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COUNTRY UPDATE – UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
Susan E. Stroud and Erin Rodgers, Innovations in Civic Participation 

“Citizen service has always been a cornerstone of our democracy. Citizens have acted individually or through voluntary associations to found hospitals and libraries, start fire companies and civic improvement projects, and help cure diseases and advance rocketry that would fulfill our most distant dreams. Today, millions of Americans continue this tradition of service.”

 White House, Principles and Reforms For A Citizen Service Act: Executive Summary

Introduction
The National and Community Service Trust Act – the legislation passed in 1993 which created the Corporation for National and Community Service – is being reauthorized in the current Congressional session. In the summer of 2001, changes to the legislation were expected to be limited – perhaps with a modest increase in funding and with some programmatic changes that were proposed to create a pilot voucher program for national service participants and the removal of limitations on faith-based organizations to host national service participants.  It was also expected that few Americans beyond Washington, D.C. would be concerned with the specific changes to the Corporation or the larger world of national service.  After the attacks of September 11, however, the attention to national service increased in the US, largely as a result of President Bush’s remarks in his State of the Union address. President Bush calls his efforts to reauthorize the legislation and to create a new federally sponsored volunteer organization (the USA Freedom Corps) as an attempt to “foster a culture of service, citizenship, and responsibility – to capture a unique moment in history and sustain an ethic of service for generations to come.”
  
The summary below provides an overview of the federally funded national service programs that are administered by the Corporation for National Service.  This summary does not provide a comprehensive examination of the many non-governmental initiatives, are varied and rich.  Significant initiatives have been started at the state and local levels and by national non-profit organizations in all “streams” of service, i.e., school and university-based service learning programs for students, programs operated by community-based organizations that engage young adults often on a substantial part-time or full-time basis, and programs that engage older people in a wide variety of often very difficult assignments.  In addition, many national organizations have organized efforts, often in partnerships and coalitions with similarly minded organizations, to run national initiatives.  One such national coalition effort, the Learning In Deed partnership, is mentioned at the end of this paper.  There are many comparable efforts that are not mentioned, but which are never the less, central to the complete picture on national and community service in the US.  Many of the key organizations that drive these critical efforts existed before the passage of the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993 and helped to build the momentum that led to the increased federal role in national and community service when President Clinton was elected in 1993.  
President Bush’s Call to Service 

In President Bush’s State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, he asked all Americans to commit at least two years – 4,000 hours over a lifetime – to the service of our neighbors and our nation.
  The State of the Union address often highlights the domestic and international priorities of a President and the inclusion of this call to service was noted as one of the most important of its kind in forty years. He also called for the creation of the USA Freedom Corps – a White House council that will coordinate existing programs such as AmeriCorps, Senior Corps, Peace Corps, as well as a newly created Citizens Corps.

Attention to national service at the federal and Presidential level is not new.  President Clinton initiated the Corporation for National Service in 1993 and built upon a tradition of national service in the U.S. going back to President Roosevelt in the 1930s.  In recent decades, however, there has been much concern in the U.S. about a decline in civic participation.  Robert Putnam, in Bowling Alone, highlights a decline in membership in service-oriented organizations such as churches, Rotary Clubs, and Parent Teacher Associations.  President Bush’s guidelines for amending the national service legislation cite Putnam and his sense that new opportunities for service and civic engagement resulted from the attacks of September 11.  Putnam noted that "in the aftermath of September's tragedy, a window of opportunity has opened for a sort of civil renewal that occurs only once or twice a century. But though the crisis revealed and replenished the wells of solidarity in American communities, so far those wells remain untapped."


The “Principles and Reforms For a Citizen Service Act,” released by the White House in April 2002, expresses the administration’s commitment to supporting Americans in their efforts to serve others.  “While the vast majority of service in the United States will and should continue without the support of government,” it states, “the President, leaders in the Congress, and government itself can play key roles in encouraging more Americans to serve their communities and country and in facilitating more meaningful full-time and part-time service opportunities.”  In a commencement address to the graduating class of Ohio State University, Bush recognized that the call to service was not one that could be answered easily, but emphasized the value of such a commitment.   “A life of service,” he said, “isn't always easy.”  He continued, “It involves sacrifices, and I understand many other things will lay claim to your time and to your attention. In serving, however, you will give help and hope to others. You will -- your own life will gain greater purpose and deeper meaning.”

Since the State of the Union address, interest in service opportunities is on the rise. The Progressive Policy Institute found the following increases in interest in service: since September 11, applications for AmeriCorps have jumped 50 percent, those for Teach for America have tripled, and those for the Peace Corps have doubled
 (The White House estimates that there has been a 300% increase in volunteer interest in the Peace Corps).
  Between January and February 2002, interest in Senior Corps programs at the Corporation also rose dramatically.
  
