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The Process of Getting Involved in Community Service at Amherst College
Introduction


Students at Amherst College are notorious for participating in numerous activities.  In addition to attending to rigorous academic demands, they play sports, participate in musical groups, serve on the student senate, work for a campus department, go to parties, and participate in community service and activism projects.   Students arrive on campus as first years with wildly different backgrounds, experiences and beliefs.  Yet 34% of Amherst College students, despite their differences, come together through various organizations to serve their school, community, state, country and world every year.
  Close to sixty organizations exist at Amherst College through which students can get involved in issues ranging from tutoring to poverty to diversity to human rights to the environment and health.
  A sentiment often overheard at Amherst is that the student body is, as a whole, apathetic.  The number of organizations committed to service and activism, however, would seem to suggest otherwise.  Understanding how and why students get involved and stay involved, however, proves useful for determining how to engage more students in these worthy endeavors.

 
Community outreach is a trend that, recently, has been growing consistently within American higher education.  According to Campus Compact, a coalition of university presidents representing 950 public, private, two-year, and four year institutions that is committed to increasing the presence and effectiveness of civic engagement in higher education, the percentage of students involved in service work on campus increased to 40% in 2004 from 33% in 2001.
  This number may even be an understatement, since it may not include students who participate in public service not directly available on campus.  In all, it is estimated that the total value of service that students contribute to their communities each year is $4.45 billion
 – approximately the Gross Domestic Product of Zimbabwe in 2005.
  Far from being greedy young adults interested only in money and fame, college students have shown enormous interest in and dedication to the concept and practice of community service and involvement.  Consequently, colleges and universities around the country, including Amherst, are expanding outreach programs in the attempt to incorporate even more students.

As community outreach programs expand, the question becomes: how can we encourage more students to dedicate their precious and scarce free time to public service?  Why do certain students seem to be involved in all of the outreach programs while others participate in none?  Is there a certain type of student who is predisposed to community involvement, or to activism?  Is it possible to engage all different kinds of students in community outreach and activism for the long run?  All of these questions must be addressed if schools and community organizations hope to continue the rapid growth experienced in the past five years.  


This study examines the process by which students at Amherst College get involved in community service.  In exploring the influences and motivations of various students who have become involved in outreach at Amherst College, I hope to determine patterns and themes that, when analyzed, might allow the school and associated service and activism organizations to better facilitate the recruitment and engagement of new student members.  

My interest in the topic comes from my own background and experience in getting involved with community service in high school and in my two years here at Amherst College.  In high school I didn’t get involved in any service work or activism until my sophomore year, and I didn’t get significantly involved until my junior year.  In my sophomore year I first joined clubs that required members to help fundraise or participate in school and local events to promote a cause or to do service as a part of the organization.  The time commitments were not significant, which allowed me to participate without feeling overwhelmed.  My junior year I started tutoring after middle school teachers came into class and presented the opportunity.  This was the first time I really participated in service outside of an established organization; the work, however, was still accessible and comfortable for me to participate in because the location was so near to my home and school, and I knew both the advisors and fellow tutors in the program.  This same year my friends and I also became involved in the American Cancer Society’s Relay for Life as participants.  We were required to form a team and fundraise, so to accomplish this monetary goal we decided to organize community events like carnivals and hands-on science fairs for children to participate in.  These events were the first time that I, along with a group of friends, truly took the initiative to design our own community projects.  Senior year I got even more involved in Relay for Life, as my friends and I became members of an organizing committee.  I would say that my motivations were 1) to help an organization that fought cancer, a disease that had affected several family members 2) to give back to a community that had given a lot to me and 3) to participate in community service that would look “good” to college admissions committees.  There was not just one factor pushing me to stay involved, but a combination of many motivations.  

Similarly, in college I did not get involved during my freshman year.  I did not do the freshman orientation outreach trip, nor did I get involved in any other service events throughout the year.  Despite a history of service participation, I felt too overwhelmed with adjusting to Amherst to join any service or activism organizations.  In addition, I was not aware of the existence of many campus organizations.  This year, as a sophomore, I finally decided that I was sufficiently comfortable living in the Amherst area, going to school here, and organizing my time that I could give my time and energy to others without “overloading” myself.  Once again, motivating factors included helping others, getting involved in the community that I am living in, and participating in service work that is, ostensibly, good “pre-career training,” in some sort or another.  Once I decided that I was comfortable enough with my own situation and could meaningfully participate in community service I looked at the Outreach website, saw that I knew the head of ABC Tutoring, spoke with her, and got involved in tutoring through an already-established program.  It is evident that I take very measured steps when committing my time to new endeavors.  Comfort, accessibility, and personal interest all contributed to the steady, deliberate stages of my own process of participating in public service.  I was curious to see if others had similar backgrounds, feelings and experiences.

