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DISCUSSION

Understanding the University as a multiple learning space, its
potential impact on students’ life paths should not be limited
to training them as increasingly specialized professionals, but
rather to influence various facets of their personal, social, civic,
and professional development, that goes far beyond academic
training (Rutti et al., 2016). USR projects, such as ESSA,
create opportunities for balancing theory and practice, action,
and reflection, in ways that foster students’ development and
empowerment in different spheres of their life. Our findings
suggest that students’ involvement in projects such as ESSA can
change the way they conceive their academic life, but also their
roles in and out of the University, thus furthering “pro-active
human minds for the full exercise of citizenship through creative
actions capable of building socially responsible and economically
sustainable societies” (Ribeiro and Magalhães, 2014, 135).

USR must be at the core of higher education institutions,
integrated in all spheres of higher education institutions,
from teaching and research, to governance and community
engagement (Villa, 2014). This is why service learning USR
projects, such as ESSA, can be of significance in the lives of
both universities and students, as they guide higher education
institutions in fulfilling social responsibility in multiples ways.
This happens because these projects reinforce the connection
with the community, recognizing that it enables opportunities for
significant learning and for putting knowledge in action (Santos
et al., 2016). In fact, “learning in service is a pedagogical model
that allows the University to exercise its social responsibility in
the formative environment through teaching-learning processes
linked with its social environment” (Nunez, 2019, 97). By
focusing students’ learning on real world problem solving, service
learning USR projects promote more powerful connections
between theory and practice and foster students’ transversal
and transferable skills, building bridges between the academy
and communities.

Our findings suggest that the potential for learning and
change is there, at least from the perspective of students. This
is, surely, an important limitation of our work, with its sole
focus on students’ perceptions, along with the potential limitation
of the selection bias linked with the fact that ESSA was a
volunteer project and the students could/did participate on other
projects/activities, already being more connected to USR to begin
with. Nevertheless, the consistency of the findings–involving
four cohorts of students, from three universities/countries and
involved in an USR audit in different points in time–suggests the

significance of this service learning USR project. Nevertheless,
more research is necessary, particularly following up on if
and how these learning experiences are re-signified as students
transition to their professional lives and are confronted with
other personal, professional, and civic challenges.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and
approved by Programa Doutoral em Ciências da Educação in
accordance with Comissão de Ética da Faculdade de Psicologia
e de Ciências da Educação. The patients/participants provided
their written informed consent to participate in this study.
Written informed consent was obtained from the individual(s)
for the publication of any potentially identifiable images or data
included in this article.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

MC did the data collection using focus groups and analysis
(focus groups and students’ reports), as well as most of the
writing of the paper. IM designed the study, supervised the
research work, regarding the construction of focus group scripts
and the discussion of the thematic map, and involved in some
of the writing and the final revision of the paper. All authors
contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.

FUNDING

This work was supported by the Portuguese Foundation
for Science and Technology (FCT) and by the European
Social Fund—Human Capital Operational Programme (POCH)
from Portugal 2020 Programme [Ph.D. fellowship grant no.
SFRH/BD/133889/2017] and by the Portuguese Government,
through the FCT, under the strategic funding awarded to
CIIE—Centre for Research and Intervention in Education [grant
nos. UID/CED/00167/2019; UIDB/00167/2020]. The ESSA
(European Students Sustainability Auditing) project received
funding from Erasmus+ (KA2–Cooperation for innovation and
the exchange of good practices, 2016-1-UK01-KA203-234648)
from 01.09.2016 to 31.08.2019.

REFERENCES

Amorim, J.P., Arenas, B., Burgos, D., Borcos, A., Carrasco, A., Carvalho,

L., et al. (2015). University Social Responsibility: A Common European

Reference Framework. [Final Report of the EU-USR Project, 52709-LLP-2012-1-

RO-ERASMUS-ESIN]. Available online at: http://www.eu-usr.eu/wp-content/

uploads/2015/04/D1.4-Final-Report-Public-Part-EN.pdf (accessed November

12, 2018)

Barnett, R. (2011). The coming of the ecological University. Oxf. Rev. Educ. 37,

439–455. doi: 10.1080/03054985.2011.595550

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in

psychology. Qual. Res. Psychol. 3, 77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706q

p063oa

Braun, V., and Clarke, V. (2013). Successful Qualitative Research: A Practical Guide

for Beginners. Los Angeles, CA/London/New Delhi/Singapore/Washington,

DC: SAGE Publications.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 February 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 61730075

http://www.eu-usr.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/D1.4-Final-Report-Public-Part-EN.pdf
http://www.eu-usr.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/D1.4-Final-Report-Public-Part-EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2011.595550
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Coelho and Menezes USR, Service Learning and Students’ Education

Bringle, R. G., and Hatcher, J. A. (1999). Reflection in service learning: making

meaning or experience. Evaluation/Reflection 23, 179–185.

Cheng, S. (2018). The practice of professional skills and civic engagement through

service learning: a Taiwanese perspective. High. Educ. Skills Work Based Learn.

8, 422–437. doi: 10.1108/HESWBL-10-2017-0079

Coelho, M., Amorim, J. P., Fernandes, P., Dias, T., Rodrigues, F., and Menezes, I.

(2019). ESSA Project: Facilitator Training Manual. Available online at: https://

www.essaproject.eu/resources/essa-project-facilitator-training-manual

(accessed December 3, 2020).

Coelho, M., Rodrigues, F., Evans, P., Menezes, I., and Martin, B. (2017).

“Student auditing of University social responsibility: reform through reflective,

experiential learning?” in Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on

Higher Education Advances, eds J. Domenech, M. C. Vicent-Vela, E. Poza,

and D. Blazquez (Valencia: Editorial Universitat Politècnica de València),

1165–1175.

