
there has been no national data base 
to describe them Thus, in the spring 
of 1984 we surveyed public and pri 
vate high schools across die country 
about their community service pro 
grams, specifically about student en 
rollments, ethnicity, academic track, 
academic credit, length of programs, 
hours students spend in service and 
on classwork, types of placements, and 
perceived problems. 1

Student and School 
Characteristics

Based on the responses of the 204 
sampled schools with programs, we 
estimate that across all U.S. high 
schools, approximately 900,000 stu 
dents were enrolled in community 
service programs In the average pro 
gram females outnumber males. 60 
percent to 40 percent. Whites account 
for 82 percent, blacks 16 percent, and 
other races 2 percent Hispanics make 
up 13 percent of program enrollment, 
but 53 percent of the programs have 
no Hispanics. and 36 percent have no 
blacks.

Overall, nearly 2" percent of the 
schools offer some type of community 
service, but the tendency to do so
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Figure 1. Distribution of High School Community Service Programs 
by School Type, Urbanization, School Enrolment, and Racial Composition

Percentage of Schools Offering:

Total 
Schools

One or More 
C.S. Programs

C.S. as 
Elective

C.S. as 
Crad. Req.

C.S. as 
Vol. Club

Academic 
Credit 
Given

School Type'
Regular Public 16,603 
Alternative Public 195 
Private Catholic 1397 
Other Private 2365 

Total 20,219

Urbanization
Urban 3,082 
Suburban 6,786 
Rural 10,352

School enrollment
1-299 8,253 
300-749 4314 
750-1499 3,766 
1300-2,999 2,014 
3,000+ 88

Percentage of White Students Enrolled 
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The original High School and Beyond sample design included nine categories of school type, but for purposes of this report, we have 
merged them into four. The "other private" category includes a small group of exceptionally high-performing private schools that vary 
considerably from the overall norms. Fifty percent of them offer one or more program types, 29 percent offer community service as a 
graduation requirement, and 36 percent offer community service as a voluntary club activity.

varies considerably by type of school 
(Figure 1) Alternative public and 
Catholic private schools are far more 
likely to offer programs than regular 
public schools and other private 
schools. The percentage of schools 
offering community service as an elec 
tive varies from 7 percent ("other pri 
vate) to 21 percent (alternative), and 
community service as a graduation 
requirement exists in only about 4 
percent of public schools, but in 14 
percent of the Catholic private 
schools The most frequently offered 
form of community service is the vol 
untary club activity Academic credit is 
awarded in 8-12 percent of public, 
Catholic, and other private schools, 
but alternative schools offer credit 
about four times more often 2

Suburban schools are most likely to 
offer community service programs, 
make them a graduation requirement, 
and award academic credit. Urban 
schools are most likely to offer com 
munity service through a voluntary 
club activity Rural schools are least

likely to offer an elective course, and 
urban schools least likely to have a 
graduation requirement in community 
service.

School size seems related to pro 
gram offerings. Schools with enroll 
ments from 1.500-2,999 are more like 
ly to offer programs, elective courses, 
and voluntary clubs and to award aca 
demic credit. As might be expected, 
the smallest schools least frequently 
offer programs.

Schools whose populations are 
more than 50 percent minority offer 
community service as an elective and 
award academic credit almost three 
times as frequently as schools with a 
majority of white students. As a group 
these schools are also more likely to 
have some type of service program.

Program Characteristics
Thus far we have described communi 
ty service programs as proportions of 
all U.S. high schools Here we present 
information only for the group of

schools offering programs (Figure 2) 
Most programs enroll only 20-40 stu 
dents in spite of a substantial range in 
program enrollment and mean enroll 
ment of over 100 students in each 
program type Actually 51 percent of 
the programs enroll 40 or fewer stu 
dents Voluntary club activity and grad 
uate requirement programs enrolled 
over two-thirds of students involved in 
programs Average enrollment is high 
est for the graduation requirement 
programs

Schools offering elective courses 
enroll students in substantial propor 
tions from each of three academic 
tracks In programs with a graduation 
requirement, however, an average of 
84 percent of the students are in a 
college-bound track. This reflects the 
fact that schools requiring community 
service for graduation have high pro 
portions of their student bodies in 
college-bound programs

The hours of service per week that 
students devote to volunteer work var 
ies considerably according to program
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type The overall range is from 0-20 
hours and the mean is four hours, hut 
in 51 percent of the programs, stu 
dents work two or fewer hours Stu 
dents in elective course programs de 
vote on average at least twice as much 
time to community service as students 
in other programs.

