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he purpose of this article

is to share with the le-

gal community some of

what we as social science

researchers have learned
from our research and the research
of others, regarding the health and
education benefits of community
service among adolescents. In other
words, we will attempt to answer
the question of whether there are
benefits of performing community
service to the individuals perform-
ing the service, and to describe what
these benefits are.

Sentencing individuals to com-
munity service in the modern legal
environment began in 1966 in Alam-
eda County, California. Judges there
began imposing work assignments
as an alternative to jail for offenders
who could not pay traffic fines.!

Eventually courts extended use of
the sanction to other low-level non-
violent offenders.! The work assign-
ments grew increasingly diverse.

Sentencing offenders to unpaid
labor inspired some judges’
creativity as they combined
community service with jail or
a fine or both. Offenders did
low-level maintenance work
for public agencies-—-clearing
litter from playgrounds, sweep-
ing up around public buildings
or housing projects, cutting
grass and raking leaves in parks,
washing cars in an agency mo-
tor pool. Others did clerical
work or answered phones.
Thousands more were sent off
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to help out at hospitals, nursing
homes, social service centers,
and other nonprofit organiza-
tions.!

The practice spread across the
United States by the late 1970s, as
the federal Law Enforcement Assis-
tance Administration (LEAA) pro-
vided funding to encourage it. LEAA
concluded that incarceration for
many non-violent offenders may in-
crease recidivism by placing low-lev-
el offenders in prisons with violent
career criminals, and further, that
formal conviction and incarceration
severely limited future economic ac-
tivities.> Experimental studies have
shown that community service as a
part of a restitution approach rather
than an incarceration approach re-
lates to lower rates of recidivism.?

Organized community service
in the primary and secondary edu-
cational system began in the early
1970s with the introduction of what
is referred today as service-learning.
Much earlier, in around 19004, edu-
cator Arthur Dunn promoted service
in the community as a part of his civ-

LEAA concluded that
incarceration for many
non-violent offenders may
increase recidivism by placing
low-level offenders in prisons
with violent career criminals, and
further, that formal conviction
and incarceration severely limited
future economic activities.

ics class in Indianapolis and eventu-
ally the act of service was combined
with a curriculum to form “service-
learning?”

Service-learning “is a process of
involving students in community
service activities combined with
facilitated means for applying the
experience to their academic and

personal development. It is a form



of experiential education aimed at
enhancing and enriching student
learning in course material. When
compared to other forms of experi-
ential learning like internships and
cooperative education, it is similar
in that it is student-centered, hands-
on, and directly applicable to the
curriculum” An example of ser-
vice-learning is taking grade school
students to a nursing home to visit
elderly people. During the visit,
students might find that residents
of the nursing home were born in
the 1920s. In order to make this a
service-learning experience and not
simply community service (which in
itself is valuable), the student would
go back to school and learn who the
United States Presidents were in the
1920s and what cars looked like in
the 1920s in order to link the visita-
tion experience with the elderly to
their school curriculum.

Social scientists have also learned
over the past two decades that en-
gagement In community service
among adolescents often yields valu-
able outcomes for the adolescents’
health. In other words, the persons
being served are not the only ones
benefiting from the experience—the
providers of the service benefit as
well.

Benefits of community service
to the provider of the service

Community Service Reduces Risky Sex-
ual Behavior and Teen Pregnancy
Researchers  have
evaluated teen pregnancy programs
and reported what they refer to as
“best practices” Comparing individ-
ual researcher’s “best practices” often
reveals very similar findings. One
item repeatedly emerges: youngsters
who engage in service-learning or
community service are less likely
to be involved in a teen pregnancy.®

exhaustively

“Service-learning connects meaning-
ful community service with academ-
ic learning, civic responsibility, and
personal growth. It enables young
people to study community issues
in-depth, plan and initiate commu-
nity action, and make a difference in
their community”¢

The issues related to sexual be-
havior among the young are exten-
sive. Risky sexual behaviors primar-
ily include unprotected sex, mul-
tiple partners, and unfamiliarity
with partners.” The United States
has one of the highest rates of teen
pregnancy among developed coun-
tries.® There are 41.5 births per 1,000
women in the 15- to 19-year-old
age group, according to a Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) report from 2009.° It has
been estimated that the cost of teen
pregnancy is $9 billion per year in
the United States.” In addition to the
huge societal cost of teen pregnancy,
teen pregnancy may also be a marker
of sexual behavior that increases the
risk of contracting sexually transmit-
ted infections, such as human im-
munodeficiency virus (HIV)."> The
CDC reported that the total number
of new HIV cases reported each year
decreased from 2001 to 2005; how-
ever, there was an increase in those
years of new cases of HIV in people
aged 15 to 29 years."