The Three Major Programs of the Corporation for National Service and Proposed Legislative Changes 

The Corporation for National and Community Service was created by Congress in 1993 through the National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993.  Periodically the authorizing legislation must be revisited by Congress, which provides an opportunity to revisit the original purposes and design of the legislation. Below is a brief description of the three major programs of the Corporation for National Service
Principles and Reforms For a Citizen Service Act 

The Administration sent their request to Congress at the beginning of the reauthorization process, called “Principles and Reforms For a Citizen Service Act,” to identify directions for funding and legislative changes.  Among the recommendations made by the White House to the Corporation for National and Community Service, i.e.,“A Citizen Service Act”,  included provisions for: (a) 25,000 new AmeriCorps Members, who in turn, would leverage at least 75,000 additional volunteers; (b) 100,000 new Senior Corps volunteers; and (c) an estimated 200,000-300,000 students in colleges and universities. The Administration also called on Congress to authorize a $290 million increase from last year's budget to support these initiatives.

The Corporation for National and Community Service is responsible for three programs – all of which are targeted for change in the proposals discussed below.  Learn and Serve America, AmeriCorps, and Senior Service Corps. 

Learn and Service America supports service learning in schools, higher education institutions and community-based organizations by providing grant funds to more than 200 educational and community-based organizations.  The program provides for the involvement of 1.5 million students a year in service-learning curricula which meets community needs, while improving the students’ academic skills and helps them to learn the habits of good citizenship. The Corporation offers Learn and Serve grants to create new programs or replicate existing programs, as well as to provide training and development to staff, faculty, and volunteers.

AmeriCorps is a network of national service programs that engage more than 50,000 Americans each year in intensive service to meet critical needs in education, public safety, health, and the environment. AmeriCorps participants serve for up to two years full-time in one of three types of service programs - AmeriCorps*state and national, AmeriCorps*VISTA, and AmeriCorps*National Civilian Community Corps.  AmeriCorps members serve through more than 2,100 nonprofits, public agencies, and faith-based organizations. They tutor and mentor youth, build affordable housing, teach computer skills, clean parks and streams, run after-school programs, and help communities respond to disasters. Since 1994, more than 250,000 men and women have served in AmeriCorps, providing needed assistance to millions of Americans.

Senior Corps is a network of programs that tap the experience, skills, and talents of older citizens to meet community challenges. Senior Corps members serve in one of three programs – Foster Grandparents, Senior Companions, and RSVP (the Retired and Senior Volunteer Program).  More than half a million Americans age 55 and over assist local nonprofits, public agencies, and faith-based organizations in carrying out their missions each year.  The RSVP program engages people 55 and over in volunteer activities like: organizing neighborhood watch programs, tutoring children, renovating homes, teaching English to immigrants, assisting victims of natural disasters, and serving their communities in myriad other ways. In 2001, approximately 480,000 volunteers served an average of four hours a week at an estimated 65,000 local organizations through 766 RSVP projects. Volunteers may receive reimbursement for meals and transportation.  The Foster Grandparent Program is designed to allow seniors 60 and over with limited incomes to serve as extended family members to children and youth with exceptional needs. Foster Grandparents serve 20 hours a week in schools, hospitals, correctional institutions, daycare facilities, and Head Start centers. They help children who have been abused or neglected, mentor troubled teenagers and young mothers, and care for premature infants or children with physical disabilities. In 2001, more than 30,000 Foster Grandparents tended to the needs of 275,000 young children and teenagers. Foster Grandparents receive $2.65 an hour for their service.  The Senior Companion Program is also for adults 60 and over with limited incomes.  Volunteers in the program provide assistance and friendship to adults who have difficulty with daily living tasks, such as grocery shopping and bill paying. Senior Companions spend 20 hours a week helping an average of two to four adult clients live independently in their own homes. Senior Companions receive monthly training, provide relief to caregivers, and alert doctors and family members to potential problems. In fiscal year 2001, some 15,500 Senior Companions tended to the needs of more than 61,000 adults. Senior Companions receive $2.65 an hour for their service. 