Delanty, G. (2009). “La universidade y la ciudadanía cosmopolita,” in La Educacíon

Superior en Tiempos de Cambio: Nuevas Dinámicas Para la Responsabilidade

Social, ed Global University Network for Innovation (Madrid: GUN/Mundi-

Prensa), 60–62.

European Ministers in charge of Higher Education (2007). London Communiqué:

Towards the European Higher Education Area: Responding to Challenges

in a Globalised World. Available online at: https://www.eurashe.eu/library/

bologna_2007_london-communique-pdf/ (accessed May 15, 2019).

Jain, S. P., and Polman, W. (2003). A Handbook for Trainers on Participatory Local

Development. Bangkok: Mahesh Uniyal. Available online at: http://www.fao.

org/docrep/006/AD346E/ad346e00.htm#Contents (accessed January 10, 2018).

Larrán, J. M., López, H., and Andrades Peña, F. (2012). How Spanish public

universities use corporate social responsibility as a strategic and differentiating

factor? Int. J. Hum. Soc. Sci. 11, 29–44. Available online at: http://www.ijhssnet.

com/journals/Vol_2_No_11_June_2012/3.pdf (accessed September 10, 2020).

Lopes, H. (2015). Atividades académicas (co)curriculares e o (d)envolvimento dos

estudantes: o curso e as margens na travessia da implementação do Processo de

Bolonha no ensino superior (dissertation). University of Porto, Porto, Portugal.

Menezes, I., Coelho, M., Amorim, J. P., Gomes, I., Pais, S., and Coimbra, J. (2018).

“Inovação e compromisso social universitário: a universidade ‘e o chão que ela

pisa”’, in Tendencias Actuales de las Transformaciones de las Universidades en

una Nueva Sociedad Digital, ed A. Villa Sánchez (Vigo: Foro Internacional de

Innovación Universitaria), 395–440.

Nunez, I. (2019). Aprendizaje-servicio y rendimiento académico del alumnado

universitário. La evaluación de um programa (dissertation). Universidade

Santiago de Compostela, Santiago de Compostela, Spain.

Patton, M. Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis.

Health Serv. Res. 34(Pt II), 1189–1208.

Resch, K. (2018). Third Mission and service learning. A narrative

evaluation of the relevance of students’ experiences. ZFHE 13, 127–139.

doi: 10.3217/zfhe-13-02/08

Ribeiro, R., and Magalhães, A. (2014). Política de responsabilidade social na

universidade: conceitos e desafios. Educ. Soc. Cult. 42, 133–156. Available

online at: www.fpce.up.pt/ciie/sites/default/filesESC42_10RaimundaRibeiro.

pdf (accessed February 20, 2019).

Rutti, M., LaBonte, J., Helms, M., Hervani, A., and Sarkarat, S. (2016). The service

learning projects: stakeholder benefits and potential class topics. Educ. Train.

58, 422–438. doi: 10.1108/ET-06-2015-0050

Santos, M. A., Sotelino, A., and Lorenzo, M. D. M. (2016). El aprendizaje-servicio

en la educación superior: una vía de innovación y de compromiso social. Rev.

Educ. Divers. 10, 17–24. Available online at: https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/

articulo?codigo=6391577 (accessed April 27, 2020).

Shek, D., Yuen Tsang, A., and Ng, E. (2017). “University social responsibility

(USR): insight from the historical roots to the contemporary challenges,” in

University Social Responsibility and Quality of Life–A global Survey of Concepts

and Experiences, eds Shek and R. Hollister (Singapore: Springer), 25–36.

Simons, M., and Masschelein, J. (2009). The public and its University:

beyond learning for civic employability? Eur. Educ. Res. J. 8, 204–217.

doi: 10.2304/eerj.2009.8.2.204

UNESCO (1998).World Conference on Higher Education. Higher Education in the

Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action. Paris: UNESCO.

United Nations (2015). Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable

Development, A/RES/70/1. Available online at: https://sustainabledevelopment.

un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable

%20Development%20web.pdf (accessed April 20, 2019).

Vallaeys, F., De La Cruz, C., and Sasia, P. (2009). Responsabilidad Social

Universitaria: Manual De Primeros Pasos.México: McGraw Hill.

Velazquez, L., Platt, A., and Tadei, J. (2006). Sustainable University: what

can be the matter? J. Clean. Prod. 14, 810–819. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2005.

12.008

Villa, A. (2014). La innovación social en el ámbito universitário: una

propuesta para su diagnóstico y desarrollo. Rev. Argent. Educ. Super. 6,

188–218. Available online at: https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=4981/

498150319038 (accessed October 15, 2020).

Witmer, J. T., and Anderson, C. S. (1994). How to Establish a High School

Service Learning Programm. Alexandria: Association for Supervision and

Curriculum Development.

Zgaga, P. (2019). “European higher education reforms and the role of students,”

in Preparing Students for Life and Work, eds W. Archer and H. G. Schuetze

(Boston, MA: Brill/Sense), 272–288.

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a

potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2021 Coelho and Menezes. This is an open-access article distributed

under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,

distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original

author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication

in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,

distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 February 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 61730076