A formal class or seminar occurs in 
^9 percent of the elective course pro 
grams, which also average the greatest 
number of class hours per week (3.8) 
In contrast, graduation requirement 
programs (13 percent) rarelv have a 
formal class When thev do, they spend 
a greater proportion of that time (52

percent) discussing students held e,x 
periences than do other program 
types Predictably, elective course pro 
grams offer academic credit most fre 
quently Among various subject areas, 
academic credit is most frequently of 
fered in trade, industrial arts, career 
and business education, and social 
studies The duration of programs is 
usually a full academic year, except for 
graduation requirement programs, in 
which case the modal program length 
is one semester

Program coordinators were asked 
to indicate the extent to which eight 
items were no problem, a minor prob 

lem, or a major problem Lack of 
student interest seems salient in all 
four program t\-pes. and transporta 
tion is a major problem, except for 
elective course programs Note that 
coordinators of graduation require 
ment programs tend to consider all 
problems as major However, most 
potential problems budget, staff re 
duction, finding placements, adminis 
trative support, teacher opposition  
rarelv appear in other program types 

Program coordinators were also 
asked to rank order four program 
goals for students: vocational skills, 
personal development, community

Figure 2. Selected Characteristics of Program Types in Schools Offering Community Service

Percentage of Community Service Schools
That Offer

Program Enrollment
Total
Mean
Range
Mode

Academic Track of Community Service
Students (mean percentage in each track)

College preparatory
Vocational
General
Other

Volunteer Service Hours
Mean hours per week
Range
Mode

School Class Seminar
Percentage of Community Service

schools that offer
Mean class hours/week
Mean percentage of class time discussing

fieldwork

Percentage Offering Academic Credit

Program Problems*
Parent opposition
Budget
Staff reduction
Lack of student interest
Difficulty in finding placements
Transportation
Lack of administrative support
Teacher opposition

•Symbols indicate the modal response: blank
represented more than 40 percent of the cases in

Elective
Course

27

174,216
102

1-1075
21

35
38
24

3

6
0-16 hrs.

4 hrs.

79
4

27

79

X

= no problem,

Graduation
Requirement

15

299,493
321

20-2200
20

84
7
9
0

T
0-6 hrs.

0 hrs.

13
1

52

39

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

X = minor problem, Y

Voluntary
Club

51

330,169
101

5-600
40

57
12
27
0

3
0-20 hrs.

1 hr.

18
3

30

10

X

Y

= major problem. All

Other
Program

8

93,987
177

5-500
120; 250

63
8

11
0

3
1-10 hrs.

1 hr.

21
2

62

27.5

X

Y

Y

modal responses
a category, and 26 of the 32 entries represented more than 50 percent of the cases.
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awareness, and basic literacy-. On aver 
age, they ranked personal develop 
ment the highest across ail program 
types. Community awareness was sec 
ond highest for all program types ex 
cept elective courses, for which voca 
tional skills were ranked second. Basic 
literacy was ranked third on all types, 
except for "other," which ranked voca 
tional skills third.

Placements
Students are placed in a variety of 
agencies, as indicated in Figure 3, with 
primary reliance on volunteer work in 
schools (especially tutoring) and in 
cultural and business agencies. A few 
variations from these overall averages 
exist among program types. In elective 
course programs, for example, 34 per 
cent of the placements are in schools, 
and 20 percent in business "Other" 
types of programs place a much high 
er proportion of placements in day 
care (20 percent) and welfare agencies 
(18 percent). Programs offer students 
from one to fifteen placement options. 
While 20 percent of programs place all 
students in a single agency or area, 
half of all programs offer from four to 
ten different types of placements.

Changes Since 1979
A National Center for Service-Learning 
survey (1979) focused on "curricu 
lum-related community service pro 
grams, defined as activities integrated 
into existing academic courses or as 
special courses oriented toward com 
munity service. Our survey used dif 
ferent categories, but for purposes of 
comparison, we can define as "curric 
ulum related" any of the programs in 
our sample for which academic credit 
is offered. There has been a decline in 
the percentage of all schools offering 
curriculum-related programs (14 per 
cent to 9 percent). Student enrollment 
in curriculum-related programs has 
also declined from the 1979 estimate 
of 336,000. According to the 1984 sur 
vey, curriculum-related programs en 
rolled from 252,000 to 321,000 stu 
dents (representing approximately 2 
percent of 1984 total secondary school 
enrollment) 3 The rate of enrollment 
decline in curriculum-related commu 
nity service was less, however, than 
the overall decline of about 7 percent