In 1997, an article was published
which described the impact of the
Teen Outreach program, which fo-
cused on reducing both teen preg-
nancy and academic failure.” The
study investigated the impact of the
program on 342 students in grades 9
to 12 and compared the participants
to a control group who did not par-
ticipate in the program. Teen Out-
reach consisted of three elements:
20 hours of supervised community
service, classroom-based discussions
of the students’ service experiences,
and
and activities that were related to the
social-developmental tasks of adoles-
cents.' The community service com-
ponent allowed for the students to
select their own supervised site with-
in the community, and the students
worked in hospitals and nursing
homes, worked as tutors, participat-
ed in walk-a-thons, and participated
in many other types of activities. The
classroom component included dis-
cussions, role-plays and guest speak-
ers, and engaged the students regard-
ing their experiences. Topics and
themes were self-confidence, social
skills, and self-discipline, values, how
to deal with family stress, develop-
ment, and the transition from ado-
lescence to adulthood.

In the Teen Outreach study, par-
ticipants in the program had less
than half the risk (42%) of school

classroom-based  discussions

Social scientists have also learned over the past two decades that
engagement in community service among adolescents often yields
valuable outcomes for the adolescents’ health.
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suspension compared to the control
group, and course failure was only
39% as large as the control group.'
Teen pregnancy was only 41% as
large in the Teen Outreach group.
Each of these results was statistically
significant, even after adjusting for
sociodemographics, baseline levels
of these behaviors, and potential bi-
ases in self-reporting. '

Another important study regard-
ing service-learning as a preventive
method for risky sexual behavior
was a retrospective study of over
9,000 adult women in the San Di-
ego area that was conducted in the
early 1990s.”? This study analyzed
the Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACE) score (emotional, physical,
or sexual abuse; exposure to do-
mestic violence, substance abusing,
mentally ill or criminal household
member; or separated/divorced par-
ent) among patients and sought to
explain characteristics in individu-
als who were once pregnant as teens.
The study suggested that engage-
ment in early, unprotected sex lead-
ing to adolescent pregnancy may be
indicative of an attempt for interper-
sonal connectedness and support
that may have been missing in child-
hood among these women.”? The
investigators suggested that youth
development programs focused on
building competence and confi-
dence through relationships with
peers and mentors, promoting edu-
cation, enhancing decision-making
and autonomy, and offering commu-
nity service opportunities for at-risk
youth who may be exposed to these
“ACE” characteristics.'

Doug Kirby'*'¢ (who, until his
sudden death in 2012, was a Ph.D.
and scholar at ETR and Associates,
an organization whose work focuses
on improving the lives of young peo-
ple) produced work that remains at
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the forefront of reviewing programs
for effectiveness in delaying the ini-
tiation of sexual activity and iden-
tifying features related to success-
ful and unsuccessful interventions.
He reported that service-learning
programs among young people are
effective in reducing adolescent un-
protected sex, pregnancy, and child-
bearing.

Other researchers confirm Kir-
by’s findings. Melchior evaluated the
Learn and Serve programs through-
out the United States."” Students in
these programs spent an average of

Scales and Benson, in their
manuscript on social capital
and pro-social orientation among
youth, reported that pro-social
orientation was inversely
correlated with all
risk behavior patterns.

77 hours providing various commu-
nity services. Pregnancy rates among
participants during the year in
which they participated were lower
than among non-participants.

O’Donnell and colleagues evalu-
ated the Reach for Health commu-
nity youth service-learning program.
Student participants in this service-
learning program delayed initiation
of sexual intercourse, reduced the
frequency of sexual intercourse, and
increased condom use. Additionally,
those with suicidal thoughts were
more likely to talk to an adult than
were nonparticipants.'®

Although it is not clear why
service-learning has such positive
effects, Kirby speculates that it may
be because participants develop sus-
tained relationships with program
facilitators, which may encourage
resilience or enhanced feelings of
competency and greater autonomy,
along with the positive feeling that
they are making a difference in the
lives of others. Participating in ser-
vice activities also reduces the op-
portunity to engage in problem be-
havior, especially during after-school
hours."

Preventing teen pregnancy is an
important part of delinquency and
crime prevention. In summating a
wide variety of research, Sigle-Rush-
ton and McLanahan" noted that
the children of teen mothers and
absent fathers had significant higher
odds of using illicit drugs, engaging
in delinquent and criminal activity,
and being in prison. Anything that
strengthens the family and reduces
teen pregnancy is important for the
criminal justice system.

Community service reduces criminal
behavior, substance abuse, and
other health risk behaviors

Scales and Benson, in their man-
uscript on social capital and pro-
social orientation among youth,
reported that pro-social orientation
was inversely correlated with all
risk behavior patterns measured in
their research, including delinquen-
cy (that is, as the adolescents per-
formed more pro-social behaviors,
their engagement in atrisk behav-
iors decrease).”® Coeflicients ranged
from low to moderate (-.14 to -.25)
between helping others and prob-
lem alcohol use, use of illicit drugs,
use of tobacco, gambling, anti-social
behavior, violence, school problems,
and sexual behavior risk.



