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Civic Engagement at the University of San Francisco

The University of San Francisco, founded in 1855, has a long history of service to the citizens of San Francisco and to the world. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Jesuits of St. Ignatius College (as the school was then called) sent its faculty and students into the community to provide social services to the people of San Francisco in hospitals, schools, homeless shelters, soup kitchens, and prisons. This legacy of civic engagement is evident today at USF. During the 2009–2010 academic year, more than 4,173 USF students (46 percent of the total undergraduate and graduate student population) performed 392,893 hours of community service. USF is one of the few national universities that require all undergraduates to complete a service-learning course to graduate, and the university has more than 50 student organizations and six living-learning communities dedicated to community service. 

Due to its community outreach efforts, the Corporation for National and Community Service placed USF on the President’s Higher Education Community Service Honor Roll for four years in a row, and three times “with distinction.” In 2009, USF was also ranked as one of the 100 top universities in the nation for civic engagement in a study by Westfield College entitled “Saviors of our Cities,” and was among a select group of 62 universities in 2006 to receive the Carnegie Foundation community engagement classification for both curricular engagement and outreach and partnerships. In Fall 2010, the Washington Monthly ranked USF as 13th out of 258 national universities on a combined measure of the number of staff supporting community service, relative to the total number of staff; the number of academic courses that incorporate service, relative to school size; and whether the institution provides scholarships for community service. USF’s President, Stephen A. Privett, S.J., was chosen in July 2010 to serve as the new chair of the California Campus Compact, a coalition of leading universities and colleges that works to advance civic and community engagement on their campuses. 

USF sponsors more than 25 sustained community projects and more than 200 service learning-courses each year. Representative projects include The Leo T. McCarthy Center for Public Service and the Common Good, which coordinates service-learning classes with more than 2600 undergraduate students per year, and hosts workshops, seminars, networking events, and individual consultations to support faculty and community partners in integrating service with academic content to enhance student learning and community outreach. The Center for Law and Global Justice in the USF School of Law implements a new model for international community engagement and legal education in collaboration with foreign institutions, government agencies and human rights organizations, including institutes and non-governmental organizations in developing countries to pursue the rule of law with justice. In the 2010-11 academic year, law students and faculty worked on human rights issues related to Haitian refugees displaced by the earthquake in Port-au-Prince; assisted lawyers for victims of genocide before the Khmer Rouge Tribunal in Cambodia; and combated human trafficking in Cambodia Haiti, and India. The Center for Child and Family Development is a school-based family counseling program operating in more than 20 public and Catholic schools in the San Francisco Bay Area to provide counseling services for at-risk children and families in lower-income neighborhoods. The Center currently serves more than 400 children and their families annually, and it is the largest and longest-running school-based family-counseling program of its type in the United States. Teacher Education for the Advancement of a Multicultural Society (TEAMS) addresses the critical shortage of teachers of color in Bay Area urban schools, engages and enhances the community through service-learning and community service projects, and seeks to improve the academic achievement of underrepresented minority students. With USF as its host, TEAMS partners with 50 K-12 schools in the San Francisco Bay Area and 5 other universities, and school districts across California and Washington State. During the 2009-2010 regular academic year, TEAMS enrolled 364 Fellows in California and Washington State. The America Reads Program brings USF students into the community to assist disadvantaged elementary school children with learning how to read. This engagement with young children, families, and teachers gives USF students an opportunity to observe how education makes a difference in young learners’ lives, trains students to teach reading, and provides education experience for students who seek a career in teaching. In 1997, USF was one of the first institutions of higher education in the nation to participate in this Federal Program. Since its founding, the America Reads Program has provided training and educational experience to more than 800 USF students, many of whom have gone on to careers in teaching. It has also sensitized USF staff and students to the concerns of children, families, and schools in the community. The program has enhanced the linkage between USF and the community while concurrently providing a critical support to understaffed schools as they strive to teach children one of life’s most important skills.

USF gives a number of annual awards to faculty, staff members, and students who distinguish themselves by their community service. USF’s president, and other university leaders, often publicly address the importance of community service for the institution. USF’s academic departments assess the work of students as service-learning participants with 200 community partners in San Francisco. Every fiscal year, USF budgets funds for faculty development projects in the community. 

Central to the mission of the University of San Francisco is the preparation of men and women to shape a multicultural world with generosity, compassion, and justice. Several passages of the university’s Vision, Mission, and Values Statement speak to the institution’s commitment to actively serving the local, national, and international communities: “The University’s core values include a belief in and a commitment to advancing a culture of service that respects and promotes the dignity of every person.” This mission permeates all aspects of the institution, including student learning and faculty development, curriculum design, program and degree offerings, alumni relations, publications, and a host of other institutional features. USF is fully engaged with local, national, and international community partners to address pressing problems and promote social justice in the Jesuit tradition. USF’s mission statement speaks to these issues and advances a blueprint for change. Its words reflect a legacy of educational excellence and social justice in San Francisco that has prevailed for 157 years and Jesuit values that have endured throughout the world for 470 years—a promise to use reason and faith, mind and heart, to seek a better world now and in the future. 