Figure 3. Percentage of 1 
Institutions and Fields

Institutions/Fields

Hospitals
Nursing Homes
Schools
Day Care
Handicapped
Health Agencies
Ecology
Recreation
Consumerism
Cultural
Law
Business
Welfare
Other

Tai fulfills in DiHeient 
Across Al Programs

Percent

6
7

IS
5
6
9
2
8
2

12
6

11
8
3

Total 100

PapiHion/U Vista High School: Family and Community Problems

Location Papillion, Nebraska 

Year of Origin 1975

Duration/Credit Two nine-week segments. Students earn one social studies credit for 
participation in the classroom segment and one general elective credit 
for their fieldwork.

Description The classroom component is divided into two units:
1. Family Life. Students learn about budgeting money, applying for 
jobs, acquiring an apartment or a house, and raising children. All 
students participate in a family simulation.
2. Community and Government. Students learn about the court sys 
tem, crime and sentencing, and taxes.
Students are responsible for a major project for each unit, in addition to 
daily assignments, quizzes, and tests. Half of the community service 
students complete their fieldwork prior to taking the classroom compo 
nent, while the other half complete the classroom work first. Field 
placements are predominantly as classroom or school aids or as day 
care workers. Some students serve in nursing homes and at the local 
police department.

Mayo Senior High School: Community Awareness Program

Location Rochester, Minnesota

/ear of Origin 1 974

Duration/Credit This program consists of two hours per day for 18 weeks students 
spend three days per week at their field sites and two days per week in 
class. Participation earns students one credit in social studies.

Description The class component is a cross between psychology and sociology and 
covers such topics as the family, aging, mental illness, and career 
planning. Students' questions about problems encountered at their 
field sites are a frequent topic of classroom discussion, and the 
instructor encourages collective problem solving. Students select their 
field placements in collaboration with the program coordinator, who 
may have arranged about 60 possible sites where students are likely to 
encounter critical social problems and perform meaningful and respon 
sible tasks. Each student must complete an action project.
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Parkersburg High School: Community Service Program

Location 
Year of Origin

Parkersburg, West Virginia 

1976

Duration/Credit Students receive one-half credit in social studies for participation in this 
18-week program. They spend four class1 periods per week at their field 
site and one period per week in class listening to outside speakers and 
student presentations or going on field trips.

Description Students spend the first two weeks of the semester listening to 
presentations by speakers regarding placement opportunities at their 
agencies. The largest number of placements are in health programs and 
day care centers. Other frequent placements are with schools (as aides 
or tutors), the Red Cross, the YMCA, Easter Seals, public libraries, 
mental health institutes, and residential care facilities. In addition to 
written and oral reports on a topic related to their field placements, 
students are required to participate in small-group action projects. For 
example, former students developed a comprehensive plan for making 
structural changes to the high school that would allow handicapped 
persons access to the building.

Wissahickon Senior High School: Social Lab

Location Ambler, Pennsylvania 

year of Origin 1 972

Duration/Credit Only seniors are permitted to enroll in this year-long academic pro 
gram. Students spend two class periods per day in community service 
coursework and two periods at their placement. Their participation 
earns students two credits in English and two in social studies.

Description Students enroll in the program at the end of their junior year and are 
encouraged to visit four or five possible placements. Final placements 
are made on the basis of student interest and an oral interview. About 
half of the students participate in two different placements during the 
year; the others remain in a single placement. Most students are placed 
in health programs, businesses, industries, or schools, but students 
have also been placed in such diverse settings as political action groups, 
day care centers, local government internships, and police depart 
ments.

Hopkins High School: Community Involvement Program

Location M innetonka, Minnesota 

Vear of Origin 1 975

Duration/Credit This 18-week program (eight class periods in the community and one 
two-hour session in class each week) is offered both semesters and 
satisfies the entire year's social studies requirement for seniors.