https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-10-2017-0079
https://www.essaproject.eu/resources/essa-project-facilitator-training-manual
https://www.essaproject.eu/resources/essa-project-facilitator-training-manual
https://www.eurashe.eu/library/bologna_2007_london-communique-pdf/
https://www.eurashe.eu/library/bologna_2007_london-communique-pdf/
http://www.fao.org/docrep/006/AD346E/ad346e00.htm#Contents
http://www.fao.org/docrep/006/AD346E/ad346e00.htm#Contents
http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_2_No_11_June_2012/3.pdf
http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_2_No_11_June_2012/3.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3217/zfhe-13-02/08
www.fpce.up.pt/ciie/sites/default/filesESC42_10RaimundaRibeiro.pdf
www.fpce.up.pt/ciie/sites/default/filesESC42_10RaimundaRibeiro.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/ET-06-2015-0050
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=6391577
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=6391577
https://doi.org/10.2304/eerj.2009.8.2.204
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2005.12.008
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=4981/498150319038
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=4981/498150319038
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Service-Learning as a Novelty
Experience at Central and Eastern
European Universities: Students’
Narratives of Satisfaction and
Premises of Change
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As a proxy of community-engaged teaching and learning pedagogy in higher education
institutions (HEIs), service-learning (SL) has just recently become a phenomenon of
research and policy interest in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). This study
explores the first-ever service-learning experience of 246 students coming from three
universities at Central and Eastern Europe (Slovakia, Romania and Croatia). The
quantitative part of the survey was used to compare the differences between
countries, whereas the qualitative part of the survey was a summative assessment,
i.e., reflections on the satisfaction with SL experiences were collected through the
open-ended questions of the survey, by treating the three countries as one dataset.
Research findings speak in favour of students’ satisfaction with their first-ever SL
experience, regardless of the country of their residence. Students from all three
countries highly value their SL experience as it provided them with possibilities to learn
a lot about the academic field and community as well, by facilitating their personal and
professional contribution to the community. The legacy of SL courses relates with
paradigmatic shifts in various academic aspects, like students and professors
changing roles, students being placed in the centre of the learning process,
connectedness of the curricula with the real-life setting, better understanding and
appreciation of subjects studied. As for the non-academic related aspects, students’
reflection disclose their acknowledgment of personal growth and changes related with
cognitive, emotional and behavioural dimensions. Our findings reveal that the unique
experience students had with the SL courses shaped their narratives into ones of
satisfaction and change.
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INTRODUCTION

As a proxy of community-engaged teaching and learning pedagogy
in higher education institutions (HEIs), service-learning (SL) has just
recently become a phenomenon of research and policy interest in the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). Numerous policy
documents, recommendations and reports published within the
last years by the European political and educational institutions
show an increasing commitment to adapting the teaching process at
HEIs to the needs of new generations of students. With the aim of
reporting on higher education trends in Europe, the European
University Association (EUA) continuously emphasizes the
benefits of a student-centered teaching approach as one of the
key determinants for creating an effective teaching environment.
EUA reports on trends in learning and teaching in European
universities emphasize the need to change the teaching paradigm
at European universities while bringing to the light the salient point
of such a change—placing students to the center of the teaching
process (EUA 2010; EUA, 2015).

The need for such a change and integration of a student-centered
approach stems, above all, from the fact that the student population at
European universities is becoming increasingly heterogeneous,
leading to the difficulties in unifying the teaching process. In the
process of learning at modern European universities, the EUA points
out, the university professor should encourage the development of
critical thinking, while students independently create meaning
through proactive learning, research and reflection. In addition to
the aforementioned reports of the EUA, the importance of such
shaped teaching that aims at developing critical thinking and social
responsibility of students is emphasized in the publications of the
European Commission (e.g., European Commission, 2013; European
Commission, 2017), the OECD, The European Association for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA, 2015), and
strongly advocated by the European Students’ Union as well.

Known for its influence on shaping changes in membering
countries’ national (HE) systems, such a policy framework
opened up a space for various initiatives aiming to promote
service-learning and its integration in higher education to
flourish—for example, funding schemes (on both European
and national level) that contributed significantly to building
capacities of academics and universities in many countries,
particularly of those in the CEE region1; there are national
associations and/or networks for service-learning established in

many European countries and regions (e.g., Service-Learning
Network for Central and Eastern Europe—CEE SL Network);
beside, the European Association for Service-learning in
Higher Education as well as European Observatory for
Service-learning were established. Thematic conferences are
taking place picking up on the recent research on SL in the
European context, while new journals are being planned.
Collaborative research and developmental projects, usually
funded through various EU funding schemes, contributed to
the creation of a certain European SL teaching and research
community that engages in peer-teaching as well as in
researching various SL perspectives in national, and/or
European context.

The study presented in this paper evolves from one of such
collaborative EU-funded Strategic Partnership project Service-
learning in Higher Education: Fostering the Third Mission of
Universities and Civic Engagement of Students (SLIHE), that
aims to bring SL as an innovative teaching and learning
pedagogy at (partnering) HEIs in Central and Eastern Europe.
Project collaborators are researchers and educators coming from
universities in six different countries—Slovakia, Croatia,
Romania, Czech Republic, Austria, and Germany. One of the
project’s focus was strengthening the capacities of (partnering)
HEIs for introducing and/or improving SL courses. Lectures and
workshops for academics were organised in four (partnering)
universities as part of the professional development activities, and
were anchored in tailor-made syllabus and a handbook, both
developed jointly by the SLIHE project members.2 In addition to
lectures and workshops, the mentoring programme allowed for
academics to engage into one-on-one consultancy with SL project
members (lecturers and mentors) through the whole process of
planning and delivering their (first) SL course. The SL courses
planned and delivered under the SLIHE mentoring programme
took place during the 2018–2019 and 2019–2020 academic year.
They are affiliated in various disciplinary backgrounds, and each
was one semester long (15 weeks). Most of the academics engaged
in this educational ‘package’ had no prior SL experience, and
most of them chose to redesign existing courses, rather than
creating new one(s).

For most of the students engaged in those courses, and
subsequently in this study, that was a first-time-ever SL
experience. While coming from various countries and
disciplinary fields, students who participated in this study
were/are homogenous in one particular context—they had not
been engaged in a course anchored in SL pedagogy prior to these
‘project’ ones, meaning—they hadn’t had prior experience in
partnering with organisations and institutions from local
community, in synergising curricular concepts from the course
with recognised issues/problems in their local communities, and/
or engaging in various assignments of a reflexive nature,

1Central and Eastern European Countries (CEECs) is a term coined by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for the
group of countries comprising Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Poland, Romania, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, and the three Baltic
States: Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The CEE countries are further subdivided by
their accession status to the European Union (EU): the eight first-wave accession
(Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, Hungary, and
Slovenia in 2004), the two second-wave accession (Romania and Bulgaria in
2007) and the third-wave accession (Croatia in 2013). Other countries in the
CEE region are not part of the EU. Since the 1990s all CEE countries are
undergoing different kinds of reforms - political and economic, but there are
also many cultural and social transformations related to wider societal changes
such as globalization, migration or modernization. These changes are reflected in
the educational systems, as well (Brozmanova Gregorova et al., 2019).

