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Definition Of Key Terms

Community Service Public service (a service that is performed for the benefit of the public or its 
institutions)1.

The forms of community service and contribution can be categorised into 
four main categories: i) direct social services; ii) fundraising exercises such 
as flag days and product sales; iii) awareness and capacity building, as well 
as iv) citizenry and grassroots engagement.

Volunteerism The practice of people working on behalf of others or a particular cause 
without payment for their time and services … [volunteerism is] generally 
considered [to be] an altruistic activity2.

Schools Schools in the context of this paper would involve primary schools (grades 
one to six), secondary schools (grades seven to ten), and Institutes of 
Higher Learning (IHL). IHLs comprise of the Institute of Technical 
Education (ITE), junior colleges and polytechnics (grades eleven to twelve).

Background Information

Community Involvement Programme (CIP)

Community service in schools – on a nation-wide basis - was formally instituted by the Ministry of 
Education (MOE) with the introduction of the CIP in 1997. Mr. Wee Heng Tin, the then Director-
General of Education, spoke at the launch of the CIP; and aptly pointed out that “community service 
[was] not a new or alien concept for our schools”3, citing the existence of community service clubs, as 
well as the outreach of the Leo Club and the Interact Club. However, without a proper framework to 
train educators and to guide students through a series of society-based activities, ad-hoc initiatives 
such as the Singapore Kindness Movement (SKM) would not be sufficient to provide the necessary 
impetuses. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to expose students to the notions of community 
service and volunteerism from young so that they can develop a lifelong passion towards the 
aforementioned, and continue to contribute in any way possible on a long-term and sustainable basis. 

To date, the hour-based system of the CIP remains staunchly in place. Since 1998, “every pupil from 
primary school to junior college will be involved in a minimum of six hours of service each year … 
[collectively] on a long term basis, a pupil with ten years of schooling would have completed at least 
sixty hours of community service under this programme by the time he leaves school”4.

Even though the activities aspect of the CIP has evolved quite significantly – with more schools 
forming long-term partnerships with organisations and the increasing trend of Overseas CIP (OCIP) –
the objectives of “building social cohesion and civic responsibility”5 remain unaltered. The principles 
and foundations of the CIP have been laid appropriately; however, there is an assortment of 
challenges ahead, given the changing education landscape and global climate. Beyond the mere 
quantity established in the form of hours clocked, there needs to be greater diversity and quality in 
the conduct of the programme within institutions.

                                                
1 The Trustees of Princeton University (2010). WordNet. In Community Service. Retrieved June 6, 2010, from 
http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=community%20service.
2 Wikipedia Contributors (May 30, 2010). Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. In Volunteering. Retrieved June 6, 2010, from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Volunteering&oldid=364998840.
3 Heng Tin, Wee. Launch Of The Community Involvement Programme. October 1, 1997.
4 Ibid.
5 Ministry of Education, Singapore (May 21, 2010). Community Involvement Programmes. In Rationale. Retrieved June 6, 2010 
from http://www.ne.edu.sg/cip.htm.
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Service-Learning (SL)

SL is an extended component of the CIP. A portmanteau of service and learning: the former revolves 
around meeting real community needs through volunteerism, whilst the latter provides for the self-
development of youths6. While CIP calls for the schools and teachers to design activities and 
programmes for their students to participate in, SL is a movement up the ladder; in which students 
themselves are encouraged to plan and execute their own community service projects. Educators are 
primarily involved as mentors, while student-teams are responsible for most aspects of their 
endeavour: from project planning and administration to the eventual execution. 

Under the Ministry for Community Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS), the National Youth 
Council (NYC) was assigned as the national coordinating body for youth affairs in Singapore; and 
subsequently assumed the responsibilities of providing SL resources, funding and training since 
20007. The SL framework is dedicated more for youths – at the secondary and tertiary levels – who 
have previously undergone activities and initiatives under the CIP in their alma maters, partnering
with a multitude of different voluntary organisations. The flexibility in the conceptualisation and the 
entire SL process has proven to be considerably attractive for students; in recent years, there has 
been an explosion of SL projects throughout Singapore, across a variety of interest areas. More 
significantly, SL also serves as a constructive platform for young Singaporeans to continue their 
commitments in volunteerism at the grassroots and community level in the future.

