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Barack Obama began his presidential campaign by promising to make public service "cool" again. He is now working to honor that pledge by strengthening three types of service: a day of volunteering now and again, a year or two with organizations such as AmeriCorps or Teach for America, and lifelong careers working in government or nonprofit agencies.


Obama could easily create or save a million public-service jobs by the end of his first term. In his administration alone, he will need as many as 300,000 new federal employees to carry out his agenda and repair beleaguered agencies like the Food and Drug Administration. He is sure to generate millions of hours of volunteering and a surge in service learning at all levels of the educational system, including higher education. Already, students are applying in record numbers to graduate programs in public affairs and public service.


The president and Congress have done more than just talk about the value of service. They have also worked together to strengthen all aspects of public service, in April passing the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act. To encourage more volunteerism, the act designated September 11 as an annual day of service, created Youth Engagement Zones to promote service learning in distressed communities, established summers and semesters of service, and began a Campus of Service recognition program.


To support full-time service for a year or two, the act also will triple the size of AmeriCorps and increase tuition benefits for those who serve in it, provide money for a new Serve America Fellowship program, and establish an Encore Fellowship program for Americans age 55 and older. Encore fellows will receive training to pursue longer-term public-service careers after their fellowships end.


To encourage lifelong careers, Obama has saved thousands of public-service jobs through his $787-billion stimulus plan, put $50-million toward supporting social innovation and $25-million toward strengthening nonprofit groups, and promised to create a faster federal hiring process. He also plans to put in place the College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007, which forgives any balance left in federal direct loans for students who have taken public-service jobs and stayed in them for 10 years.


Still, Obama cannot succeed in strengthening public service without the help of colleges. They act as gatekeepers into the world of public service and play a crucial role in shaping student attitudes about public service of all kinds.


Too often, however, higher-education institutions see volunteering as something students should do in their downtime, AmeriCorps as little more than a ticket to graduate school, and a public-service career as an inferior destination compared with the exhilarating, high-prestige jobs that once existed in the private sector.


Colleges should reconsider seven commonly held myths about public service:


Public service is only about volunteering. Many colleges concentrate their public-service programs on short-term volunteer efforts by students in the communities around their campuses. They also tend to isolate the various aspects of public service in silos like offices of community service and career counseling.


But public service comes in many shapes and sizes, and it should be presented as part of life well lived. It can take place almost anywhere, including government, charities, and businesses. It can go beyond traditional social services like serving meals at homeless shelters, to inventing clean technologies. And service can occur in different ways throughout a person's life.


Colleges should embrace that multidimensional definition. Presidents and chancellors might create a sustainable campaign to promote all forms of engagement, while acknowledging that public service often involves interdisciplinary skills that cross traditional academic boundaries.


Days of service are always positive. A day of service now and again is hard to criticize. What could be better than a new playground, a cleaner neighborhood, or freshly painted schools? But days of service can also reinforce the once-in-a-while volunteering that appears to be increasing among young Americans, but which places great stress on the organizations they want to help. Why invest in training when students show up only when they please?


Durable commitments to public service are essential for giving students the meaningful work they crave. It is one thing to volunteer once a year, and quite another to show up every week to read to kids or lobby for educational reform. It would be still another if Obama expanded the new day of service commemorating September 11 into a year of service that every 18-year-old must complete.


Public service is a civic duty. As colleges design their annual campaigns to encourage students to engage in public service, they often fall back on standard guilt trips about an obligation that must be fulfilled. After all, that is how the "Greatest Generation" was called to service.


For the most part, however, such calls rarely work. Public service is better understood as a means to an end, not an end in itself. For most students, public service is not about obligation, but about the chance to make a difference on issues such as poverty, inequality, Darfur, or global warming. Colleges should structure the conversation about public service around issues that matter, not around service as a pure public good.


Public service is always rewarding. Colleges must be honest about the kind of work students can expect. Too often, institutions focus on what students can get from service by way of recommendations, course credit, or future jobs, reinforcing expectations of immediate gratification.


Public-service agencies cannot provide a scintillating experience for students who show up only occasionally, nor can the agencies survive the current economic implosion without help filling menial jobs. The reality is that most public-service jobs, especially early on, involve at least some willingness to stuff envelopes and answer phones. What's more, even as the demand for service rises, charitable giving is falling—bringing many nonprofit groups to the edge of collapse and making volunteer work more essential but perhaps less exciting. At the same time, state and local governments are imposing hiring freezes, pay furloughs, and job cuts, creating fewer opportunities for longer-term careers.


Faculty members should help students remember that menial tasks may be the most important of all.


Public service is noncontroversial. Students want a strong voice in what happens both on and off their campuses, so public service can't be limited to "safe" service, like tutoring and mentoring—important though such work is. Students want to solve problems, not just treat them. Colleges can help by giving students the skills and small grants they need to bring their new ideas to fruition. Some of those ideas may eventually earn support from Obama's new Social Innovation Fund. As Michelle Obama noted in announcing the program in May: "The idea is simple. Find the most effective programs out there and then provide the capital needed to replicate their success in communities around the country."


Public service is for the young. Whether by intent or accident, many colleges too often ignore the possibility that older students might be just as ready to serve as younger ones, whether through service learning in the classroom or in their careers after graduation. Those older students are easily lost because many are still working and go to college only part time. They are often not included in discussions about public service or made aware of the opportunities for volunteer work, are not part of the outreach for AmeriCorps and other postgraduate service programs, and are left on their own in career planning.


The Serve America Act clearly encourages older Americans to pursue careers in public service, so more colleges should build programs that attract those people to serve. Colleges should also create the training programs that the act requires for recipients of Encore Fellowships.


Public servants stay put. Back in the 1970s, most graduates of top public-service programs agreed. They started their careers in federal, state, and local government, and remained in those sectors. By the early 1990s, however, students were moving across sector boundaries with ease. Some students started out in business and moved to government; others began in government and moved to nonprofit groups.


Most colleges have been slow to accept that reality. They tend to place students according to specific designations. Policy programs focus on government agencies and nonprofit organizations; social-work schools cover human-services agencies; business schools concentrate on consulting firms. As sector switching has increased, however, students need more-flexible skills, which will allow them to move from one area to another and back again. That is why my university's social-entrepreneurship program invites students from all disciplines and restricts the number of fellowships given to students from any one discipline.


Those are not the only myths that frustrate public service, but they illustrate the growing disconnection between how colleges package and promote public-service opportunities and what students value most. If an institution wants to make the list of the nation's top civic-minded universities, it must tell students the truth about what they can expect, provide an array of destinations, and always advertise service as a way to change the world.


Paul C. Light is a professor of public service at New York University's Robert F. Wagner School of Public Service. He teaches an undergraduate course titled "Introduction to Public Service."
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We educate women and men to be effective public service leaders in the global community guided by the values of St. Vincent de Paul.











