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Shaping Tomorrow’s Leaders
Community Connections + Meaningful Involvement Today
= Student Empowerment
Activity Connection
Fishing clubs allow student anglers
to enjoy the great outdoors while
reeling in new skills.
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Make the Time
Americans for the Arts provides
proactive tips for keeping the
arts in our schools. Be part of the
solution.
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A

wealth of credible research demonstrates that student participation in civic-related
activities leads to improved outcomes for individual students and the collective
community.1 But as academic pressure to perform continues to mount in our
schools, today’s civics courses are often scratch-the-surface summaries about the basics
of government. Although this approach might fulfill the citizenship criterion on a list of
required credits, these crash courses fail to empower students to become active participants
in their own civic learning. In order to develop the skills and dispositions that lead to a
lifetime of meaningful civic engagement, young people need regular opportunities to serve
as active, impactful citizens in their schools and communities.
The National Center for Learning and Civic Engagement (NCLCE) at the Education
Commission of the States (ECS) supports state policymakers in establishing civic learning
and engagement programs for students. Research collected by the NCLCE supports the
premise that improved civic outcomes are directly related to the work that students do in
student-led activities. These improvements manifest not only in performance-related skills
such as critical thinking, planning, and organization, but also in disposition-related virtues,
including attentiveness to ethics and a desire for community involvement.
Paul Baumann, PhD, director of NCLCE, believes that the most effective citizenship lessons
stress interactive involvement and the ability to influence meaningful change. Rather than
just planning the school dance, student governments should offer opportunities for students
to provide input regarding important issues and to testify before their administrations, school
boards, or town councils. “The practices that promote civic learning aren’t restricted to a
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Be a Champion
Connecting a young person’s spark
to student-led initiatives drives
performance and sets the stage
for success. Think outside the box!

by kathleen wilson shryock

civics class,” said Baumann. “We see stronger results when we take
students beyond classroom simulations and promote their actual
participation, in and out of school.”

Proven Practices
In order to take service learning and citizenship beyond the confines
of a one-semester course, the NCLCE has prepared a resource to
help educators provide engaging civics-related activities. Guidebook:
Six Proven Practices for Effective Service Learning includes triedand-true strategies for improving civic engagement, a compilation
of supporting research, and real-life examples of how each practice
can be implemented in schools.
The guidebook cites New Foundations Charter School in
Philadelphia, PA, as a working example of proven practice number
three, which calls for the implementation of service-learning opportunities that are linked to the formal curriculum. As members of the
school’s Healthy Action Eating Team, New Foundations’ students
travel to a local farm where they learn the importance of healthy eating and food sustainability. These lessons have served as catalysts for
several projects at the high school, including a study of foods offered
in the school cafeteria and the transformation of an empty lot behind
the campus into a lush garden that yields a variety of fresh vegetables.
The Center for Civic Engagement at Lick-Wilmerding High
School in San Francisco, CA, is an example of the fourth proven
practice, which challenges schools to offer extracurricular activities
that promote community involvement. The center functions as the
hub for all student activities, including leadership and communityservice initiatives. All club managers, student government leaders,
and athletes are required to complete at least one service project.
Projects have included a voter registration campaign, a renovation
of local housing for low-income residents, and an international
outreach to assist rural villages in Africa.
Baumann believes that examples like this support the fact that
student activities provide an ideal forum for combining civic learning,
cross-curricular training, and student engagement. “Student-led
activities can be an important way to maximize student outcomes
and give students the full benefit of their time in and out of school,”
he said. “When we look beyond one class called civics, we can create
hands-on opportunities for students to develop competencies in
STEM, language arts, and civics—all at the same time. It’s a win-win.”