2In each partnering country both the syllabus and the handbook were subjects of a
double peer-review, with national experts in the field being targeted as reviewers.
All of their comments and constructive suggestions were acknowledged in creating
the final versions.
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including writing (reflexive) diaries. In many aspects these SL
courses were indeed a novelty for this group of students.

While emphasized and advocated in many policy documents,
community-engaged (teaching and learning) practices in higher
education in Europe are still at their early stage. This paper
therefore aims to contribute to the academic field by focusing on
students’ first-time-ever experience with SL courses in three CEE
countries—Slovakia, Romania and Croatia. The rationale for
comparing these three countries lies in the common historical
and political context (socialism and communism), as well as the
process of transformation to democracy, that both shaped the
(higher) education sector in similar ways. In an institutional
environment which is still dominantly anchored in transmissive
paradigm and the power-related relationship that comes along
with it—as is the case in Slovakian, Romanian and Croatian
higher education sectors—service-learning pedagogy still
presents a novelty for many academics and students as well, as
it was the case with our research participants.

With the aim of contributing to the academic discussion and
developing a better understanding of the specific aspects of
students’ first of such a (service) learning experiences, in this
paper we explore various issues in order to answer following three
research questions:

• How do students who are first-time SL course attendees,
assess their satisfaction in relation to the perception of the
course value, their own learning about the academic field
and the community, and of their personal contribution to
the community?

• Are there and what are the differences in the assessment of
students’ satisfaction with the SL course in regard to the
resident country?

• How do students portray the “novelty” that SL experience
brought on their personal, educational and professional
paths?

SERVICE-LEARNING AND STUDENTS

Most of the studies investigating the benefits that service-
learning has on students, indicate significant positive effects on
various aspects of their academic performance, social skills as
well as civic abilities. Novak et al. (2007) in meta-analysis of
nine studies compares courses with and without a service-
learning component on the basis of the amount of learning.
The summary finds that the addition of a service-learning
component increases learning outcomes. Astin et al. (2000)
report on significant positive impact on critical thinking, GPA
(grade point average), and on students’ (critical) writing skills.
Studies by Frazer et al. (2007), Moely and Ilustre (2014), Liu
and Hsiung (2019) documented benefits in knowledge
development in service-learning courses. Several studies also
reported development of professional skills (Okpala et al.,
2009; Carrica-Ochoa, 2017; Martínez-Campillo et al., 2019).
Other literature reviews (Rutti et al., 2016; Salam et al., 2019)
showed development of student´s skills like problem-solving,
especially innovative solutions, communication skills,

analytical thinking, critical thinking, ability to work
independently, and ability to work in a group.

Other studies were illustrative of the SL courses contributing
to the students’ prosocial attitudes, and the level of acceptance of
cultural diversity and reduction of prejudices (Simons and Cleary,
2006; Sass and Coll, 2015; Augustin and Freshman, 2016; Cabedo
et al., 2018). In a recent paper, Brozmanova Gregorova and
Heinzova (2019) summarize a series of benefits regarding the
students’ social functioning and academic performance (Novak
et al., 2007; Conway et al., 2009; Yorio and Ye, 2012; Ćulum and
Jelenc, 2015), such as: understanding, learning and mastering the
theoretical part of the course in relation to real life problems and
situations, enabling the ability to develop managing skills in
unpredictable situations, developing competences that students
can further use at the workplace, expanding the social contacts
network—getting to know potential employers, associates,
partners, clients, developing a sense of responsibility within
the relationship with the community partners etc. When
compared with the non-SL courses, studies like Buth’s (2008)
find that students who participated in SL projects had
significantly higher scores on the Civic Action Scale (Moely
et al., 2002) than the students from the control group, thus
validating SL as a possible mechanism to foster social
responsibility in students. There are additional studies that
report on positive results in measuring students’ civic
attitudes, using various instruments, such as: the Community
Service Attitude Scale (CSAS, Shiarella et al., 2000), the Civic
Action Scale (CAS, Moely et al., 2002), the Civic Engagement
Scale, (Doolittle and Faul, 2013). Steinberg et al. (2011) present in
their work the basis for assessment and research on the civic
outcomes of the SL courses based on the concept of the civic-
minded graduate (CMG). Service-learning participants, in
comparisons to other students, report greater understanding of
community problems (Astin and Sax, 1998), have higher
appreciation of and for their own commitment to future
engagement in the community (Markus et al., 1993; Eyler and
Giles 1994; Reed et al., 2005; Ngai, 2009; Richard et al., 2016),
higher social responsibility (Cabedo et al., 2018; Shin et al., 2018)
and developed civic competences thanks to service-learning
courses (Conrad and Hedine, 1981; Segal, 2011; Greenwood,
2015; Richard et al., 2016; Langhout and Gordon, 2019; Liu
and Hsiung, 2019).

The studies mentioned above were conducted in a socio-
cultural space with a long tradition of civic engagement
through structured volunteering activities in the community
(e.g., formal volunteering is documented in the United States
from the middle of 1800, by Harris et al., 2016). However, in the
countries of our study—Slovakia, Romania and Croatia—that
share common historical and political context, such civic
engagement was interrupted in totalitarian regimes, or, in
‘better’ cases, subjected to (strict) governmental control.