Description C lass emphasis is on social science concepts from the areas of psychol 
ogy and sociology and on reflection and critical thinking. Study units 
include mental health, self-concept, and role modeling. Speakers visit 
the class early in the semester to discuss placement opportunities with 
their agencies. Students choose from these opportunities or develop 
new projects based on individual interests and skills. Previous commu 
nity service projects have enabled students to work in day care centers, 
tutor at elementary or junior high schools, work at nursing homes, 
serve as chemical abuse counselors, and work for political groups. 
Students keep daily journals and complete weekly written assignments 
based on their experiences. AM students are required to submit a 
detailed research paper dealing with a topic of importance to their 
fieldwork.

in total secondary enrollment during 
this period There has been an in 
crease in the proportion of curricu 
lum-related programs with small en 
rollments: in 19~*9, 33 percent of the 
programs enrolled 50 or fewer stu 
dents, hut in 1984. 66 percent of the 
programs enrolled this number In 
spite of enrollment declines, the aver 
age numbers of hours per week of 
volunteer sen-ice have increased from 
5.5 to 6.6. and average class hours per 
week have increased from 3 to 3.". 4

Summary and Additional 
Questions
This profile shows that as of spring 
1984 about 2" percent of high schools 
offered some t\-pe of community ser 
vice program and thai the most fre 
quently offered r\pe is a volunteer 
club activity. Academic credit for ser 
vice is given in 38 percent of the 
programs Private schools are more 
likely to offer programs for credit, 
especially as a graduation require 
ment. Larger high schools and those 
with populations of more than SO per 
cent minoritv are more likely to offer 
programs than are small schools and 
those with predominantly white popu 
lations

Although 900.000 students partici 
pated in high school community ser 
vice programs, this figure represents 
only ~ percent of the 1984 total sec 
ondary enrollment, and those in 
volved in curriculum-related pro 
grams represent at the most 2 percent 
of the total enrollment In contrast 52 
percent of 1982 high school seniors 
were involved in team sports, and 34 
percent were involved in performing 
arts (.National Center for Education 
Statistics. 1984)

Program enrollment varies greatly, 
but half of the programs enroll 40 or 
fewer students Graduation require 
ment and voluntary club programs 
enroll the most students. Females out 
number males More than half of the 
programs have no Hispanics. and 36 
percent have no blacks

In contrast to other programs, elec 
tive courses enroll students from the 
most diverse curriculum tracks; they 
also involve the greatest number of 
class hours and hours in communitv
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"Schools whose populations were 
more than 50 percent minority 
students offered community 
service as an elective and 
awarded academic credit almost 
three times as frequently as 
schools with a majority of white 
students."

service and offer academic credit most 
frequently

Among eight possible program 
problems, lack of student interest was 
cited frequently by all program types, 
and graduation requirement programs 
frequently reported all of the prob 
lems as major. For elective course 
programs, "no problem" was the most 
frequent response, but lack of student 
interest was considered a minor prob 
lem These findings suggest caution to 
policymakers considering community 
service as a requirement.

Comparison with the 1979 National 
Center for Service-Learning survey in 
dicates a decline in the proportion of 
schools offering curriculum-related 
programs and a decline in student 
enrollment. Overall, the proportion of 

programs with small 
enrollments in-
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"In the average program, 
females outnumbered males 60 
percent to 40 percent."

creased, and there were considerable 
increases in the average number of 
hours per week in sen-ice and in 
classwork in curriculum-related pro 
grams Perhaps recent concerns for 
academic rigor in high schools have 
diminished program offerings and en 
rollment in community service, hut 
have also increased work demands 
within the programs

This profile provokes further ques 
tions. Is the tendency to offer commu 
nity service associated with a school's 
instructional climate, the principals 
leadership style, or the socioeconomic 
characteristics of the student body? 
Does the offering of academic credit 
or a graduation requirement in com 
munity service have any impact on 
students' futures 5 Merged with the ex 
tensive High School and Beyond sur 
vey, this profile should enable forth 
coming analyses to shed more light on 
the school contexts of high sch<x>l 
community service programs D

'Administrators in 505 schools selected 
from the 1980 High School and Beyond 
sample of 1.032 schools were contacted by 
mail and asked if their school had a com 
munity service program and to identify the 
staff member in charge A Community Ser 
vice Questionnaire was then mailed to the 
program coordinators Of 239 schools, 227 
(95 percent) returned completed ques 
tionnaires Twenty-three of these schools 
circled "none of the above' when asked 
what type of program the sch(X)l had and 
also left the remainder of the question 
naire blank We concluded that these 
schools actually did not have a community 
service program, which left a sample of 
204 schools with programs.