NYC had also introduced the Youth Expedition Project (YEP) in 2000 for international SL activities; to 
date, it has “supported more than 17,800 youths and 800 expeditions to ASEAN, India and China”8. 
The popularity of SL has also prompted the NYC to introduce the Young ChangeMakers (YCM) 
scheme in 2005 to empower youths interested in implementing community projects in terms of 
mentorship and funding, and to encourage experienced individuals to serve as mentors to assist the 
former9. A collection of awards and sharing sessions, such as the Youth Service-Learning Award 
(YSLA)10 and its corresponding conference, has been instituted for stakeholders to showcase worthy 
SL projects and gather collective insights from various experiences by professionals and educators.

Rationale Of Review

 Review and evaluate the current state of community service in Singapore schools.
 Provide new insights to the existing base of research and resources.
 Collate and distribute the research findings to the relevant agencies – governmental and non-

governmental alike – for consideration and possible implementation.

Research Questions

 Has the school-based community service programme in Singapore been effective in delivering 
the relevant benefits to its stakeholders?

 What are some of the existing challenges associated with the programme?
 Consequently, what are the proposed solutions and suggestions that should be taken into 

consideration for possible implementation?

                                                
6 National Youth Council (2004). Service-Learning Singapore. In What Is S-L? Retrieved June 6, 2010 from 
http://www.nyc.gov.sg/sl/abc.htm.
7 Ministry of Education, Singapore (May 21, 2010). Community Involvement Programmes. In Service-Learning Singapore. 
Retrieved June 6, 2010 from http://www.ne.edu.sg/cip.htm.
8 National Youth Council (2009). Youth Expedition Project. In Overview. Retrieved June 8, 2010 from 
http://www.yep.sg/about/overview.
9 National Youth Council (2009). Young ChangeMakers. In What Is The Young ChangeMakers? Retrieved June 8, 2010 from 
http://ycm.nyc.sg/content/view/22/28/.
10 National Youth Council (2009). Service-Learning Singapore. In Youth Service-Learning Award (YSLA). Retrieved June 8, 2010 
from http://www.nyc.gov.sg/sl/projects.htm.
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Research Methodology

The stakeholders of school-based community service in Singapore are established as: i) the students, 
ii) schools, including teachers, educators and service coordinators; as well as iii) the community and 
its network of beneficiaries and related organisations. The benefits and detriments of the existing 
service programme would be dependent on the stakeholders’ receptivity towards it; simultaneously, 
they are naturally in prime positions to suggest improvements or tweaks to the current components.

The entire research process would be facilitated through a SWOT11 analysis-framework: with the 
“Strengths” and “Weaknesses” aspects under the overall evaluation of the community service 
programme, and the “Opportunities” and “Threats” sections under the procedures of developing the
suggestions and solutions. A list of benefits associated with community service for the respective 
stakeholders has been generated, and the assertions are corroborated through the active use of an 
assortment of secondary sources exploring the potential takeaways from school-based volunteerism. 
Figure A is a diagram-representation of the entire research methodology for this review.

Figure A: Review Research Methodology.

                                                
11 SWOT refers to Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. The analysis-framework facilitates a strategic 
methodology to highlight areas of improvement or enhancement towards the stipulated aims and objectives.
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The quantitative and qualitative breakdown of the research process is reflected in Figure B. The 
entire research process would also include interviews with voluntary welfare agencies and 
organisations; with the eventual quantity (total of 10 to 15) spread out across the service categories.

Qualitative (Interviews, Reflections) Quantitative (Survey)

Service Coordinators
3 to 5 Teachers

Student Interviews
And Focus Group 

Discussions
5 Primary Schools  Project Reflections TBD
5 Secondary Schools  15 to 20 200 to 300
2 Junior Colleges
2 Polytechnics
2 ITEs


5 to 8
5 to 8
5 to 8

200 to 300
200 to 300
200 to 300

Figure B: Quantitative And Qualitative Research Breakdown.

Literature Review

Students And Schools

Heightened moral education, with greater sensitivity towards the less-privileged. A good community 
programme would provide students with a broader comprehension of genuine needs within the 
society, and provide the impetus to rigorously introduce plans or involve themselves in ways to 
improve the status quo. Many students would develop a feeling of “social connectedness” within the 
larger socio-context, and naturally have an “increased sense of social responsibility, and a 
subsequent desire to ‘give back’ to the communities from which they have come”12. Schools can 
subtly infuse elements of moral education through the hands-on experiences, and allow students to 
have greater sensitivities beyond their personal, pragmatic concerns. Students who engage in high 
quality service-learning would show an increase in the extent to which they felt aware and engaged 
towards community needs, believing that they could make a difference in terms of commitment13 14.

