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' mates—not just for the teachers. They

pick their own topics and work on new
angles and directions, getting suggestions
from their peers, often in small groups,
“to write the paper only you can write.”
Discussions are planned but not struc-
tured, Often, we begin with student reac-
tions and comments into which we weave
our lessan plan, Students participate
without raising hands, paying special at-
tention to each other, sharing deeply per-
sonal and impoertant matters about fami-
lies and fears, using books like Beloved
and Crime and Purishment as resources,

We share power with students in the
most sensitive areas. Students wheo fail to
perform academically or who are guilty of
breaking a rule are sent to the Review
Committee, composed of eight students
and one staff member, to discuss the
problem. Ultimately, only this committee
has the power to decide whether a stu-
dent should remain in s, w.s, Often, aduits
worry that a student-dominated commit-
tee will be too lenient. On the contrary,
students feel that s.w.s. is their achool
and are offended by “slackers,” liars, and
con artists. Over the decades, they have
been the ones to recommend expulsion of
one or two students a year, despite pleas
for leniency from some staff members.

After our collective 40 years in 8.w.s., we
feel our democratic school makes educa-
tion collaborative, honest, dynamic, and
academically rigorous. Students continue
to feel 8.w.s. is their school long atter they
graduate. They tell us that s.w.s.:

* Taught them to think and guestion,
Over and over, students say, “I was more
vocal in college [because of my experience
at 5.w.8.1." “I wasn't intimidated by my
professors.”

* Gave them a more open mind. “S,w.s,
opened my mind to students who are not
traditionally academic. S.W.S. gave me the
oppertunity to see them shine.”

* Prepared them academicatly. “Down-
stairs classes teach you how to get by in
the real world, but 5.w.s, ¢lasses show you
hew things could and should be. .., They
raise your expectations.”

+ Inspired them to seek and create dem-
ocratic communities,

The author is the assistant to President
Clinton for national service and the chief
executive officer of the Corporation for
National Service.”

asked a young boy in Maine why he

thought spending six hours a month in

a homeless shelter was an important

part of his 5th-grade lessons. “Because
I used to think that homeless people were
really different and frightening,” he said.
“Now | know that a lot of homeless people
are like me inside, but things didn’t work
out for them somehow. I'm learning about
what they need.”

i talked with a high school student in
Washingten who said the service experi-
ence she had through school shaped her
professional goals, She told me that serv-
ing in an inner-city health clinic led her to
focus her pre-med education on becoming
a doctor who works with the underserved,
In her view, that's the ultimate contribu-
tion she can make to
society.

These two young peo-
ple are what national
service is all about—
involving Americans
in addressing the criti-
cal needs of their com-
munities and, ulti-
mately, in caring for
the well-being of all of
our nation’s citizens,

‘When President Clin-
ton announced his vi-
sion of national service
to America, he de-~

Our democratic school works; students
tell us so, eloquently and often. In the
words of one former student: “I began to
sense the value of a single human being
and each person’s regponsibilities to each
other and to the world. ] was exposed to
the issues and secial concerns that most of
the ‘world out there’ appeared to be ignor-
ing. This sense of belonging and sense of
activism are pesitive ways to fill the needs
of high school students: needing truth,
needing friends, needing places to put
their incredible energy. S.w.s. gave me the
knowledge that I have a voice. It didn’t
give me that voice, but I would go from
there to the places that would help, not
hinder, me. S.W.5. gave me the inner au-
thority to strive to become an indepondent
and free-thinking person.” L]

seribed it a8 a way to
s strengthen the coun-
try's ethic of service. To that end, he
pointed to the need to get people interested
in their communities at a young age and
said he would encourage public schools and
universities to involve students in service
as part of their education.,

Making and keeping commitments to
people, learning to work with and care for
people from very different backgrounds,
understanding how to determine and af-
fect a community's quality of life—all of
these are part of citizenship. Taking part
in their communities helps young people
expand their world and take on responsi-
bility for the fate of not only themselves
but also their fellow citizens. It helps them
become people who find selutions to prob-
lems rather than people who wait for oth-
ers to vespond,

Today, the President’s national service
initiative includes not only AmeriCorps,
which rewards full-time service with help
paying for higher education, but also
Learn and Serve America, a grants pro-
gram that supports K-12 and higher-edu-
cation-based service across the country.

