Close Up Foundation Speech

What is a citizen’s role in performing community service and how should the government promote this?


There is a common expectation in America that kids at age 18 will automatically become active citizens, register to vote and appear at the voting polls.

However, before their 18th birthday, youth are often told that they should be seen and not heard. They are rarely offered opportunities to learn and experience how to be a US citizen and an active member of their community.

We at Youth Service America (YSA) work to change that paradigm. We believe that you can’t expect a young person can not be expected to “switch on” their citizenship at age 18, and we believe becoming involved in service is the first step toward youth’s understanding of how to be a US citizen.  We also agree with the late Martin Luther King, Jr. when he said, “Everyone can be great, because everybody can serve.” Studies show that service builds self-esteem, empathy, resilience, patriotism, positive social behaviors, and academic success in youth, and we think those benefits of service should be offered to every youth in America.

We realize that most young people start serving through episodic service events, which is why we promote National Youth Service Day as a way to introduce youth to service and to highlight the critical service they provide to their communities year round. Studies show that youth become involved in service because they were asked to serve and NYSD provides an opportunity to extend that “ask” to more youth who are new to service each year.

National Youth Service Day is the largest service event in the world and is held concurrently to Global Youth Service Day – a celebration of service recognized in over 100 countries around the world.  The State Farm Companies Foundation and over 90 national partners (who represent leaders in the civic field) support National Youth Service Day in the US. 

NYSD events are planned by a variety of organizations, schools and government bodies, and every year Youth Service America picks 50 agencies across the country to form community coalitions and plan large (city, regional or statewide) events for the day which engage over 400 youth, the media, and elected officials.

To give you an idea of the range of issues youth who are involved in NYSD address, this year’s projects include:

· In San Francisco, CA, more than 10,000 youth -- led Global Gardens Project/Hope and Beyond -- will participate in a 5K run to raise funds to send HIV quick-testing units and HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention information to communities in India. 
· The Houston Independent School District will engage over 75,000 students in service-learning projects throughout the city.

· In Omaha, NE, the United Way of the Midlands is organizing a "Play Ball" service event where the community will participate in sports equipment drives and clean the public playing fields for use in the upcoming College World Series.

· In response to low voter turnout in the last mayoral election, the YMCA of Metropolitan Detroit will engage over 500 youth in a voter education and registration drive throughout the city.
We have discovered that National Youth Service Day has proven to be an effective tool for community-based service providers and has allowed them to:

1. Expand their volunteer base

2. Develop effective capacity-building community partnerships with other agencies, corporations and government bodies

3. Garner support from local media and elected officials for their year round programming, and

4. Share and learn about effective practices from the larger youth service field.
And every year the enthusiasm for National Youth Service grows. And this year’s events will engage twice as many youth as years past, with many of the events (both large and small) planned entirely by young people.

Service First Step Toward Citizenship

Through interactions with our various grant recipients and project planners for National Youth Service Day we stress that service is only the first step toward youth becoming engaged citizens and we don’t belief youth need to wait until 18 to involved in the core challenges facing this country. 

Youth need to be provided a space at decision-making tables to feel as though their voice is truly heard on local, national and global issues. Youth need to be involved in local decisions and in the development of policy – otherwise they will be cleaning up the same beach every season and they will not address the deeper issue. 

The challenge today is making enough room for the amazing energy, commitment, and idealism that young people want to bring to the problem-solving tables in America. Adults need to make space for them as partners, funding programs such as AmeriCorps, school service-learning, and youth development groups that leverage opportunities for young people like you to give back to others while learning about the underlying causes of the problems. 

We do not have enough trillions in the coffers of the US government, America’s wealthiest foundations and corporations, or Bill Gate’s wallet to replicate or compensate for the daily acts of kindness and service to others by American youth. If you shut off the volunteer pipeline in this society – with its remarkable health, education, arts, culture and human service outreach – the United States, as we know it would collapse almost immediately.

Answer to the paying for community service question.

 At Youth Service America, we are more concerned that youth are asked to serve, and are not focused on how they are first introduced to service – whether through school based initiatives, after school initiatives, AmeriCorps –they  all offer an opportunity for young people to start serving their communities. 

We are also very supportive of AmeriCorps – in fact; we were very involved in the fight to save AmeriCorps funding. 

There are various ways in America that young people can commit to serve their country – by joining the military, enrolling in the Peace Corps, or through AmeriCorps. We think America should continue to offered these choices – and among the three, AmeriCorps offers the least amount of cost of living support. Corps members offer two years of their lives to service – and are paid below minimum wage. It’s not paid service; it’s barely supporting the daily cost of living for young people who want to serve their country domestically. 

We never consider eliminating support for our troops while they dedicate years of their lives to military service, so why should we deny that same type of support to young people who want to serve their country domestically in the poorest communities in America – those communities who increasingly rely on AmeriCorps for infrastructure, capacity building, and volunteer recruitment support. 

You know, you are the greatest generation of young people that we have ever had in this country and nobody knows it. Instead, we keep telling you in graduation speeches that you are the hope of some distant tomorrow, when in fact, you are the hope of today. We need your energy, commitment, idealism, and creativity TODAY. 
I would encourage all of you to respond to President Bush’s call to service by addressing the needs you see in your community and by finding the courage to speak up and join groups that create policy to address the underlying issues of hunger, homelessness, education…. by speaking up at your town council meetings, attending local hearings, community protests, joining nonprofit boards. We need your energy – at the table where decisions about today’s critical issues are being addressed.  

As Anne Frank said, “How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world.”

 I started an environmental nonprofit when I was your age – challenging schools across New England to save the tropical rainforest, and I would challenge you to do the same - find the issue that you’re passionate about – and start today to make a change. You’re never to young.
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