Theory

In doing background research for my project I looked at two previous sociology studies: “Sacrifice for the Cause: Group Processes, Recruitment, and Commitment in a Student Social Movement” by Eric L. Hirsch of Columbia University, and “Students and Voluntarism: Looking Into the Motives of Community Service Participants” by Robert C. Serow of North Carolina State University.  Both articles deal with the processes by which students become involved in social causes.  


Hirsch’s study was based on research done surrounding the 1985 Columbia University divestment protest regarding South Africa.  By studying this political movement Hirsch sought to refute the notion that “marginal, insecure, irrational people join [political] movements because they need social direction unavailable from existing social institutions.”
  Instead, he argues, individuals join political movements because they support the cause and believe existing institutions can not or will not advance the cause.  Furthermore, he emphasizes the importance of understanding how and why students become particularly committed to social movements – an emphasis similar to my own.  He argues that the development of political solidarity is particularly important for building a sense of commitment among recruits.  In addition, Hirsch explains that, “mobilization can then be explained by analyzing how group-based political processes, such as consciousness-raising, collective empowerment, polarization, and group decision-making, induce movement participants to sacrifice their personal welfare for the group.”
  These group processes, according to Hirsch, form the basis for recruiting and maintaining committed individuals in a social movement.


Of these four processes, only two – consciousness-raising and collective empowerment– apply to my study.  Hirsch’s work, while insightful, pertains to social movements that are far more radical and political than any organizations and movements that I studied at Amherst College.  Polarization is not applicable to my study because all participants are members of community and activism organizations that seek to create action on campus and in the community through awareness, consensus, and discussion, despite the fact that many seek to challenge the status quo.


On the subject of consciousness-raising Hirsch asserts that “potential recruits are not likely to join a protest movement unless they develop an ideological commitment to the group cause and believe that only non-institutional means can further that cause.”
  The first half of this sentence pertains to my study:  most students are more likely to join and then commit themselves to service and activism organizations on campus if they have a sincere interest in the topic at hand.  On the other hand, Amherst College organizations committed to serving the community directly, or to working for social change in a broader sense, do not work outside of an institutional framework.  Rather, many are integrally connected with departments on campus such as the Community Outreach office, the Dean of Students Office, the Association of Amherst Students, and the Career Center.

Hirsch’s description of collective empowerment illustrates a scenario in which people start to join a cause with greater frequency if they notice that a large number of other individuals are also willing to sacrifice themselves for the movement.  This “bandwagon effect,” as Hirsch calls it, convinces people of the ability of the movement to achieve its goals.
  Specifically, he notes that greater participation than anticipated in the Columbia University divestment protests of 1985 “was due to a belief in the cause and the conviction that this protest might work where previous [Coalition for a Free South Africa] actions had failed.”
  As the reader will see in greater detail later in this report, student participants in community involvement and activism movements at Amherst stress the importance of working for and toward a cause that will have positive, tangible results.  Additionally, a domino effect seems to occur at Amherst: as people realize that more and more friends are involved in a particular organization, the visibility of and the commitment to that organization grows.  In the process of becoming involved in community service at Amherst a sense of “collective empowerment” exists.  Hirsch’s study of group processes and their relation to individual commitment in student social movements was a good study to start with;  it enabled me to get a broad idea of the factors involved in cultivating interest, participation, and longer-term commitment for student social movements.  However, his emphasis on radical political movements, particularly protests, prevented this study from being completely applicable to my topic.

The second study that I read, “Students and Voluntarism: Looking Into the Motives of Community Service Participants” by Robert C. Serow, provided much more relevant background information for my project.  Serow sought, through interviews and surveys of community service participants at four public universities in the South and Midwest regions of the United States, to determine the motives for participation in community service work.  He distinguishes between motives and rationales in his study, stating that “rationales for service tend to adhere fairly closely to the broader goals of the sponsoring organization and are often expressed in terms of a duty to others or an obligation to improve local conditions,”
 while motives are “ ‘a complex of subjective meaning which seems to the actor himself or to the observer as an adequate ground for the conduct in question’…a rationale is essentially normative in nature, a motive, as Weber uses the term, is descriptive.”
  Finally, he acknowledges that motives are complex and fluid and advises that questions simply asking interviewees to list their motives for participating in community service should be supplemented with questions that attempt to reveal underlying motivations.
  