Why connect public schools to national
service? Because both
aim to make the world

our increasingly intercennected world.

Traditional academic programs have al-
ways sought to teach the basic knowledge
necessary for active, productive citizen-
ship, Service-learning goes a step further:
By giving young people actual opportuni-
ties to serve and be viewed as valuable
members of their communities, service-

a hetter place. And
both provide youths
with tools to build pro-

ductive and meaning-
ful lives.

The integration of
education, service, and
citizenship into a cur-
riculum is known as
service-learning. Ser-
vice-learning involves
students in service ex-
periences that comple-
ment their classroom

studies and foster un-
derstanding of citizen-
ship and social responsibility.

Some people question whether service-
learning detracts from the primary misg-
sion of public education, that of teaching
academic skilis. On the contrary, service-
learning has proved to actually increase
students’ academic performance. For ex-
ample, following a service-learning pro-
gram that combined science lessons with
meeting lacal environmental needs, stu-
dents placed in the 97th percentile in sci-
ence knowledge and were the first group of
Indiana students ever to unanimously
choese science as their favorite subject.
This school is in a county that previously
ranked lowest on the state’s education-at-
tainment scale. In another example, 32
studies on the effects of students tutoring
others shiow that the young people in-
valved in this service performed better on
exams related to the subject they taught
than control groups of students who were
not involved.

long with the positive boost in aca-
demic performance, there are a
number of reasons for encouraging
service in schools:

* Service-learning atlows students to

‘make sense of how skills fearned in school

relate to the real world, For example, when
math students develop plans for turning a
vacant lot into a neighborhood park, they
have to measure areas and understand
spatial relationships to draw up blue-
prints; when budgeting for supplies, they
rely on basic skills: addition, subtraction,
multiplication, and division. When foreign-
language students transtate tourist infor-
mation guides for the local chamber of
commerce, they test their proficiency. And,
when students of any subject tutor peers,
younger students, or community residents,
they must perfect their understanding of
concepts to artieulate them to others.

* Service-learning also increases stu-
dents’ interest in school, Research shows
that college students who do community
service are more likely to finish their edu-
cation than those who don't. Students at
risk of dropping out of high school have
told me that since they've been involved in
their communities, they haven’t missed a
day of school. They teli me their formal ed-
ucation has more meaning, And they tell
me about another reasen for not missing
class: doing so would let down the people
they serve.

* Through service-learning programs,
young people learn how to work with
many types of people to solve problems.
The ability to work among diverse groups
of people is important—not only for the
communities in which they serve but for

learning provides not only the tools of eiti-
zenship hut also the will and desire to put
them to preductive use.

Service-learning gets young people in-
voived in their communities and instills in
them a sense of social responsibility they
will carry throughout their lives. -]

‘Democracy
Is Not
Always
Convenient’

By
Deborah
Meier

- The quthar is a fellow at the Arnnenberg

National Institute for Nationel School
Reform. This essay is adapted from her
recent book, The Power of Their Ideas:
Lessons for America From a Small School
in Harlem, Beacon Press, 1995,

here is a radical—and wonderful---
new idea in the air these days in at
least some of our public conversa-
tions: the idea that every citizen is
capable of the kind of intellectual compe-
tence previously attained by only a small
minority of citizens, Only after I had
begun to teach 30 years ago did public
rhetoric begin to give even lip service to
the notion that all chitdren could and
should be inventors of their own theories,
critics of other people’s ideas, makers of
their own personal marks on the world,
It's an idea with revolutionary implica-
tions. If we take it seriously.
Taking it seriously means accepting
public responsiblity for the shared future
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