Eccles and colleagues® reported
similar findings describing that pro-
social activities in their study con-
sisted of community service involve-
ment, school clubs and programs,
performing arts, and team sports.
Their results indicated that participa-
tion in community service in partic-
ular was associated with lower rates
of underage drinking and illicit drug
use. Another study by Klein and col-
leagues concluded that adolescents
involved in community service are
likely to show an increase in basic so-
cial and decision-making skills and
a decrease in violent criminal behav-
ior and risky sexual behavior.”

In our analysis of data from Alas-
ka high school students between the
ages of 12 and 18 from the CDC’s
2009 Youth Risk Behavior Survey
(YRBS), we found that students who
engaged in volunteer activities for
at least one hour per week were less
likely to have had sexual experiences,
to have been involved in binge drink-
ing, to have ever used marijuana, or
to have ever used prescription drugs
that were not prescribed for them by
a physician.”

Community Service Improves Academ-
1c Performance

One of the benefits of engaging
in service by youth is improved aca-
demic performance. Children and
teens who engage in community ser-
vice tend to earn better grades, have
better cognitive skills, and have bet-
ter decision-making and problem-
solving skills.** There appears to be
a reciprocal relationship between
academic performance and service
in that those with better grades tend
to also be more involved in service
activities.

In a nationally representative
study involving more than 4,000 high
school students, Schmidt and col-
leagues found that those participat-

Another study by Klein and colleagues concluded that adolescents
involved in community service are likely to show an increase
in basic social and decision-making skills and a decrease in violent
criminal behavior and risky sexual behavior.?2

ing in any type of service improved
their academic performance.* Stu-
dents’ grades increased by 12% and
their civic knowledge increased by
16%. Although 27% of the students
performed service as a requirement
and the number of hours spent in
service varied, the results remained
significant. Furthermore, students
working directly with individuals in
need had higher grades compared to
those who performed other types of
services.

A report from the National Ser-
vice Knowledge Network cites many
examples of how service engagement
by youth has been related to benefits
including higher grades in school.”
Two of these examples include re-
ports from alternative schools. In
Michigan, Laird and Black reported
that students who participated in
Literacy Corps, a service-learning op-
tion in one alternative school, scored
higher than their nonparticipating
peers on the Michigan state assess-
ment.? In Kansas, Kraft and Wheel-
er found that alternative school stu-
dents who participated in service-
learning showed strong gains over
time on measures of attitude toward
school, writing scores on a six-trait
writing assessment, and grade point
averages.” In our analysis of the pre-
viously noted YRBS Alaska data, we
found that those who engaged in
one hour or more of community ser-

vice per week were 5090 less likely to
earn D’s and F’s in school.

Academic performance is of high
interest to the justice system. In a
classic meta-analysis, Maguin and
Loeber found consistent inverse rela-
tionships across studies between aca-
demic performance and delinquent
behavior.”® That is, the higher the ac-
ademic performance, the lower the
delinquent behavior. These relation-
ships were stronger for males and
whites, but they tended to hold in all
groups regardless of socio-economic
status. Academic performance is
strongly related to future opportu-
nities and a stake in conformity that
reduces decisions to violate the law.
To the extent they improve academic
performance, community service
programs may reduce community
criminal behavior.

Discussion and recommendations

The information presented here
demonstrates that the benefits of
serving others accrue not only to
those being served, but also to those
providing the service. Research data
shows that community service can
be an effective part of recidivism pre-
vention and a part of broader com-
munity delinquency prevention pro-
grams. Importantly, Doug Kirby rec-
ommends that adults who perform
these service activities with youth
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provide structured time for prepara-
tion and reflection before, during,
and after the service.”

We suggest that when the courts
Impose community service activities
on young people, that they engage
high quality, caring adults to work
with the courts and to be involved in
the service with the youth. The liter-
ature on adolescent and high-risk be-
haviors is clear that there are poten-
tial benefits of engaging youngsters
with adults, even with non-family
adults. Although parents are clearly
among the most important and in-
fluential adults in the lives of young
people, adolescents do develop rela-
tionships with adults besides their
parents. These relationships may
include teachers, coaches, friends’
parents, neighbors, counselors, and
religious leaders. The relationships
may develop through existing social
networks or as part of formal men-
toring programs. Research clearly
shows that relationships with pro-
social non-parental adults can have a
strong positive effect on adolescent
development.”? We would urge the
courts to consider engaging well-
screened adults to work with adoles-
cents in providing helpful services to
others.

In the process of designing these
community service projects for
youth, we suggest a three-step pro-
cess. First, meet with the youth and
talk about the planned activity. Sec-
ond, accompany them to perform
the service. Third, reflect with them
and talk about what they did and
their feelings about these activities.

We would discourage the courts
from sending young people out to
do service without the engagement
of an adult. We suggest that the
courts order that the community
service be performed between the
hours of 3 and 6 p.m., which are the
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hours when the highest rates of drug
use, sexual behavior and delinquen-
cy occur.*
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