Serow conducted an extensive survey that produced a sample of 759 students, 260 of whom participated in community service.  He then followed the survey with interviews of 42 service participants, noting that “those who agreed to be interviewed seemed to assign community service a somewhat more central role in their lives…,” something that I also found consistent with my sample.
  In the surveys Serow asked respondents to identify certain “decision factors supporting their participation in community service work.”  These included sense of satisfaction from helping others; involved through club, activity, or class; duty to correct societal problems; meeting people; acquiring career skills and experience; attraction of the work itself; religious beliefs; someone asked me, example of parents and family members; repayment for services previously received; other; and visiting the volunteer center on campus.
  His interviews were much more subjective and based on asking students to describe the reasons they began participating in volunteer work, whether or not they expected to participate in similar work in the future, and if they would recommend participation in service work to other students.


The methodology section of Serow’s study provided a basis for me in constructing my interviews.  Despite the fact that I did not conduct my research in exactly the same manner, or to the same extent, Serow’s classification of decision factors that impacted an individual’s decision to participate in service work helped me enormously in recognizing similar themes in my interviews.  Furthermore, his findings helped provide points for comparison between my study and his.  He found, through his interviews, “that respondents generally saw service as an opportunity to benefit themselves as well,” by gaining new experiences or new relationships that they felt were previously missing in their lives.  From his findings he concludes that a phenomenon may exist, which he calls “a norm of personal assistance among community service participants,” which means that students prefer to become engaged with the problems and issues of specific individuals or small groups, rather than larger, abstract, imprecise social issues.  Finally, he finishes by saying that, “…volunteer work offers a form of personal empowerment in which one not only acquires and displays competence but attempts to extend its benefits to others.”
  Service work among students is both self-serving and altruistic, driven by motives that are fluid and constantly changing.
Methodology


I chose to collect data for my study by conducting in-depth interviews.  Given my relatively short time frame, I decided that gathering data with both a survey and interviews would not be feasible.  Considering that the response rate for a survey probably would not have been statistically significant, interviews seemed like a better idea.  At this point I met with the director of the Community Outreach.  In addition to helping me make contact with Partnership Leaders (student service organization leaders who work directly with his office), he also recommended that I come up with a working definition of community service.  For my project’s purposes, I defined community service as “unpaid volunteer work through which people endeavor to benefit other individuals, communities, or social institutions.”  I intentionally defined community service in a very broad way so that it would encompass both traditional, community-based work in addition to activism with a more extensive national or global perspective.

I gathered my sample by first contacting the partnership leaders at Amherst by letter, with the hope of introducing my project to the leaders of well-known campus groups.  Those letters yielded no direct responses, so I followed with e-mails to the members of two organizations that I participate in: Amherst Women’s Hockey and the Amherst Women’s Rugby Football Club.  From these groups I got five of my total seventeen interviewees.  Finally, I sent out an e-mail introducing myself and my project to everybody who is listed as a group contact on the Community Outreach website’s list of student service groups.  I contacted close to fifty people and successfully interviewed thirteen people, for a total of seventeen.


My sample contains a fairly diverse range of students.  I interviewed seventeen people in total, thirteen females and four males.  In terms of class years, I spoke with two members of the class of 2009, four members of the class of 2008, five members of the class of 2007, and six members of the class of 2006.  One category where my sample is lacking is racial and ethnic diversity.  I interviewed only one African American (a male), two women of Indian descent, and one Chinese-American.  The remaining thirteen interviewees were all Caucasian.  In terms of service work, my sample includes students who participate in service and activism that cover a wide range of issues: education, the environment, sexuality, health, human rights, and more.

My sample is, necessarily, not representative of Amherst’s student body.  Because a little more than a third of the students here acknowledge participating in service work, I was forced to draw my sample from within that group.  Furthermore, my sample is skewed toward students who are heavily involved in community service, often in leadership positions.  I do not, however, view this as a huge problem for my study.  The level of commitment that my interviewees have to their work presents the opportunity for me to look at their narratives to find patterns of pathways, motives, and opportunities that allowed these people to get as involved as they currently are.  Identifying these similarities might provide insight into how and why students become committed to service and activism for the long-run, not just as a weekend project once a year.  From this information student and college organizations may be able to create opportunities that better engage students in the first place and may be able to better facilitate long-term commitment from otherwise busy students.