A Need for Student Service, ASAP
Youth Service America (YSA) provides student-led programs that
help young people take action and make an impact on important
community issues. Karen Daniel, vice president of programs at YSA,
explains that the organization’s initiatives combine student spark—
their enthusiasm for a cause—with four key strategies known as ASAP:
awareness, service, advocacy, and philanthropy. The ASAP elements
are used to send students the message that we need their service now.
“The younger the students are when they start volunteering, the more
likely they will be to continue to serve as empathetic, philanthropic
adults,” Daniel said. “Our platforms and resources help students get
involved with the issues. Being an active problem solver promotes the
idea of caring about others and instills values that are important to
communities and even future employers.”
At Elsa England Elementary School in Round Rock, TX, third grade
teacher Rachael Brunson used YSA’s Semester of Service framework to get students involved in fighting childhood hunger in their
own backyard. In Texas, one out of every four children don’t know
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where their next meal is coming from. Brunson’s “hunger warriors”
reviewed hunger maps, calculated food-related expenses, and created
a community awareness brochure. Students also researched Senate
Bill 376, a “breakfast bill” targeting childhood hunger. They wrote
persuasive letters to lawmakers and rallied on the steps of the state
capitol. In May 2013, the bill was signed into law. Brunson’s students
also raised more than $7,000 for a local food bank.
Brunson’s original warriors, now fifth graders, are still fighting
against childhood hunger in their community. Their efforts in 2013
inspired other students and faculty to get involved, and the students
who initially worked on the program are now serving as trainers.
As a result, the entire Elsa England community has joined in the
anti-hunger campaign.
Scott Ganske, director of education at YSA, explains that putting
students in the driver’s seat in dealing with community issues can
reinforce the lessons required by state standards and set the stage
for a lifetime of good citizenship. “These opportunities help students expand their understanding of self and how they fit into their
communities,” he said. “Because the students are the ones doing the
problem solving, they make important connections between what
they are doing in school and their impact on the community. This
class of fifth graders will transition into high school, college, and
adulthood knowing that they have the ability to make a difference,
thanks to the service learning that started in Rachael Brunson’s class.”

IN ADDITION TO THE SEMESTER OF SERVICE,
YSA offers many different initiatives designed to help students
and educators promote citizenship through student-led
activities, including the following:
Classrooms with a Cause
This school-based, short-term program helps students and
teachers get their feet wet in the field of service by providing
easy-to-use resources that allow students to reflect on what
they have learned in the classroom, and then apply their
knowledge to address a community issue that is important to
them. The program Includes a facilitator guide and editable
student handouts. The program also aligns with state standards
and can be used to support existing lesson plans or after-school
programs. The initiative is currently being used in India, where
teachers are challenging students to be problem solvers in
addressing driver safety on India’s busy roadways.
Leadership Training
To honor National Child Awareness Month in September, YSA
teamed up with Festival of Children to sponsor a leadership
training program in Washington, DC. The 51 student leaders—
one from each state and the District of Columbia—will
spend the school year working in their communities to raise
awareness around issues that are important to young people.
ServiceVote
This initiative was developed in response to the realization
that even students who are superstars in community service
are not interested in voting. The US election-year resource is
designed to increase communication between voting-age and
non-voting-age youth and the candidates. ServiceVote also
challenges students to learn more about our government and
to advocate, serve, and engage others in the electoral process.

CITIZENSHIP RESOURCES
CENTER FOR INFORMATION AND RESEARCH
ON CIVIC LEARNING & ENGAGEMENT

Classrooms
with a Cause
YOUTH SERVICE AMERICA

YOUTH SERVICE AMERICA

Civics in Action
An active participant in civic-related student activities since he was
in the seventh grade, Parker Wiseman is living proof that activity
participation positively affects lives and communities. Wiseman
is currently serving his second term as mayor of Starkville, MS.
In 2009, he took office as the youngest mayor in the city’s history.
He is a graduate of Starkville High School and Mississippi State
University. He also earned a master’s degree from the School of
Government at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and
graduated from the University of Mississippi School of Law.
While much of Wiseman’s student activity involvement from junior
high through post-secondary education was civic related, experiences
in school band and sports also helped Wiseman to thrive. “I have no
doubt that my experiences in student activities shaped the person I
am today and kept me in school longer,” he said. “I learned to collaborate, delegate, and build on the strengths of a team.”
Ironically, it was the loss of an election in his junior year of high
school that provided the most impactful learning experience. The
loss motivated Wiseman to work harder and showed him that student leadership was an important part of his identity. Collectively,
Wiseman’s experiences have shaped his belief that student-led
activities are a necessity in shaping community leaders. “Leadership
is fundamentally the same at all levels,” he said. “Even though the
requirements might become more complex, the basic skills required
to lead are the same, no matter where you are. Student government
and other school activities give students a chance to practice these
skills early and often. You can’t place a value on learning how to lead.”
Daniel of Youth Service America agrees that civic learning
through student-led initiatives is important and points out that
service and civic-related opportunities provide triple benefits:
impacting the individual volunteers, the issues, and the community
as a whole. “Young people develop competencies in critical thinking,
creativity, collaboration, communication, and confidence—all skills
that are important for success in school, career, and other areas of
life,” she said. “And important community issues are impacted when
we include our youth in the problem solving instead of leaving them
out. The fabric of our communities becomes stronger when our
young people are engaged as active citizens and contributors.”
By providing interactive student-driven opportunities for young
people to participate in civic initiatives, schools are investing in a
new generation of engaged, proactive, and influential citizens.