The Administration’s proposed changes to national service programs are characterized by two primary interests: improving the efficiency of current programs and expanding the mandate for national service by connecting its expansion to work in homeland security.  The federally sponsored national service programs are being promoted as one of the ways to answer the President's call to serve.  The Corporation’s materials promote AmeriCorps as giving “citizens the opportunity to perform intensive service over an uninterrupted period, while Senior Corps taps the skills, talents, and experience of older Americans to help solve pressing social problems.”  The third Corporation program, Learn and Serve America, links classroom studies with service in the community, and is described as “an important and effective way of instilling the habits of good citizenship and fostering a lifelong ethic of service.”
  The Corporation and its programs are to become participants in the newly created USA Freedom Corps, which will work with local officials and community groups to offer expanded service opportunities for Americans at home and abroad.  
Changes proposed focus on resource mobilization as a fundamental purpose of the Corporation’s programs.  AmeriCorps, which provides year long assignments in education, environment, human service and the environment, is proposed to expand from a current enrollment of 50,000, by an additional 25,000 members (50%) over several years. AmeriCorps Members would be expected to leverage an additional 75,000 volunteers by using the AmeriCorps Members to help recruit and manage volunteers for nonprofit organizations. AmeriCorps Members’ homeland defense activities are to include public safety, public health, and emergency preparedness. 


Senior Service programs in the Corporation are proposed to expand by 100,000 participants over several years.  The senior participants are to meet homeland security needs and provide a wide range of important services in communities such as tutoring youth, teaching parenting skills to teen parents, mentoring troubled youth, providing in-home respite care with the frail elderly, and providing support services to youth ex-offenders. Another proposed change would be provide scholarship funds for Seniors who serve, which could be applied to the education costs of recipients that the Senior participant names.
  The proposed legislation also calls for more participants to be eligible with the lowering of the age for participation from 60 to 55. 

Another change to further incentivize the service experience concerns the education award of $4725 that AmeriCorps Members at the completion of a service term.  The amount under the current legislation is considered taxable income to the participant, which has been found to discourage the use of the education awards.  The Administration’s proposal calls for the education award to no longer be considered taxable income. 

State support for National Service 

On July 16, 2002, Governors of each of the 50 U.S. states submitted a letter to the Congressional leadership strongly urging the reauthorization of the Corporation for National and Community Service and its programs. In the letter, the Governors wrote of their involvement with volunteer efforts in their states, saying “[w]e have seen the progress of young people inspired by older students, the importance of trained hands helping after a disaster, and the pride of a senior sharing his or her time with a child in need of mentoring. Since the events of September 11, our citizens have responded and done even more to meet the critical needs in our communities.” 

The letter cites the outstanding state-federal partnership in operating national service programs, in which Governor-appointed state commissions are successfully administering and expanding support for charities and nonprofit organizations that receive Corporation for National and Community Service support.   National Service, they argue, is  “a tool in meeting important needs in [their] states,” which they want to see “continue[d] and expand[ed]…in our communities, states, and country.”

Congressional Action

Bills have also been introduced in both houses of Congress by members of both parties to reauthorize the legislation, but legislative action has not been completed at the time of the writing of this report.  Appropriations bills are being considered at the same time that will continue funding the national service programs administered by the Corporation for National and Community Service. Despite the increased interest on the part of policy makers and the media and increased pressure from the field, no significant changes are expected to be adopted in this year’s reauthorizing legislation and only a modest increase in overall funding. The Congress has been preoccupied with other issues (e.g., corporate fraud, tax cuts, homeland security) and significant funding constraints.  Although there may not be substantial changes in legislation or funding, President Bush’s support for service has resulted in a far less partisan debate compared with the previous eight years of the Clinton administration. 

In the next year, it is expected that the Congress and the Administration will attempt another change affecting national service opportunities in the United States.  Currently the U.S. system for financial aid for higher education includes grants and scholarships (which do not need to be repaid), loans (federal or commercial), and Federal Work-Study (FWS) funds earned through work to meet educational expenses.  The President has included in his proposals working with the Congress to require every college and university to devote 50 percent of its Federal Work Study (to be re-named the Serve Study program) funds to community service. In any given year, at least five percent of the Serve Study students will be expected to work in homeland security activities.
  Fierce opposition to this proposal is expected from the higher education sector.  Higher education institutions would have responsibility for administering the funds and they argue that they could not do so for service related work positions.  Other critics argue that such a system would force low-income students (those requiring or qualified for financial aid) into service type positions.  Research has shown, though, that Serve Study positions can both better support a student’s educational and career objectives (part of the original intent for FWS work) and cultivate an appreciation for service in the server.  This issue will be taken up with the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act. 