Essentially, I wanted to see if students participating in a wide range of service-related activities all went through similar processes of first getting involved in community service, or if there were differences related to the dissimilarities in service work.  Did students who are focused locally on tutoring individuals go through the same process as students who are fighting for labor reforms at Wal-Mart or for human rights in developing countries?  Which factors and influences caused these students to dedicate a significant amount of time and energy to service and activism projects?

My interviews, which generally lasted between twenty minutes and half an hour, consisted of three main questions, each with sub-questions intended to prompt students to talk more fully about their experience in participating in community involvement.  First, I asked students to recount the process of how they decided and went about getting involved in community service in the first place.  The objective of this question was to get interviewees speaking in a narrative form about their experience.  I asked when they first got involved, what they consider their main reasons for getting involved, which organizations they worked with in high school, if any big events, personal experiences, or certain people influenced their work, and if there were any personal motivating factors such as desired skill sets, career goals or college applications.  For the second question I asked each student to get into more detail about the kinds of community engagement work that they have been involved in.  I prompted them to describe the organizations and causes they were involved in – including particular projects, overall goals, specific work they have done personally, and what their role is in the organization.  I also asked them to tell me how long it took for them to get involved in community service work once they got to Amherst College, and again to recount the factors that motivated that decision.  Finally, the third question asked students to talk about what makes them continue with community involvement, what they consider to be two or three main things that they, personally, get out of their service or activism work, and if they plan to continue this kind of work in the future.  I followed each interview by asking where the interviewees are from, what their parents do, and if they consider themselves to have strong religious or political affiliation. 


My interviews, on the whole, were a success.  I collected a significant amount of information which has allowed me to study the numerous factors influencing students to become involved in community service.  I have analyzed and compared data within three categories – female v. male, long history of involvement v. shorter history of involvement, international/activist focus v. local/community focus.  These categories have allowed me to discern some differences in the experience and process of involvement between different types of volunteers.  However, within these differences, several broad patterns have emerged in the pathways, motives and opportunities that have led students to high levels of community service participation. There are common threads to be found in every service participant’s story of getting involved.  I start my analysis by comparing the differences that are apparent in each of my three categories.  
Male vs. Female
The comparison of men versus women produces some interesting results, despite the fact that I have information from nearly four times the number of women than men.  All four male respondents mentioned, in one form or another, that social pressures played a role in influencing their choice to begin participating in community service.  Two mentioned that in high school “everyone else was doing it,” and that it was “just something that was accepted to do.”  Two others acknowledged that the religious groups they belong to proved to be a big influence.  One junior man said that he joined the Amherst Christian Fellowship right away in college because of his religious affiliation, but was “prompted to do the social justice/community outreach type things because it is a big emphasis within the Christian Fellowship.  Staff members and older students make it a big part of the atmosphere.”  His statement implies that in order to fit in with a group that was very important to him personally, he had to participate in their community outreach programs.  These statements indicate the presence of Hirsch’s theory of collective empowerment; the four male respondents got involved because they saw that others were participating in similar activities.  

In a similar vein, all three of the four men interviewed indicated that other organizations that they were a part of as freshmen helped them to become more involved in service projects.  Both men in the class of 2007 reported that their first experiences with community service at Amherst College were through athletic programs that they had been recruited to join.  Because these two men came to college anticipating a commitment to these varsity athletic teams and understood that they would be working closely with teammates, it was easier for them to participate in service projects led by older team members.  In addition, the team-sponsored service projects (painting a non-profit school, participating in Relay for Life, and collecting materials for needy schools) were highly accessible projects.  The service projects were not particularly time consuming, participants were all familiar team members, and the two interviewees did not have to go out of their way to find service work to participate in.  Furthermore, one junior male and the only sophomore male interviewed discussed a similar situation with the Amherst Christian Fellowship, noted earlier.


Women, unlike the men, consistently talked about the importance of family as an influencing factor in the process of getting involved in community service and activism.  Common themes were that families insisted that their child get involved in service work, parents provided a model of participation in service, or a specific family event left a lasting impression that led to subsequent service work.  For example, one woman in the class of 2006 said that her parents dictated that she and her siblings had to complete a community service project as a part of their Bar and Bat Mitzvahs.  One woman from the class of 2008 noted that her parents are both educators, so she has “always had a pretty good awareness in terms of educational gaps,”  which has led her to participate in tutoring and in a group that sponsors education for children in developing countries.  Finally, another woman in the class of 2008 related the story of having an aunt diagnosed with breast cancer during her middle school years.  This intense and personal experience led her to become incredibly involved in the Relay for Life both during high school and here at Amherst College.