All schools in the 505-sch<x>l subsample 
were assigned school level weights to ad 
just for over- and under-representation in 
the total population of V S high schools 
Using these weights, our analysis of 204 
schools with community service programs 
gives estimates adjusted to a national popu 
lation of about 20,219 high schools. Stan 
dard errors for any given proportion or 
mean in Figures 1, 2, and 3 can be calculat 

ed according to information presented in 
Jones and others (1983) and forthcoming 
documentation of this data base from the 
National Center for Education Statistics 
For example, the estimate in Figure 1 that 
2"T percent of all schools have one or more 
community service programs has a stan 
dard error of 4 percent: the standard error 
for the much smaller proportion of 
schools that have community service as a 
graduation requirement (S percent) is esti 
mated at 2 percent In Figure 2. the estimat 
ed 63 mean hours of service per week for 
elective course programs has a standard 
error of 6 hours, and the estimated 2.( > 
hours of service for voluntary clubs has a 
standard error of 21 hours

 'Although some schools offered more 
than one type of community service pro 
gram, it was administratively feasible to 
collect information for only one type 
Schools were asked first for information 
about the elective course or, if an elective 
course was not offered, the program type 
having the largest enrollment Of those 
schools with programs, 84 percent offered 
only one program type. 11 percent offered 
two types of programs, and 4 percent 
offered three types, hut among these 
schcxjls offering more than one program. 
75 percent offered an elective course 
Since the questionnaire collected detailed 
program information about only one pro 
gram type, with priority given to elective 
course programs, information about the 
characteristics of graduation requirement, 
voluntary club, and other" programs max 
be incomplete

'The 1984 survey did not supply enroll 
ment data for each program for which 
academic credit was given, but only for 
one program per school The lower esti 
mate for enrollment assumes that when a 
school offers academic credit, only one 
program in the school is curriculum relat 
ed The higher estimate assumes that if a 
school offers academic credit and more 
than one program, all such programs are 
curriculum related

"Average volunteer service hours and 
class hours per week for curriculum-relat 
ed programs do not appear in (and cannot 
be derived from) Figure 2, because they 
were computed independently, based on 
all programs in which academic credit is 
offered

References

Boyer. Ernest. L. High School A Report of 
the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance- 
ment of Teaching New York Harper & 
Row. 1983

Carnegie Council on Polio. Studies in 
Higher Education Citing Youth a Better 
Oxmce Options for Education, Work and 
Serrux San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 19"^

Conrad. D . and Hedin. D Citizenship 
Education Through Participation In Edu 
cation for Responsible Citizenship Edited 
by B Frank Brown New York: McGraw 
Hill, 19 

Conrad, D. and Hedin. D Executive 
Summar\\ Experiential Education Etalua- 
tion Project St. Paul Center for Youth 
Development and Research. Universitv of 
Minnesota. 1981

Eberlv. D 1 A Universal Youth Sen-ice 
Social Polic-f " (January -February. } 9""\- 
43-4<i

Jones. C . Mooney. G . McWilliams, H . 
Crawford. I . Stephenson. B -. and Butz, M 
High Sclxtol and Beyond First FoUow-i'p 
11983) Sclxtol Questionnaire Data File 
I'ser's Manual Washington, DC: Center 
for Education Statistics, June 1983

National Center for Education Statistics 
Tu<o Years in High Sdxxtl The Status of 
1980 Soplxmiores in 19£> Washington. 
DC The Center. 1984. p 23

National Center for Service-Learning 
National Sun<ey of High School Student 
Community Sertice Programs Washing 
ton. DC The Center. 19~9

National Commission on Resources for 
Youth. .Veil' Roles for Youth in the School 
and Community New York Citation. 19^4

Newmann. F M . and Rutter. R A. The 
Effects of High School Community Service 
Programs on Students' Social Develop 
ment Report to the National Institute of 
Education Madison: Wisconsin Center for 
Education Research. 1983

The research reported in this article was 
funded by the Wisconsin Center for Educa 
tion Research, which is supported in pan 
by a grant from the National Institute of 
Education (Grant No NIE-G-84-0008) The 
opinions expressed in this paper do not 
necessarily reflect the position, policy', or 
endorsement of the National Institute of 
Education Note For a complete report of 
the data in this article, please contact the 
authors

Fred M. Newmann is professor of curric 
ulum and instruction and Robert A. Rut 
ter is project associate, both at the Wis 
consin Center for Education Research, Uni 
versity of Wisconsin-Madison. School of 
Education. 1025 W Johnson St., Madison, 
Wl

DECEMBER 1986 71



 
 
 
Copyright © 1985 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