This is (mainly) the reason for interpreting the beginning of
the ‘90s as a period of searching and constructing new identities
in many CEE countries, as the issue of European integration arose
in those countries after the collapse of communism in the early
nineties. Dealing with profound transformations in their recent
history, these countries were/are more sensitive to the tensions of

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org March 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6063563
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the political, economic, educational and cultural (re)organisation.
Strengthening of the newly democracy ‘agenda’, among various
efforts, implied that CEE countries, including those three of our
study, needed to find innovative means and techniques for
making the people, particularly youth, participate in civic and
political life. Taking into account all the efforts and numerous
changes introduced (in every societal aspect), national education
policy frameworks that would support students’ civic engagement
as part of their (higher) education studies have not been of a
priority. Learning about democracy, human rights, political
participation, civic engagement, volunteering, social
responsibility and activism, has been left dominantly to the
non-for-profit organisations’ efforts, leaving public educational
institutions on the side. It is of no surprise therefore that many
EU reports as well as national studies done, prove that Slovakian,
Romanian and/or Croatian youth political literacy and civic
participation is much lower than of the youth in other
European countries with substantial democratic history. For
example, according to Flash Eurobarometer 455: European
Youth from 2018, involvement in voluntary activities of young
people in all three countries is lower than average in EU (SK �
21%, RO � 27%, HR � 23%, EU � 31%; European Union Open
Data Portal, 2020). The political interest index in all three
countries is also, based on the Standard Eurobarometer 86
realized in 2016, lower than in EU (in EU 17% of population
was evaluated with the strong index, in Slovakia and Romania
only 8%, and in Croatia 15%; European Union Open Data Portal,
2017). This is why in particular we agree with Gerholz et al.
(2017) who argue that the (research) results of many (Western)
studies are not directly transferable to different and
heterogeneous European contexts, mainly due to huge
differences in learning and teaching tradition, and particularly
in understanding(s) of society and civic engagement.

Acknowledging those differences and taking into account that
the service-learning experience for our research participants is
truly a new one, we argue that assessing students’ satisfaction with
such a course is an initial (research) step that has the potential to
inform not only academic community, but university
management and other decision-makers in higher education.
Previous studies indicate that satisfaction with the engagement
experience lends itself to increased commitment, productivity,
creativity, and indicates areas of the service-learning course that
need improvement (Kerber and Campbell, 1987; Grant et al.,
2010). Moley and Ilustre (2014) cited a study by Furco and Moely
(2006) which indicates that quality of service learning experience
reported by college students is a significant predictor of the SL
outcomes in general. Bringle et al. (2010) found that course
quality was a significant mediator of the SL effects on
students’ plans for continued study at the university and their
actual re-enrollment the following year. Ensuring that students
are satisfied with their engagement experience is critical as it may
influence their civic engagement in the future (Wozencroft and
Hardin, 2014). Plethora of studies focus on comparative analysis
of various aspects of SL and non SL courses and their legacy on
students. For example, Gallini and Moely (2003) reported that
students involved in SL courses were more appreciative of their
courses than a comparable group of students who did not

participate in service-learning, particularly in the context of
the academic-related factors. Elyer and Giles (1999) reported
that students who participated in SL projects enjoyed their
courses, reported substantial learning, and made efforts to seek
out further similar engaging experiences. Garcia-Romero et al.
(2018), by using the Course Value Inventory scale, showed
relevant differences between service-learning and other models
of practice from the perspective of students. Students reported
higher satisfaction, better perception of personal change and skills
acquisition. Results show clear differences in learning results
between SL and classical pedagogies.

As indicated by the references mentioned above, we are fully
aware that there are many indicators and variables that can be
considered when assessing the impact of SL experiences on
students. However, due to the exploratory nature of our study
within the cooperative framework of SLIHE Erasmus + project,
we decided to focus on the satisfaction of students with SL
experience, which was assessed in regards to several
dimensions, which are translated in the variables described in
the following section. The study’s exploratory nature resides in
the first-ever done collaborative frame of these three countries in
the field of SL.

METHODOLOGY—METHOD,
PARTICIPANTS AND DATA ANALYSIS

To assess students’multifaceted perceptions of their first-time SL
experience, researchers from the SLIHE project developed a
questionnaire in English that was later translated into each
national language of the participating countries.3 The
questionnaire acknowledges previous studies in the field and
includes various dimensions already recognized in similar
studies. However, this paper mainly draws from the work of
Moely et al. (2002). Knowing that attending the SL courses was a
first of such an experience for our research participants, we
decided to focus our analysis on the course satisfaction
measures developed by Moely et al. (2002), with four key
subscales as they follow:

1) Course Value. Eight items asked students to evaluate how
important or useful the material covered in the academic
course had been. Students indicated on a five-point Likert
scale their agreement or disagreement with the statements
such as: “It is important for me to learn what is being
taught in this course”, “I think that I will be able to use what
I am learning in this class in other classes later on”, or “My
coursework is relevant to everyday life.”

2) Learning about the Academic Field. Five items assessed
students’ learning from, and interest in, the content of his/
her academic course, such as understanding and

3In each partnering country the questionnaire was subject of a double peer-review
process, with national experts in the field being targeted as reviewers. All of their
comments and constructive suggestions were acknowledged in creating the final
version of the questionnaire.
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application of course concepts, interest in the field, and
understanding a professional’s role in the field of study
represented by the course.

3) Learning about the Community. Five items assessed
students’ views of how much they had learned about the
community, different cultures, working with others
effectively, and seeing social problems in a new way.

4) Contribution to the Community. Students completed four
items indicating perceptions of how useful their service
activities had been to the community.

In Table 1 we present the results of the data reliability of
subscales using Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients.

The questionnaire also consists of (nine) open questions
allowing students to reflect upon several course-related
aspects, among which, new and changing roles in the process
of teaching and learning, or to provide more in-depth reflection
on the personal changes perceived. Students were invited to fill in
the on-line questionnaire at the end of the SL course/semester.
The whole instrument completion took approximately
30–45 min, and participants could go ‘in-and-out’ the
questionnaire with the data from each previous session being
saved. This allowed students to think about certain issues raised,
to reflect upon their experience and then come back with answers.
Students were free to choose whether or not they wished to
participate.