Women also emphasized the importance of accessibility and familiarity in choosing the service or activism programs through which they first started working.  Four women distinctly remarked that they became involved in programs because a friend or relative had been previously involved.  One woman’s brother was the head of the Nuestras Raices tutoring program during his time at Amherst College.  She first became involved because she knew about the work and the program through her brother; she is now the leader of the very same program.  Because she had heard of the program and because her brother was heavily involved in it, she felt that she had a connection to the program before she even started working.  Similarly, another woman mentioned that she was drawn to the Change for Change organization when she saw, at a community outreach fair, that an older, fellow team member was one of the group leaders.  Having a trustworthy contact in an organization helps students first start participating in service projects, especially as new students, because it gives the groups a sense of comfort, accessibility and familiarity.  One assumes that since a close friend or relative enjoys the organization enough to do a significant amount of work with it, the organization must be fun, interesting, and worthy enough to commit his or her time.

Finally, the female respondents much more readily identified personal or self-serving motivations that influenced how and when they first got involved in community service, and which programs they chose to volunteer with.  Several acknowledged that they participated in the honor society in high school, and in other volunteer capacities (such as at a hospital) because they believed that “it is what colleges want to see.”  One sophomore woman said that a summer service trip with Habitat for Humanity was largely motivated by a desire to get a sense of the larger world, of the regional and cultural diversity of the United States, and of different social classes.  Two women, a freshman and a senior, noted that through service and activism work they gained many skill sets that apply directly to their career goals.  These women, however, all declared that the “selfish” motivations were only initial reasons for getting involved.  Once they had experienced the service work other non-personal, altruistic factors kept them interested and involved in service and activism.
Longer History of Involvement vs. Shorter History of Involvement


In comparing students with a longer history of involvement versus a shorter history of involvement, it is necessary to define what I mean by “longer” and “shorter.”  Students who have been involved in community service work since junior high school or before, I classify as having a “longer” history.  Students who have been involved in community service work since high school and beyond, I classify as having a “shorter” history.

Seven of my interviewees have had a longer history of involvement in community outreach work.  Many have had service experiences dating to elementary school.  Of these seven students, everyone’s initial involvement with service work occurred with family or through school classes.  One woman in the class of 2006, in addition to listing her mother as an early influence, mentioned the impact of a lifelong involvement in the Girl Scouts as well.  Interviewees recounted trips to work in soup kitchens, environmental clean-up and awareness efforts, and helping their educator-parents in the classroom as young children.  The importance of education, equality and the environment have been stressed since early childhood.  Interestingly, these early introductions have more often than not, among my sample, led to a continuing interest in these specific areas.  Two junior girls who were introduced in elementary school to environmental issues maintain a serious interest in environmental activism through organizations like MASSPIRG.  The three women who began volunteering in schools or as tutors early-on have remained engaged in similar activities, including A Better Chance, Jones Library ESL, and Nuestras Raices tutoring programs.  It should be mentioned, however, that the early influences have not precluded these students from exploring other fields; nevertheless, their newer interests are often related to earlier influences.  For example, one woman who grew up in India and witnessed extreme poverty and inequality as a child has become highly involved in the A Better Chance tutoring program in Amherst, which works with underprivileged high school guys.  For these individuals, the early introduction to certain areas of service has created a longstanding, deep interest in ameliorating associated social problems.  Finally, five of the seven students with a longer history of involvement state their intention of going into a career directly related to public service.  One mentioned becoming a civil rights lawyer, another a social justice activist, and three are interested in going into medicine.  These students demonstrate that the longer and deeper someone is involved in service and activism the more likely they are to start viewing it as an integral part of daily life, not just a “good thing” that they “should” do every now and then.

Students with a shorter history of involvement had their first experiences with community service through pre-existing, well-established organizations such as Habitat for Humanity, soup kitchens, Key Club, peer tutoring programs, student council and Relay for Life.  Unlike longer-term service participants, these students are more likely to have started working on service projects for personal reasons – college applications, building skills toward a career goal, etc.  The original organizations and causes that they have worked for, however, have not necessarily remained the main focus of their volunteer work as time has gone on.  Nine of the ten students classified as “shorter” term service participants began their community involvement in mid to late high school.  After being introduced to the field of public service through these pre-established organizations many have gone on to find causes that better fit their own specific interests.  In several cases participation in organizations such as student council, key club and National Honor society has introduced individuals to the outreach groups that they have since become highly involved in.  These students, having been introduced to the world of volunteerism, service and activism, have molded their participation to fit interests they have accumulated from other aspects of their lives.  There has been no early childhood introduction to particular social issues.  Most importantly, however, is that the people with a shorter history of involvement have become group leaders to the same extent that the individuals with a longer history of involvement have.  They also have a similar desire to go into service professions – education, politics, international development and medicine were all mentioned by this group.  This means that one does not have to be involved in community service since early childhood in order to make it an essential part of one’s life.  People with no long history of community involvement, given a meaningful introduction and many options within the field of outreach and activism, will take the opportunities and run with them.
Local/Community-Based Work vs. Internationally Focused/Activism Work