“When we look beyond one class called civics,
we can create hands-on opportunities for students
to develop competencies in STEM, language arts,
and civics—all at the same time. It’s a win-win.”

TO LEARN MORE about the National Center for Learning and

Civic Engagement at the Education Commission of the States and to
view their valuable resources, go to a4sa.org/NCLCE-ECS.

TO READ MORE about Youth Service America and to access helpful program information, visit ysa.org.
TO LEARN MORE about fighting childhood hunger in your

community, as the students and staff at Elsa England School
did, view A Teacher’s Guide To Engaging a New Generation of
Anti-Hunger Leaders from YSA and Sodexo at a4sa.org/
YSA-AntiHungerGuide. Watch videos from the hunger
warriors at ysa.org/hunger_warriors.
endnotes
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“Connecting Youth and Strengthening Communities,” Opportunity
Nation, accessed October 15, 2014, opportunitynation.org/power-ofcivic-engagement

a4sa.org/resources
NCLCE AT ECS STATE POLICIES FOR SERVICELEARNING DATABASE The NCLCE at Education

CIRCLE's research informs policy and practice for
healthier youth development and a better democracy.
Their work helps make the case for policy and
infrastructure that supports youth engagement.

Commission of the States has developed this
database of state policies to support student service
learning. The resource includes profiles of policies and
information about service learning and community
service for each of the 50 states.

CLASSROOMS WITH A CAUSE This program from

Youth Service America provides a simple framework for
steering teachers and students through the process of
addressing a community issue. The initiative aligns with
state standards and can be used to supplement existing
lesson plans or cocurricular activities.

SERVICEVOTE ServiceVote is YSA's United States'
election-year resource to engage young people in the
political process by connecting with their peers, voters,
and candidates. Designed for both voting age and nonvoting age youth, the initiative challenges our youth to
learn more about our government and to advocate,
serve, and raise awareness.

CONNECTING YOUTH AND STRENGTHENING
COMMUNITIES: THE DATA This report presented by

SIX PROVEN PRACTICES FOR EFFECTIVE CIVIC
LEARNING This guidebook from the National Center

Opportunity Nation and Measure of America explores
the research indicating that civic engagement promotes
upward mobility and contributes to a range of positive
outcomes that benefit both the individual and the
community.

for Learning and Civic Engagement at ECS
highlights research that confirms six practices as
proven strategies for implementing high-quality civic
learning. The book also provides practical suggestions
for how to implement each practice in the classroom.
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activity connection

Reel-World Skills: Student Anglers in Action
when the bass federation (TBF) introduced the
Student Angler Federation (SAF) five years ago, the goal was
to get students back into the great outdoors and promote
education through middle school and high school fishing
clubs. Since then, more than 10,000 students have taken
to the nation’s lakes and waterways through SAF-related
clubs and events. Not only are these students engaged in an
outdoor sport, but they are also learning important skills that
are directly transferrable to school and future life.
COURTESY OF TBF/SAF
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for more information about SAF and starting a club at
your school, visit highschoolfishing.org.
watch SAF’s High School Fishing introductory video at
a4sa.org/FishingVideo.
COURTESY OF TBF/SAF

Interactive experiences in SAF fishing clubs and
competitive tournaments provide students with hands-on
examples of how math, science, and language arts apply to
the real world. “Science plays a huge role in the life of an
angler,” said Mark Gintert, national TBF youth director. “Many
of today’s fishing boats are high-speed science labs. Students
learn how to use high-tech equipment and develop an
understanding of biology, electronics, the cycle of life, and
the preservation of natural resources. Competitions are catch
and release, so the students need to know how to keep the
fish alive. Students also develop communication skills through
interview sessions.”
In addition to the lessons they learn by actively fishing, SAF
members have access to online educational materials provided
by Faculty of Fishing. These materials provide students with
helpful tips about how to form a club and elect officers. The
lesson plans also present a variety of topics that allow students
to continue to sharpen their skills and meet as a productive
group during the off-season. And with reports from the field
indicating that 60 percent of SAF club members were not
previously involved in any student activity, fishing clubs are a
great way to attract and engage a diverse group of students
that might otherwise be sitting on the sidelines.