Participants
A total number of 246 students from Slovakia, Croatia and
Romania completed the SLIHE assessment questionnaire of
students’ assessment of their SL experience, as it follows:
Croatia (167 students, University of Rijeka, Faculty of
Economics and Business, master level), Slovakia (47 students,
40 females and seven males, age range 20–25 years, Matej Bel
University, School of Education, bachelor and master level), and
Romania (32 students, 24 females and eight males, age range
19–24 years, Babe-Bolyai University, School of Psychology and
Sciences of Education, bachelor level).

Description of the Nature of the
Service-Learning Courses
In Romania, the SL component was included in the following four
one-semester courses during the academic year 2018–2019, all
within the School of Psychology and Sciences of Education,
bachelor level: 1) Psycho-pedagogy of persons with intellectual
disabilities (second year, Department of Special Education); the
SL component consisted of individual tutoring projects
addressing the learning needs of students in a local Special
Education school; 2) Psycho-biology of sexuality (second year,
Department of Psychology); the SL component consisted of
developing of a series of student-for-student Sexual Health
Education awareness campaigns, including workshops and
discussion sessions with members of the community, such as
LGBTQA + associations; 3). Animal Psychology (first year,
Department of Psychology); the SL projects consisted of
several community-oriented campaigns developed by the

students in collaboration with local and national NGOs in the
area of animal protection and with the School of Veterinary
Medicine, aiming to promote responsible ownership and optimal
human-animal interactions; 4). Psycho-pedagogy of Early
Interventions (first year, Department of Special Education); the
SL component included individual projects of the students, such
as designing and implementing daily activities to address specific
emotional needs of children in the five local nurseries. There were
seven teachers involved in the SL courses (two of them were PhD
students).

In Croatia the SL component was included in the following
seven one-semester courses during the academic year
2018–2019, all within the Faculty of Economics and
Business, master level: 1) Decision Theory, 2) Business
logistics, 3) Management of small and medium enterprises,
4) International marketing, 5) Strategic marketing
management, 6) Market research, and 7) Internet in
Business. In all of the courses, having in mind the
disciplinary perceptive, students were collaborating mostly
with various business-related stakeholders in the local
community, but several non-for profit organisations have
been engaged as well. Students were engaged in problem-
thinking and problem-solving projects focused on real case
studies from the community. During that academic year the
Faculty of Economics and Business has been a partner with
several local and national NGOs in a large EU funded project
related with the food waste and foundation of the food bank, so
all of the SL projects were created in line with the mentioned
project and related topics. There were all together 12 teachers
involved in the courses, seven professors and five teaching
assistants.

In Slovakia, the SL component was included in the one-
semester courses during the academic year 2018–2019 and
2019–2020, all within the Faculty of Education coordinated
by different departments. In bachelor level: 1) Service-
learning for psychology (second year, Department of
Psychology), the SL component consists of planning and
implementing intervention in school for talented children;
2) Social prevention (second year, Department of Social Work
and Department of Pedagogy), SL projects were planned and
implemented by teams of students of social work and
pedagogy with the aim prevent negative phenomenon in
schools and in house for social services; 3) Economy and
management of non-profit organizations (second year,
Department of Social Work in cooperation with the
Faculty of Economy), students set up the social enterprise

TABLE 1 | Cronbach’s Alpha for subscales.

Course satisfaction
measures subscales

Whole
sample

Slovakia Croatia Romania

Course value 0.9015 0.79 0.902 0.769
Learning about the academic
field

0.848 0.678 0.867 0.715

Learning about the community 0.901 0.79 0.916 0.866
Contribution to the community 0.861 0.819 0.893 0.554
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as an legal entity. In Master level: 4) Education of children
with special needs (second year, Department of Primary and
Pre-primary education); different individual Sl project
implemented in after school activities with children with
special needs, 5) Volunteer management (first year,
Department of Social Work), SL project consists of
organizing volunteers for special events organized by
students; 6) Pedagogy of leisure-time (first year,
Department of Pedagogy), SL component consists of
organizing free time activities for children and youth after
school in different organizations. In Slovakia eight teachers
participated in the courses.

Data Analysis
Data analysis took two pathways. For the quantitative items
(course satisfaction scale), descriptive statistics and
comparative analysis of the data were used (three
countries—three data sets). The data were analyzed using
SPSS version 19.0. We grouped the results in one datasheet
and calculated the descriptive characteristics for each scale in
each country. Because there was no normal distribution
(Shapir-Wilk test of normality), non-parametric tests were
used to further test the differences between countries in each of
the subscales (Kruskal Wallis test). To look into differences
between countries more deeply, we tested the differences in the
subscales between each pair of countries (Mann–Whitney U
test).

As for the qualitative data, students’ written reflections
from nine open questions were treated as transcripts, and
therefore coded thematically. In the first round of coding we
searched for the (four) subscales related themes (course
value, learning about the academic field, learning about the
community, and contribution to the community) to
complement the related quantitative data. The second
round was more emerging and verbatim-focused, as we
approached the data inductively using the constant
comparative method of data analysis that involves mining
the data, selecting emerging themes, defining categories, and
redefining them as new themes or disagreements arise related
to a critical reflection on observed themes (Merriam, 1998).
We identified the following four categories in response to our
interest in students’ reflections on their first-ever SL
experience: 1) theory and practice synergy, 2) course and
real-life relationship, 3) personal growth and professional
development, and 4) changing roles and agency. This part of
the paper explores and in the interpretation highlights salient
points in the students’ understanding of their first-ever SL
experience and its (perceived) legacy.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This subchapter serves as a platform for presenting and
discussing our findings, organised in two parts—first we
will present quantitative data related to students’
satisfaction with the SL course, followed by the qualitative

analysis of students’ reflection on various aspects of their SL
experience.