While these categories are by no means mutually exclusive, comparing students who are primarily focused on local and community based service work with students who focus more on activism and international issues provides an interesting framework for analysis.  I have separated students into these categories on the following basis: students who perform service work and projects with a distinctly local, interpersonal emphasis and students whose work concerns social problems of a broader nature and who take issue with societal shortcomings on a political and institutional level.

Students who focus mainly on local, community-based work stress the importance of personal connections and the development of relationships in their outreach work.  These relationships were mentioned as one of the foremost reasons that students continued working in public service endeavors.  One senior woman noted that what she likes the most about tutoring, and what has influenced her decision to go into education as a career, are her relationships with the youth in the Nuestras Raices program.  “That’s what I like about this kind of community work – that it’s with other people and I’ve grown really attached to the youth of the program,” she said.  Several others admitted that getting involved in local service organizations allowed them to meet people who would have otherwise remained unknown.  
Furthermore, the students who participate in service on a local, interpersonal level view the work that they perform has having very concrete benefits and impacts.  They can see the changes that they make in individuals or small communities over time: watching an ESL tutee make marked improvements in speaking and writing, or working side-by-side with a partner family to construct their new home with Habitat for Humanity.  A junior boy stated that, “seeing the few instances in particular where it really has made a difference or an impact in the community or for individual people who you are working with would be the biggest thing that I get out of this work.”  Students working with local organizations feel that their projects are actually manageable and practical.  Lastly, these students are often heavily involved in issues that relate to very personal experiences in their own lives.  One woman grew up surrounded by poverty and children without education – she now focuses on improving the education of high school-aged boys through A Better Chance tutoring.  Another woman became heavily involved in Relay for Life as a response to her aunt being diagnosed with breast cancer.  Individuals who value personal interactions with the people they are helping work consistently with community-based outreach organizations.

The students who focus more on international issues and activism all started out working with accessible local service programs, just like all the other interviewees.  Their focus on activism and international issues came later.  Once an ethos of service had been introduced successfully to these individuals through school or pre-established service organizations, their interests grew to encompass an awareness of social problems on a broader national and global level.  Of the six students who fell into this category, five mentioned very specific instances that they recall inspiring their interest in activism.  One saw a television show about sweatshops in Asia, one read Paul Farmer’s book Mountains Beyond Mountains, one worked in India at a drug rehab center for a summer, one participated in a science experiment in school that demonstrated the deleterious effects of battery waste on the environment, and one described being a liberal from Texas and being forced to resort to activism and awareness if she wanted her voice heard at all.  These specific experiences “bumped” these individuals from participating in community service on a local level to having more of an awareness of societal problems at an institutional, global level.  
None of these individuals presented activism as “better” than community-based service, but said that the two addressed different issues: “one is treating the symptoms and one is treating the root causes; I can build a house for people below the poverty line or I can work to bring people up from poverty,” said one woman.  Another echoed her sentiments, saying, “with community service I can have a tangible feeling of having a direct impact on a person’s life…it’s harder with activism because it’s easier to feel like it’s hopeless, but to be aware of horrible things that are happening and not to do anything comes with a tremendous sense of guilt.”  This group of students branched out from community-based service to an activist approach after becoming particularly aware of large-scale, embedded problems of inequality in society.
Common Themes


The categories of male vs. female, longer history of involvement vs. shorter history of involvement, and local/community-based service vs. international/activism work provide frameworks for looking at the interviews from various perspectives.  While there certainly are differences within these categories, a thread of common themes also appeared in my interviews.  For one, every single person that I interviewed got his or her start in community service through pre-established, well-known, accessible service organizations.  Some individuals were urged by family to get involved, others were required by their high schools, and some chose to join of their own volition.  Overall, however, everybody was introduced to the world of service and activism through similar organizations.