Inculcation of social values, and the breaking down of social barriers. It is contended that “community 
service provides the critical missing link for many students, an opportunity to apply academic 
learning to real human needs and to make the knowledge gained usable in one’s thinking beyond the 
situation in which the learning occurred”15. Community service and volunteerism supplies an 
important link between academic exercise and the application of real-time, real-life experiences. 
Through the experience gained, the students would reflect and integrate important social values; 
thereby integrating theory with tangible situations. Significant social boundaries would be broken 
through hands-on involvement, as the participants interact with beneficiaries of unique backgrounds.

Developing a culture of volunteerism and possible altruism for the future. Effective and effectual 
school-based community service programmes would not only encourage short-term involvement in 
projects, but also convince individuals on the importance of volunteerism; subsequently persuading 
the students and teachers to persist in their endeavours outside of the institution. They become 
constructive units of change in a variety of organisations and beneficiaries on a long-term basis, 
continuously driving community events and initiatives for the future.  “Youth who volunteer are 
three times more likely to volunteer as adults; and eighty-one percent of Americans who have 
                                                
12 University Of Michigan (2005). How Does Helping Others Help Students? In Benefits Of Student Participation In Community 
Service. Retrieved June 15, 2010 from http://sitemaker.umich.edu/356.black/benefits_of_participation_in_service.
13 Melchior, Alan (1999). Summary Report: National Evaluation Of Learn And Serve America. Waltham, MA. Centre For Human 
Resources, Brandeis University.
14 Westheimer, Joel and Joseph Kahne (2000). Report To The Surdna Board – D.V.I. New York. Surdna Foundation.
15 Hedin, Diane P. (1989). The Power Of Community Service. Proceedings Of The Academy Of Political Science. 37 (2). Caring For 
America’s Children.
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volunteer experiences when they are young give to charitable organisations as adults”16; the 
acknowledgement has to be made that a strong school-based community service programme would 
go a long way in moulding a strong adult volunteer base in time to come.

Students

Increased sense of belonging to the school, and positively working for the institution. The school evolves 
to be a place where the education process is more productive, and students feel that their 
involvement and abilities can be of special value in their plans. Students and groups feel more 
respected and recognised at the end of the day, and a greater sense of pride. James Leming, a prolific 
American chronicler of the research on moral and character education, reflected in his report 
findings that “students who engaged in service-learning ranked responsibility as a more important 
value, and reported a higher sense of responsibility to their school”17. Students in other examples 
also reported more positive school climate through a feeling of greater connectedness to the school18.

Heightening self-esteem and self-awareness. Students who engaged in service-learning were more 
likely to increase their sense of self-esteem and self-efficacy19; and at the same time more conscious 
of their day-to-day workings and conversations with people around them. On an intrinsic level, 
students mature and have the ability to discover their strengths and weaknesses; and become more 
confident with their personal identities, and in their interactions with their counterparts.

Expanding skills, abilities and competencies. In a general sense, “middle and high school students who 
engaged in quality service-learning programmes showed increases in measures of personal and 
social responsibility, communication and sense of educational competence”20. Through special 
aspects of the events, as they undertake different roles, they build on and sharpen key competencies 
outside of their textbooks, such as public speaking, managing finances, collating documents et cetera.
Indirectly, the excellence in these fields would also encourage them to balance their commitments in 
the academic realms, granting them better written and oratorical abilities. Lynn Stephens, in a 
research guide, also highlighted that “elementary and middle school students who participated in 
service-learning had improved problem-solving skills and increased interest in academics”21.

Gaining leadership and team-building capabilities. Especially for projects that demand the students to 
take upon roles and responsibilities to identify key concerns and develop projects on their own 
accord, they subtly understand the importance of accountability, rallying the team and working well 
together. Even through failure or mistakes, they can be guided with focused reflection sessions to 
encourage them to think through and correct their shortcomings; learning points that would be 
applicable throughout their lives. The opportunities to work with partners and members across 
racial and cultural boundaries can allow students to become “more dependable for others, and [feel]
more comfortable communicating with ethnically diverse groups”22. The demands of the projects,
and the diversity in the working styles and backgrounds of the members would call for the leaders to 
strengthen his or her abilities in this manner to increase the team’s productivity and effectiveness.

