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IN TaE NATIONAL INTEREST

Community Colleges and Their Community Service Are Vital to Democracy

By Hugs Baney

Hugh Bailey is senior progrom officer for the
Learn and Serve America program of the
Corporation for National Service. The following is
adupied from 2 specch he delivered af the Campus
Compact Nativna! Center for Community Col-
feges' aationed conference, “Visioning Leader-
ship,” inScottsdale. AZ, May 31, 1998.

et me gel right to the point and give you a
sense of why the Corporation for National
KQ'Q» Service sees cornmu.'.,y colleges as such
critical pariners in our effor.s. Your students
across the country have been sngaged in
cammunily service for many years. Indeed, during the
past decade we have seen a resurgence of grasssoots
activity that helped catapult the issue of service onto the
national agenda. Now we are asking institutions of higher
education and their students o continue their leadership
and involvement.

One reason why we eavision the participation of
community colleges in nationat service is that we want
participanis to reflect the diversity of America. As
institutions rooted in  commumities of acceierating
wansformation-—demographicaily, economically, culwr-
ally  1he schools yon represent sceount for a pepuiation
of stdents that sefleats the chinging mahe-yp of the
sation’s stdent by, As you are well nvware, siilents
with Hunil prart-tinie students, students of recinl and
cthnic  minorily  proups, students who commiale,
maiiprant siudeats, and older, returaing stiklents are.
atfercling coliege in incrcasing proportions. This reatity
chalienges us 1o streich onr erealivity in strucluriag
programs that enable all students to scrve.

Quite o challenge  bul wlso quite an vpportunity, for
these students come to your cotleges with o wealih ol real

wanrkd expreriences under their beit. They come from the
tocul community, they know the problems that exist, and
they are motivisted to address those problems. Your
cullepes Bave the potential jo creante some ol the most
effective service programs in the country, for the simple
reason that your students wre some ol the best resources
¢ for comnunity probiear-sojvi
Another reason why we are encowrsging conmmunity

we

colleges To participate is that incorporating servive inte
the education and expericnces of eolege students simply
nutke . Community service is a way

e students i helping o meet conununity needs,
but # 15 abso @ vehicle for earaing and arowil In fact,
when community service programs oceur within a strong
educaticaal framework, they are more liKely 1o maximize
thetr potentizl w alleet positively hoth the commaunities

and the students involved.

it is important for programs to integrale a structured
cducational component with the servics activity, so that
students can reflect critically on and learn from their
experiences. Service will not help students 10 undersiand
our society and their role in it and service will not become
institutionalized in higher education until we make
deliberate efforts to tap its educational potential.

integrating service with academic curricula is one very
powerful way to structure service experiences so that they
simultaneously meet community needs, conirtbute to
student learning and meet your learning objectives.

Let me offer a few examples. If you are teaching
students about social policy related to poverty, welfare or
homelessness, doesn’t il

moment for institutions and individuals 10 demonstrane
leadership by shaping a vision of social purpose that
sirategically links the signs of despair with lhe sigas of
hope, under the banner of community.

But in other ways, Tor higher education, it s perhaps the
worst lime 10 be discussing lofty social agendas. Under
the pressure of shrinking budgets and a diversity of
internal and external demands, most colleges’ are
struggling (o focus—not broaden—thetr instiiutional
mission.  Focusing usually entails prioritizing and
choosing. Of course, hard cheices are necessary. But we
must be careful net (e limit our imagination aboul the
alternatives. For in the challenge of focusing an
institutional mission that encompasses several unretaied

picces fies an opporiunity

make sense for students not
only to learn the models,
explanations and predic-

redefine the pieces so that

The involvement of community each can be articulated net

2s an agenda unto frself, but

tions that political and colleges in national service Is a as & contribution to a farger

economic theory provide,
but also 1o develop 2 firsi-

natural extension of their mission. ~ Purpose. Maybe what zils

American higher educalion

hand understanding of how
the complex realities of
people’s lives iniersect with public policy? Without
opportunities 1o tackle these issues in direct (albeil
limited) ways, students are left to rely on texibook
analyses of why seme pelicies fail while others succeed,
never grasping the liman dimension, never lesting their
preconeeplions ugainst reatily, never informing their
hypotheses with personal cbservations.

| should add that scrvice lcurning is vligned with
unother sei of cducational objectives that distinguishes jt
from other lorms of experivntiol fearning and st is
squally important w e mission ef higher ¢ducation. And
that is the broader aim of preparing students 1o be citizens
und leeders, in a 21st century democracy, A thriving
demogracy will n.qulre leadership hat is devsloped not
only through specialized training in the professisns and
disciplines. More importantly, it will require leadership
develuped through education that fosters real capacities
e work in complex communitics, to recognize diversity
and use il as 2 resource in problem-solving. We need
leaders whe are prepared te build commanity and 1o work
for the common geod. Linking service wish education can
hetp.

Thie notion of service taps into the civic dimension of
the educaticnal mission upon which yuur institulions
were founded. In many ways, the time is ripht (o renew
this civic purpuse. The poverty of our people and our
spirit is learing apart our social fabric at 5ts very seans,
and a promising yot {kedghing movement 1o revitalize the
ethic of participatory citizenship has yet o become a
transfunnalive force in American hife, 1t bs 20 opportunce

is mot its  multiplicity of
purposes, but the lack of
integration among them,_

There is a critical and fragile interdependence between
education and demccracy. Today we are presemed, |
think, with an cpportunity o sirengthcn that. The
Corparation s turping 1o you for leadership in reminding
uli of the higher sducution cornmmity that colicges wnd
universitics have a civic dimension to heir cducations!
mission. This is something st you have Joug known snd
put inte pructive. Gne hundred yours sge conmnnnity
colleges made access to higher education o reulity for
populutions that had not had the opportunity beforc. In
this history ics o strong Ladition of commitment v 1
community. Your institutions help meke the point that
community daes not refer simply to the homeless, thwe
hungry and the poor—io wham and for whom service is
done, Community need not be defined in opposition 1o
campus. Iadeed, the twe are, or ought to by, one citity
engaged in 2 mual, on-going enterprise of self-
sisstenance, sdvancement and ackicvement,

The involvement of community celleges in pational
service is a natural extension of their mission. Your
institutions mode! the civic character that they sceh
develop in their students through the cducational process.
You are setiing a ficsi-rate example of what it means to be
an educarionat institution inspired by civic purpose. You
are showing us how the mission, weifare and fate of the
coliege and the community are integrated. And. vou
giving us an excellent point of reference as we call o
vour peers in higher education for participation, suppurt
and leadership.
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