Approximately 50%
 of the interviewees explicitly mentioned wanting to see “tangible results” coming from their work.  In such a numbers and data-driven world it is not surprising that service participants would want to know that their efforts are making a difference.  Surprisingly, students who expressed this desire did not fall into any of the above three categories of analysis.  Men and women, participants with longer and shorter histories of outreach involvement, activists and local service participants all want to be able to see the results of the work they do, in one form or another.  While students involved in locally based community involvement like to see change specifically in the people or community organizations they are helping, even students with a broad, global, activist focus like to know that their efforts, however expansive, are helping the world to change for the better.

Another comment frequently made by my interviewees was that as people in a very privileged position, they should give back to others who have not been as fortunate.
  Students made many normative statements to me, including, “I should do something to help other people,” or, “I want to give back as a westerner, and as a member of a group of people who have taken a lot from the rest of the world,” or, “as an immigrant, a lot has been given to me, so I should give back,” and so on.  In a sense, this might be the result of social pressure. Students may be repeating mantras that have been engrained through parents, teachers, mentors:  as a privileged member of society you should not be completely selfish or completely self-absorbed, you should give back at least a little to others who do not have as much.  Students are very aware of their advantage in this world, and consequently feel strongly that they should use the resources at their disposal to help others.  This indicates that a large number of students at Amherst are most likely quite aware of their status in the world and aware of the inequalities at the other end of the spectrum.  Given appealing opportunities, Amherst students are likely to act on these feelings by initiating involvement in service programs.

Another common subject that appeared consistently in my interviews was the idea of awareness surrounding available outreach opportunities.  Only three interview respondents mentioned the community outreach website or fall community service fair as helping them to find programs that they were interested in.  Most other students got involved in a particular outreach group because of friends who encouraged their participation, or because another group in which they were members (i.e. athletic team or Christian Fellowship) initiated the service opportunities.  Even the two female respondents who reported participating in the freshman year outreach trip noted that they did not get involved in outreach at Amherst immediately following their trips because they did not know that the organizations they were interested in existed.  Only later in the year did they hear mention of outreach opportunities with A Better Chance tutoring and Relay for Life.  One senior woman summed up these feelings when she declared, “I am absolutely the poster child for why you should advertise.  If I know a cause is out there I am the first person to sign up for it.”  Certainly, if students are unaware of groups and programs it is not very likely that they will seek out outreach opportunities on their own.

Finally, nine interviewees brought up the fact that time is often an issue in their decision of whether or not to participate in service groups.  Four mentioned that the availability of short-term outreach projects in high school really piqued their interest in community service and allowed them to fulfill their desire to participate despite having otherwise hectic schedules.  A similar trend is found at Amherst.  Students have incredibly busy schedules and frequently put service work on the back burner in order to fulfill other obligations and desires – school, work, athletics, etc.  Six respondents mentioned that service projects not requiring a long-term commitment, such as building for Habitat for Humanity or participating in a service trip over a school break, were much more feasible and appealing for them.  For college students with much to do, time is a precious commodity and many choose to forgo service opportunities that do not easily fit into their schedules.
Conclusions


There is no definite path through which students become involved in community service.  Students’ varying backgrounds and interests prevent any social researcher from determining a surefire way to get college students involved in community service.  There are, however, definite patterns and common themes surrounding the process of getting involved in community service.  While Hirsch’s article on student social movements did not prove particularly applicable to my study, I certainly found consciousness-raising and collective-empowerment to be evident in the process.  In joining service organizations initially, students are introduced to situations that raise their consciousness in terms of the needs of others.  This consciousness only grows as an individual participates in more and more outreach work.  In addition, the notion of collective empowerment is very important in understanding students initial interest in service organizations – often they want to participate with friends and others who they trust.  As more people become aware of worthwhile outreach endeavors, the “bandwagon mentality”
 will go into effect; the more students can be convinced that a particular organization is interesting, worthwhile and “popular,” the more likely more and more individuals are to join it.

I found that many of the decision factors listed in Serow’s paper on student voluntarism were mentioned by Amherst students in my study.  In particular, “sense of satisfaction from helping others,” “involved through club, activity, or class,” “duty to correct societal problems,” “acquiring career skills and experience,” “religious beliefs,” and “example of parents and family members,” were mentioned frequently my interviewees.  While my research tends to corroborate with Serow’s on the idea that “the attachments and responsibilities associated with voluntarism were also viewed by some individuals as extensions of…interpersonal relationships…,” I did not find that students participated in community service as a way of compensating for previous lost or unsatisfying relationships.
  In addition, I found that this emphasis on personal relationships applies primarily to students with a local, community-based focus, not to students who work in activism.