                                                
16 Latham, Molly (2003). Young Volunteers: The Benefits Of Community Service – Fact Sheet. University of Nevada, Reno. 
Cooperative Extension.
17 Leming, James (1998). Adding Value To Service-Learning Projects. Insights On Global Ethics, Autumn.
18 Pickeral, Terry (1998). An Evaluation Of Six K-12 Service-Learning Programmes In Oregon And Washington. Author.
19 Shaffer, B. (1993). Service-Learning: An Academic Methodology. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Department Of Education 
cited in Bhaerman, Robert, Cordell, Karin and Gomez, Barbara (1998). The Role Of Service-Learning In Educational Reform. 
Raleigh, NC: National Society For Experiential Education and Needham, MA. Simon and Shuster, Inc. 
20 Weiler, Daniel, Amy LaGoy, Eric Crane and Abby Rovner (1998). An Evaluation Of K-12 Service-Learning In California: Phase 
II Final Report. Emeryville, CA. RPP International with The Search Institute.
21 Stephens, Lynn (1995). The Complete Guide To Learning Through Community Service, Grades K-9. Boston, MA. Allyn and 
Bacon Publishers.
22 Loesch-Griffin, Deborah, L.A. Petrides, and C. Pratt (1995). A Comprehensive Study Of Project YES – Rethinking Classrooms And 
Community: Service-Learning As Educational Reform. San Francisco, CA. East Bay Conservation Corps.
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Enjoyment and leisure. Besides meeting acquaintances and making new friends, community service 
can prove to be a constructive and positive use of the students’ leisure time.

Schools (Teachers, Educators And Service Coordinators)

Enhanced teacher-student relationships. Beyond the interactions within the classrooms, community 
service provides chances for teachers and students to work together – in the capacities of mentors 
and mentees – to collectively meet various community needs through a multitude of volunteer 
avenues. Studies have shown that community service not only builds greater cohesiveness and more 
positive relationships, service-learning also brings about an increase in mutual respect23 24. Forging 
such relationships would greatly optimise the teaching-learning processes, which would allow for 
more efficient and effective cross-interactions, learning to strengthen bonds and camaraderie.

Positive publicity for schools with greater service culture and civic engagement. A school that places 
strong emphasis on volunteerism and community service would be positively reflected within the 
general public for its efforts.

Validates teaching; teachers feel more energised. Educators would feel motivated by the fact that their 
students are active with their application of classroom-based knowledge and information in a much 
bigger and more significant environment. It has also been revealed in instances when educators 
involved in service-learning have engaged in active reflection and analysis to determine how to 
improve their educational services to students25 26. Even as teachers serve as mentors, it is apparent 
that they would not be excluded from the variety of benefits that community service has to offer.

Schools And Community

Reciprocal partnerships with local communities. The communities itself – in the form of voluntary 
welfare organisations and agencies – would have its needs addressed; while schools would be the 
facilitators through which such change would be conducted. Long-term partnerships between the 
two would definitely ensure pro-activeness and more targeted approaches, to the benefit of both 
parties. It also leads to more positive perceptions of school and youth by community members; in 
which “community members who participate in service-learning as partners with the school see 
youth as valued resources and positive contributors to community”27 28.

Community (Beneficiaries And Organisations)

Sizeable and sustainable manpower enhancements. The evergreen nature of generations of students 
would ensure that there would be a steady flow of students and manpower for the proposed 
activities. If managed well, they can be valuable and responsible assets. With growing literature and 
research in the field of social work and volunteerism, beneficiaries and organisations are increasingly 
desirous of shifting student responsibilities from “involvement” to “participation”. The former refers 
to an “entire continuum of taking part, from one-off consultation … to taking control”29, while the 
latter refers to a “continuum of involvement where people play a more active part, have greater 