Gintert believes that in addition to providing academically
related skills, SAF clubs benefit students by connecting
them with others. As a result, students develop important
partnerships with peers and even spend more time with their
families. With the rise in technology, today’s students are
spending less time outdoors and more time in front of their
electronic devices. And changes in scheduling priorities have
decreased the likelihood that a family will seek the outdoors
when planning a family event. Gintert believes that SAF clubs
are changing that by helping to restore the sport of fishing to
a lost generation of anglers.
“Most adults can remember when somebody took them
fishing for the first time, but many students today don’t have
that experience,” said Gintert. “School fishing clubs are a way
of making that happen. At our first high school world-finals
competition five years ago, there were 76 teams competing.
This year, we hosted 130 teams and more than 700 people.
Many of the families with students involved in the club made
the event their summer vacation.” Gintert often hears from
parents whose children were struggling in school but are now
on the road to college, armed with a rod, reel, and college
fishing scholarship.
A SAF club operates much the same way as any other
school-related club. The clubs are student led but require a
faculty or adult adviser. Membership through SAF includes
insurance coverage, access to educational resources, and the
opportunity to participate in competitive high school events.
Schools or communities can also set up community clubs that
join students from several schools.

“Many of today’s fishing boats are high-speed science
labs. Students learn how to use high-tech equipment and
develop an understanding of biology, electronics, the
cycle of life, and the preservation of natural resources.”

make the time

Ten Ways to Support Arts Education
by kristen engebretsen

The nonprofit organization Americans for the Arts works with a network of professionals to promote
positive changes in arts education at the national, state, and local levels. The goal of the organization
is to ensure that every child in America has access to high-quality learning experiences in the arts.
In the group’s ARTSblog, arts education program manager Kristen Engebretsen encourages
advocates to make the time to endorse the value of the arts in our schools.
this week I got an email from someone concerned about
the budget cuts to arts education and inquiring about what
they could do to help keep the arts in schools. In the spirit of
my colleague Randy Cohen’s popular post (Top 10 Reasons
to Support the Arts), I am presenting my own Top 10 Ways
to Support Arts Education.

 Volunteer your time, resources, skills: Many schools would
appreciate your time as a chaperone, your skill as a teaching
artist, or your donations of money, costumes, rehearsal space, etc.

 Know the facts: Stay on top of current arts education
research, trends, and news articles. Start with Facts & Figures,
which summarizes research on the topic. Use this data in your
messaging when you speak to elected officials or school leaders.

 Get involved politically: Tell your elected officials why arts
education is important. Ask your members of Congress to keep
the arts listed as a core subject during the reauthorization of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

 Pack a one, two punch: Your message to elected officials and
school leaders should contain both a warm and fuzzy anecdote
AND hard hitting data. Practice your message. Keep it brief.
Know who your audience is, and tailor your message to them.

 Increase visibility of the issue: Host a community
conversation or speaker series on the topic, coordinate
community fundraisers, write an Op-Ed piece for your local
paper, screen a documentary about arts education, and include
the arts in school communications (newspapers, newsletters,
displays, letters to parents, etc.).

 Assess your school/community strengths and gaps:
First assess your needs: No fourth graders receive music
instruction, no dance is offered, high school theater has been
cut in half, etc. Then, take stock of your resources: parent
volunteers, afterschool programs, teachers with talents
or degrees in the arts, schools with unused stages in the
cafeteria, nearby museums or cultural institutions, etc.
Now, utilize your assets to strategically address your needs.

 Forge partnerships: With 93% of Americans agreeing that
arts education is important, you are likely to find allies. Create
a community team to come up with a plan for arts education
based on the above strengths/gaps assessment. Include
business leaders, teachers, principals, school board members,
superintendents, parents, students, arts organizations, etc.
See how the Arts for All initiative in Los Angeles benefits
students and families across an entire region—beyond what
can be accomplished within individual schools.