The narratives given by my interviewees correspond with Serow’s argument that empathy and emotional engagement play a role in “shaping prosocial development.”
  In my study, most of these highly-involved students described experiences that caused them to relate on a personal level to the outreach work they were performing.  This enforced the dedication of the individual to the cause.  The more students become integrated into a specific organization or a specific cause, the more the concept and principles of community service and activism will become grounded in their everyday realities.  Many students, despite accusations to the contrary, truly do want to work to improve society in a myriad of ways.

The good news is that students can and do become involved in community outreach even if they do not have a long history of family involvement, and even if their high schools did not stress service learning.  The most important thing for initiating the process of getting students involved in their community is to start putting the background and the mindset of service in place.  Once the seed is planted students will gravitate to organizations and causes that interest them while maintaining a disposition and dedication toward service in general.  My interviews indicate that the best way to cultivate this atmosphere is to provide a large variety of smaller-scale, organized events sponsored by the outreach office in conjunction with various departments and organizations on campus.  

First, I would recommend developing partnerships with non-service based organizations such as athletic teams, music groups and religious fellowships.  These associations often have highly dedicated members, and appealing to them as a whole will not only reach a wider range of students, it will also encourage participation because the programs will appear as more accessible, comfortable and manageable to students.  


Second, short-term outreach projects ranging across a wide variety of public service needs may also encourage more students to take the step to get involved while in college.  According to my research, if people find a project that truly interests them and fits manageably into their busy schedules, the process of getting involved community service begins more easily.  Because students might not be aware of or might not have the time to seek out opportunities at the beginning of the academic year, I would also encourage group leaders to try and accommodate students who show interest once the year has started.  This approach might allow first-years (and others) who are fall athletes to incorporate outreach into their college lives mid-fall, rather than waiting until early February to join a group at the beginning of a new semester.


Third, no matter what kind of public service work individuals end up focusing on once they are highly involved, they all start off the same way: with pre-organized, easily accessible service projects.  Examples stressed in my interviews were tutoring, Habitat for Humanity, and soup kitchens.  Working specifically with very structured service programs to target incoming first-years and transfer students might encourage more participation right off the bat.  A small percentage of incoming classes participate in the outreach trip, so perhaps holding smaller service-oriented seminars or information sessions during orientation would serve to introduce new students to the field.


Finally, advertise, advertise, advertise.  Print advertising is certainly important, but flyers in Valentine dining hall often get covered up by other groups seeking to promote their own activities.  Utilize e-mail to alert students to upcoming outreach opportunities.  The career center sends out a weekly bulletin with announcements and blurbs about events related to jobs, study abroad, internships and the like.  A similar bulletin from the community outreach office might help to make students aware of opportunities.

This project might appear overly optimistic to some.  After all, I did interview seventeen students who are exceedingly involved in community outreach and activism.  I was unable to compare their narratives with those of non-participants.  However, the diversity of backgrounds and experiences within my sample leads me to believe that all students at Amherst can be influenced to perform outreach work given the right circumstances and opportunities.  The process of getting involved in service and activism varies enough from student to student that there is no miracle remedy for convincing all 1600 Amherst students to sign up and participate immediately.  The trends and themes found in this study indicate that a large number of Amherst students are willing and able to engage themselves and could be prompted to do so, regardless of their background experience, with minor changes to the practices of campus organizations. 
Appendix A

Official Interview Schedule used for Research Project

1. How did you get involved in community service work or activism?  (How would you recount the process of you deciding to participate in community service or activism?)

a. At which point in your life did you first become involved in service work?

b. Looking back, what would you consider the main reasons for getting involved?

c. Which organizations did you work with in high school?

d. Any big events prompt your participation?  Personal experiences, something big in the news, scheduled events at school…??

e. Were there/are there certain people who help influence the work you do?

f. Were there any personal motivating factors?  Skill sets, career goals, college applications, etc.

2. What kinds of community engagement have you been involved in (service, charity, activism)?

a. Can you tell me about the organizations?

b. What prompted you to begin participating with these organizations?  How did you decide which groups you wanted to give your time to?  What drew you to this particular kind of group?

c. What is your role within the organization?

d. How long did it take for you to start getting involved?  What factors led to you getting involved?

3. What makes you continue with community involvement?

a. What do you get out of your community engagement or activism work?

b. Do you plan to continue this kind of work in the future?  In what capacity?

4. If not already covered:

a. Where are you from?

b. What do your parents do?

c. Do you consider yourself to have strong religious or political affilations?
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