                                                
23 ^20
24 Berkas, Thomas (1997). Strategic Review Of The W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Service-Learning Projects, 1990 – 1996. Battle 
Creek, MI. W.K. Kellogg Foundation.
25 Anderson, V., C. Kinsley, P. Negroni, and C. Price (1991). Community Service-Learning And School Improvement In Springfield, 
Massachusetts. Phi Delta Kappan, 72, June.
26 Billig, Shelley and Jill Conrad (1997). An Evaluation Of The New Hampshire Service-Learning And Educational Reform Project. 
Denver, CO. RMC Research.
27 Kinsley, Carol (1997). Service-Learning: A Process To Connect Learning And Living. Service-Learning: Leaving Footprints On 
The Planet. National Association Of Secondary School Principals Bulletin.
28 Kinsley, Carol (1997). Elementary School Programmes in Rahima Wade, ed., Community Service Learning: A Guide To 
Including Service In The Public School Curriculum. Albany, NY. State University of New York Press.
29 Adams, R. (2008). Empowerment, Participation And Social Work. New York, Palgrave Macmillan.
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choice, exercise more power and contribute significantly to decision-making and management”30. 
The former is clearly a subset of the latter; and the aforementioned agencies would greatly benefit 
from more engaged students, entrusting them with a sense of responsibility and rootedness to the 
organisation so as to contribute more exponentially in the years to follow.

Injection of creativity and innovation in approaches to volunteerism. With the advent of technology 
and the changing landscape of volunteerism, students – with their fresh outlooks and decisions –
would provide for enhanced creativity and innovation in their planning and execution.

More aware and educated citizens. In a study conducted by the American Educational Research 
Association, the major finding was that “both voluntary and school-required community service in 
high school were strong predictors of adult voting”31. It seems obvious that individuals who have 
benefited from community service directly would be more cognisant of socio-political issues 
concerning the country, and therefore involve themselves more actively in diverse ways. As active, 
positive contributors to society, high schools students who participated in quality service-learning 
programmes increased their political attentiveness, political knowledge, and desire to become more 
politically active32; and developed more sophisticated understandings of socio-historical contexts, 
were likely to think about politics and morality in society, and were likely to consider how to effect 
social change33 34. Beyond the schools, students and teachers involved in the entire process could 
engage people around them to be more aware of the needs of the less fortunate, and become more 
caring citizens as youths and adults.

Increased public involvement and support for causes (advocacy and awareness). Involving students, 
teachers and even parents in community action makes the general populace more alert of the social 
issues, and they then become more involved in making a difference; because, to a certain extent, 
these forms of compassion can be beneficially and positively contagious.

Fundraising benefits. Through the increased quality and quantity of events, fundraising efforts can be 
diversified beyond the traditional flag-day efforts, and rake in more much-needed cash for operations 
and a plethora of administrative purposes.

Significant direct impact upon beneficiaries. As an accumulation of the aforementioned, the 
beneficiaries would have much to gain in terms of the actual benefits brought by the students. Simple 
endeavours – such as the cleaning up of residence areas and the providence of food and materials –
would go a long way in benefiting the beneficiaries, individuals and the organisations. This entire 
framework of school-based community service corroborates with the proposition of community 
capacity building35, in which the involved beneficiaries rely more for its “impetus on skills and 
resources from outside the community in question”36, effectively encouraging organisations to tap on 
aspects beyond the existing frameworks or structure; in this case, viewing schools and teachers as 
the drivers of constructive and viable change.

                                                
30 Ibid.
31 Hart, Daniel et al (2007). High School Community Service As A Predictor Of Adult Voting And Volunteering. American 
Education Research Journal Vol. 44 No. 1. American Educational Research Association.
32 Morgan, William and Matthew Streb (1999). How Quality Service-Learning Develops Civic Values. Bloomington, IN. Indiana 
University.
33 Ibid.
34 Yates, Miranda and James Youniss (1996). Community Service And Political-Moral Identity In Adolescents. Journal Of Research 
In Adolescence, 6, 3, cited in Perry, James (1999) The Grantmakers’ Forum Community And National Service Research Task 
Force Report. Bloomington, IN. University Of Indiana.
35 Community capacity building (CCB) is the means by which communities build on their existing knowledge, skills and 
expertise and develop so as to meet the needs and priorities perceived as necessary by community members.
36 Atkinson, R. and Willis, P. (2006). Capacity Building: A Practical Guide. Paper No. 6, Housing And Community Research Unit. 
Hobart, University of Tasmania.