USA Freedom Corps Initiative and Homeland Security 
The USA Freedom Corps Initiative consists of a Network of service organizations in the United States.  It was proposed and created by President Bush to bring together the broadest group of service organizations ever assembled in the U.S.  The USA Freedom Corps Network includes America's Promise, the Points of Light Foundation, The United Way, Volunteer Match, ServeNet and many other organizations; and is designed to be the most comprehensive clearinghouse of volunteer opportunities ever assembled. This network was created to enable Americans of all ages  to find volunteer opportunities within their communities, and in countries around the globe.
    
One of the elements fundamental to the USA Freedom Corps is the call for cooperation among federal, state, and local authorities.  The Citizen Corps -- the newly created national service program designed to engage people with skills that could be useful in national emergencies, e.g., retired medical professionals and firefighters – depends on coordination between government and non-government organizations at all levels.  The Citizen Corps will also be responsible for organizing and training volunteers to respond to disasters and national emergencies.  The Federal Emergency Management Agency, the disaster response agency of the U.S. government, is new to the national service family and will have primary responsibility for implementing the Citizen Corps.  The State Commissions, currently responsible for working with local agencies, will have an expanded level of responsibility in supporting the volunteer needs of the local councils that guide the Citizen Corps.  The Administration’s budget request included $50 million in funding for 2002 and expects to request more than $230 million for its 2003 budget for the Citizen Corps. 

This is a new area of responsibility for many State Commissions.  While some AmeriCorps programs always responded to forest fires, floods, and other natural disasters, the vast majority of programs were deployed to traditional non-emergency assignments.  Now AmeriCorps Members may be helping to organize and support efforts to create and implement local Citizen Corps councils.  The challenge facing many State Commissions will be to develop new collaborative relationships with agencies and organizations they rarely worked with prior to September 11th.  

The Peace Corps 

The Peace Corps, created in 1961 by President Kennedy, is unique among federal service programs because it allows Americans to serve in countries around the world.  The Administration’s proposal would double the number of Peace Corps volunteers by 2008.
  Since its founding, the Peace Corps has sent more than 165,000 men and women to serve in 135 countries.
  Currently 7,000 members serve in 70 countries around the world, with the increase proposed the expected number of yearly future volunteers approaches the peak enrollment periods of the mid-1960s.  

Specific developments in the Peace Corps in 2002 include an assessment team of Peace Corps staff members and experienced volunteers sent to Afghanistan to evaluate needs and opportunities for Peace Corps volunteers to assist the Afghan people.  Peace Corps volunteers are also being accepted in East Timor and reintroduced in the Kyrgyz Republic, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan in Central Asia. Assesment teams are to be sent to Azerbaijan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Botswana, Swaziland and Chad to evaluate opportunities for service. 

As with the Corporation for National Service, procedural changes to improve its efficiency are also being proposed for the Peace Corps.  The Bush Administration sought for a more streamlined application process for Peace Corps volunteers, in addition to improvements in management, information technology and other skills and training. 

Non Governmental Initiatives

Learning-in-Deed and the Service-Learning Partnership 
From 1997 – 2001, the W.K.Kellogg Foundation funded the Learning In Deed initiative, a four-year effort to expand high-quality service-learning in K-12 education.  The Learning In Deed initiative included a National Commission on Service-Learning; a five-state demonstration project; and a research network. This initiative was also the impetus for the development of a national leadership organization for service-learning, The National Service-Learning Partnership (NSLP).  The NSLP brings together practitioners, administrators, policy-makers, researchers, community leaders, parents and young people to support K-12 service-learning.  The organization is a hub for over 2000 individuals and organizations and is sponsored by the Academy for Education Development.
 
The NSLP offers a variety of information services and educational opportunities to keep members connected to the latest ideas and developments in the field.  It helps this diverse group learn from each other, and acquire the skills and resources they need to become effective service-learning advocates.  It also works with educators, youth development specialists, government officials and funders to help them understand the value of high-quality service-learning and how to foster its growth.  The Partnership collaborates with education and youth development organizations around the country to provide critical support to the National Commission on Service-Learning as it builds consensus around the need for greater commitment to service-learning in K-12 education.

One of the most significant efforts of the Learning In Deed initiative has been to identify and promote large-scale, long-term changes in the education system to support high quality service-learning practice and outcomes. Recognizing that the policy context in which schools operate is an important aspect of the education system, the Partnership and Learning In Deed offer policy resources for service-learning advocates.  Tools include a policy toolkit, web resources that offer an overview on important facts about policy, as well as policy information specific to varying levels of government.  For the federal government, the Partnership offers tools for participating in visits to Congressional representatives to help educate Members about service-learning.  At the state level, the Partnership has conducted a scan on service-learning policy in the 50 states, and offers tools for showing state policymakers how to support service-learning.   Finally, local policy advice is also shared among the Partnership.
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