Students’ Perspective(s) on
Service-Learning Course Satisfaction:
Comparative Approach
In this part of the paper we present and discuss the results in
regard to the students’ satisfaction with the SL course, using the
course satisfactionmeasures developed byMoely et al. (2002).We
present the data on the whole sample, while variables of
disciplinary field, level of study (undergraduate/graduate) and
gender are not in our current focus. We treat students’ data set as
that of one homogenous group—of students experiencing the SL
course for the first time during their studies. The descriptive data
in Table 2 presents students’ satisfaction in relation to the four
subscales of the measure—course values, learning about the
academic field, learning about the community, and
contribution to the community—showing average values.
Table 3 presents descriptive data by country. We are also
providing Figure 1. with average measures for the subscales.

Students in all the three countries assessed the specific
dimensions of the course satisfaction measures (very) positively.
As shown in Table 3, on the five-point Likert scale, where five is the
most favorable, the average values for the subscales are between 3.84
and 4.68, with Croatian students scoring a bit lower on all subscales
than their counterparts in Slovakia and Romania. Students from
both Slovakia and Romania assessed with the highest score the
subscale of Course value, while their colleagues from Croatia scored
the highest on the subscale of Contribution to the community. As
indicated in Table 4, the Kruskal Wallis test showed significant
differences between the students’ assessment in every subscale
depending on the resident country.

To analyze the data more in-depth, differences were tested
separately for each pair of countries. As the data in Table 1 did
not show a normal distribution, a nonparametric test was further
used (Mann–Whitney U test) to compare the results among the
three countries, and the results are presented in Table 5.

In the subscale Course value, differences were observed
between the perceptions of students from Slovakia and
Croatia, and from Romania and Croatia. The comparative
analysis of students’ responses indicates that the students
from Slovakia and Romania assessed the course value more
positively when compared to the students from Croatia. In the
following two subscales, Learning about academic field and
Learning about community, significant differences were found

TABLE 2 | Descriptive data in the whole sample (N � 245) on the four subscales of
the SL-based course satisfaction measures.

Course satisfaction measures Mean Median Std. dev

Course value 4.41 4.5 0.475
Learning about the academic field 4.17 4.2 0.610
Learning about community 4.13 4 0.697
Contribution to the community 4.20 4.25 0.692
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive data by countries (Slovakia, Romania, Croatia) on the four subscales of the SL-based course satisfaction measures.

Country/N Course satisfaction
measures

Mean Median Std. dev. Skewness Kurtosis

Slovakia (N � 47) Course value 4.56 4.5 0.396 −0.981 1.086
Learning about the academic field 4.02 4.2 0.585 −1.018 0.561
Learning about community 3.97 4 0.706 −0.887 1.533
Contribution to the community 4.16 4.25 0.709 −0.782 0.066

Romania (N � 32) Course value 4.68 4.75 0.323 −1.598 3.131
Learning about the academic field 4.59 4.6 0.457 −1.372 1.74
Learning about community 4.58 4.8 0.529 −1.4 1.267
Contribution to the community 4.42 4.5 0.540 −0.958 0.17

Croatia (N � 166) Course value 3.99 4 0.707 −0.474 −0.111
Learning about the academic field 3.91 4 0.788 −0.656 0.371
Learning about community 3.84 3.8 0.854 −0.458 −0.143
Contribution to the community 4.02 4 0.827 −0.926 1.069

FIGURE 1 | Average on the four subscales of the SL-based course satisfaction measures.

TABLE 4 | Comparative analysis of the SL course assessment between countries (Kruskal Wallis test).

Subscale Course value Learning about the
academic field

Learning about community Contribution to community

Chi-square 47,521 25,867 22,663 6,526
Df 2 2 2 2
Asymp. Sig. 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.038

TABLE 5 | Comparative analysis of the students’ assessment of the SL-based course between pairs of countries (Mann-Whitney U test).

Countries compared Subscale Course value Learning about
the academic

field

Learning about
community

Contribution to
community

Slovakia vs. Romania Mann-Whitney U 607 287 365.5 599.5
Wilcoxon W 1,735 1,415 1,493.5 1,727.5
Z −1.464 −4.685 −3.894 −1.54
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.143 0.000 0.000 0.124

Slovakia vs. Croatia Mann-Whitney U 1,961.5 3,674.5 3,511.5 3,541
Wilcoxon W 15,822.5 17,535.5 17,372.5 17,402
Z −5.213 −0.61 −1.049 −0.973
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.542 0.294 0.331

Croatia vs. Romania Mann-Whitney U 1068.5 1234.5 1304.5 1928.5
Wilcoxon W 14,929.5 15,095.5 15,165.5 15,789.5
Z −5.361 −4.812 −4.58 −2.472
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.013

Note: The bold entries indicate the p values < 0.05.
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Despite the limitations discussed, mirroring students’ narratives
of satisfaction and change, we can say they divulge students’
inclination towards this “completely different experience” that
“made all students more active”—not only as ‘authorities’
responsible of their own learning process, but as responsible
neighbours in their communities as well. At the end, we do
strongly believe this is actually one of the SL courses greatest
legacy—the group of young people appreciative of (new) learning
and supportive of (positive) changes in their communities.
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The last decade have witnessed the unprecedented development of information and
communication technologies. This has, in turn, enabled the growth and development of
other sectors, such as, for example, that of distance and on-line learning. In this context of
technological expansion in education it is appropriate to reflect pedagogically about
technological resources and their educational purpose. That is, how to deploy the
available technological resources and media in a fashion consistent with the desired
educational objectives and aims. Virtual Service-Learning has emerged as a particular
modality of this methodology that combines and reinforces two elements: technology
applied to education and service as a pedagogic tool. This format then, reveals itself as an
appropriate methodology through which to channel both technical and pedagogic
innovation. In this work and, taking as reference a study focusing on two virtual
Service-Learning projects, we will address the construction of a theoretical framework
that will allow us to understand and improve the development of these practices through
this pedagogic modality.