 Talk to school leaders: Testify at school board meetings.
Request meetings with superintendents and/or principals.
Use these brochures to start conversations: What School
Leaders Can Do to Increase Arts Education by the Arts
Education Partnership and My Child, the Arts, and Learning
by the Center for Arts Education.

 Measure your school district’s infrastructure: Arts education
in a school district needs a sound infrastructure and can be
measured by these 5 indicators: 1) an arts education policy
adopted by the school board 2) a plan for arts education 3) 5
percent of the general budget to implement the plan 4) a district
level arts coordinator to oversee, implement, and evaluate the
plan 5) a student to art teacher ratio no higher than 400 to 1
Advocate for these five things. Use these indicators as goals.
Measure progress by these goals. Thanks to Arts for All, for their
extensive, research-based, ground-breaking work on this front,
and for shaping how I think about supporting arts education.

 Be the solution: As you approach school leaders with your
message in support of arts education, don’t just insist that
principals offer arts education overnight. School leaders are
facing tough situations. Offer solutions that help solve these
problems. Is the principal having an attendance issue at her
school? Show her research that says that the arts can be her
solution because they increase student engagement. Offer
concrete ways that the arts can be a tool in improving overall
education.
(This article appeared on ARTSblog on August 26, 2011.)

to learn more about the resources discussed in this article,

Arts for All initiative in Los Angeles, lacountyartsforall.org

check out these links:

What School Leaders Can Do to Increase Arts Education
by the Arts Education Partnership, A4sa.org/ArtsBrochure1

“Top 10 Reasons to Support the Arts” by Randy Cohen,
a4sa.org/SupportArts
Facts & Figures from Americans for the Arts, a4sa.org/FactsFigures

My Child, the Arts, and Learning by the Center for Arts
Education, a4sa.org/ArtsBrochure2
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be a champion

promote the value

common sense strategies

Opportunity Knocks:
The Impact of Civic Engagement
a new research report by Opportunity Nation and
Measure America indicates that civic engagement is more
than a lesson in good citizenship. The findings specify that
civic involvement—including participation in school-based,
student-driven activities—builds social capital and valuable
skills that facilitate upward mobility.
The data expands on an existing body of knowledge that
connects civic engagement to positive outcomes for youth
and community. The results are particularly meaningful when
applied to youth who are disconnected. The study found
that teens who volunteer are less likely to be disengaged
from their schools than their non-volunteering peers. Further,
this finding applies to young people across all races and
socioeconomic levels, and suggests that volunteering may
serve as an important bridge to additional, long-term civic
participation and economic well-being.

for

e x p a n d i n g

activities

It doesn't matter whether it happens through athletics, student
government, or something as unconventional as a simulation gaming
club. Connecting a student's spark to adult mentoring and
student-led initiatives drives performance, builds social and
emotional skills, and sets the stage for college and career success.
While recent issues have prevented many schools from offering
crucial programs, these common sense strategies from experienced
advisers can help you make the time for student activities.

Think outside the box!
Contact companies that
produce the materials you
will be using. Ask if they
would be willing to donate
supplies or equipment.

Listen to the interests
of the students. Build
on resources that are
already in place.

The report includes these informative facts:
• The chance that a young adult is disconnected from work or
school drops in half, from 11.1 percent to 5.73 percent, if he or
she volunteers.
• People who volunteer are 27 percent more likely to
find work after engaging in such activity, because they
strengthen professional and social networks, grow in
confidence, and sharpen their skills.

Ask all students to chip
in a modest amount. For
example, $2 or $3 per
student might purchase
a video game, board
game, or book for all
club members to enjoy.

Delegate tasks to
students. Delegation
helps them develop
leadership skills and
takes some of the burden
off of adult advisers.

Nurture relationships.
Build a reliable network
of adult champions by
reinforcing their efforts
through recognition and
expressions of gratitude.

Create partnerships.
Support from business
organizations, parents, and
other stakeholders has a
positive impact on student
activities, and ultimately,
the community.

• High volunteerism rates are associated with lower rates of
income inequality across the 50 states and the District of
Columbia.
To access the full report, see “Connecting Youth and
Strengthening Communities: The Data Behind Civic
Engagement and Economic Opportunity” at a4sa.org/
CivicEngagementReport.
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