Keywords: virtual service-learning, digital technologies, human values, global citizenship, virtual mobility,
intercultural dialogue

ICT IN SERVICE-LEARNING PROJECTS

Over the last years, we have witnessed an unprecedented growth in distance and virtual learning.
Beyond the specifications and clarifications that these concepts require, they reflect the richness and
diversity that education can reach when it is crossed or hybridized with information and
communication technologies. Today, if it is unimaginable for any profession to be undertaken
without the help of a computer, information management programmes and an internet connection,
then these are totally indispensable in the case of education. The use of such technologies has meant
the introduction not only of the acquisition of necessary digital skills into teacher training
programmes, but also the construction of their own modality, with particular elements and
characteristics that are in contrast to face-to-face modalities. The possibilities of virtual and
distance education demonstrate their full potential in the case of university teaching not only
due to the appearance of courses offered by virtual universities, but also with the translation of
educational processes and methodologies into cyberspace.

Moreover, the structural reforms in higher education that have occurred in the last decades have
promoted a greater awareness amongst the university teaching faculty of their pedagogic
responsibilities. This has been reflected in a greater concern for the type of learning experience
undertaken by students and its ethical and civic dimensions. Here, we need look no further than
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certain international declarations such as those contained in the
Bologna Process1, or others, more locally focused, linked to the
direction that particular territories wish to give their higher
education systems as, for example: the ‘Declaración sobre
institucionalización del aprendizaje-servicio como estrategia
docente dentro del marco de la responsabilidad social
universitaria para la promoción de la sostenibilidad en la
Universidad’ (CRUE, 2015); ‘the Campus engagement charter
for civic and community engagement’ (Campus Engag, 2014);
and ‘the Declaració de la Xarxa d’Aprenentatge Servei de les
Universitats Catalanes ApS(U)CAT’ (ACUP, 2018). What is
more, university networks such as the Red Talloirs or
TRUCEN, are examples of how higher education is taking on
board societal needs and demands, such as civic engagement,
social responsibility, and sustainability (JHEOE, 2012).

In this way, the incorporation of Service-Learning (SL)
projects, across all university degree courses, stands out
amongst the different initiatives aimed at the ethical and civic
training of students, and this is the focus of our work. There is no
doubt that this methodology constitutes a paradigmatic example
in which all initiatives to renew university teaching are
condensed. Thus, from within the different training
frameworks in which the SL methodology is included in
subject areas and degree courses, little by little, a new modality
is emerging, supported by digital technologies. In effect, there are
many ways in which digital technologies can enrich and have a
role in the success of SL projects. Without doubt, however, the
most innovative of these and the one that has most pedagogic
potential appears to be virtual SL (VSL) which supports both the
project’s learning and service components through the different
ways in which technology intervenes or forms part of the project
design. How?

In the first place, in a collaborative fashion, digital technologies
are enabling: from the acquisition and compilation of information
through to its dissemination and communication. This factor helps
and facilitates the initial stages and the development of VSL
projects. From applications for cloud-archiving data, to email,

web pages and many more, digital technologies generate new
spaces for teaching to take place entirely in the virtual world.
At this first level we find a basic kind of integration where the

inclusion of digital technologies is instrumental. One example of
this is the use of a web page or blog to showcase a project or
perhaps to gather results. In this way both projectmanagement and
the dissemination of results can be enabled. However, as we said,
this form of exploiting the technology is purely instrumental and
has no explicit pedagogic aim.

In the second place, we find the purposeful integration or
inclusion of digital technologies, that is, when these
technologies contain a pedagogical intent as much in the
process of learning as in the element of service. In effect,
digital technologies constitute active elements in the design of
VSL projects. For example, some proposals concerning
intergenerational dialogue use digital technology to bring
youngsters and older people together. In this way, the
younger generation “teach” the older to use a diverse range
of programmes to improve their management of the digital
environment, while the older generation contribute their
knowledge in specific areas. Other projects focus on
relationships between equals and emphasize the responsible
and critical “use” of technologies. Projects such as
“cibermanagers” produced by Pantallas Amigas (2010),
where the intention centers around education in the
responsible and critical use of social networking sites.

Digital technologies are no longer merely instrumental
resources, rather they create, as we have said, a new teaching
environment and, in addition, promote solidarity and human
values. This brings us to a third level, those digital technologies
that favor immersion and development of new projects within a
new environment: cyberspace. In this space, technology is not
only integrated into the project with a pedagogic aim, but also the
project itself is designed from a digital perspective, that is,
focusing the whole process from, in and for this space. This
kind of technological immersion has led some to categorize
projects that are developed to this level as “extreme” VSL
(Waldner et al., 2012), given that both the learning and service
components develop entirely within cyberspace, on the net (see
Figure 1).

Consequently, in line with this third level, the virtualization of
SL implies a step beyond the mere translation of processes into
cyberspace. It involves consideration of the online-offline
continuity of processes and of designing teaching and service
components with this premise in mind in addition to certain
conditions and characteristics that we shall address in the next
section of this work.

FIGURE 1 | Different types of Service Learning. Adapted from (Yusof, Azean, Harun and Doulatabadi, 2018).

1EHEA Ministerial Declarations and Communiqués, http://ehea.info/page-
ministerial-declarations-and-communiques.
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Indeed, if we look at the state of play in the field of VSL, we
find that the first studies on this topic gave priority to the
conceptualization of this emergent modality (Strait and Sauer,
2004; Guthrie y McCracken, 2010; Waldner et al., 2010;
Waldner et al., 2012). In contrast, in the last few years,
broader, plural or hybrid lines of investigation have opened
up (Bringle, 2017; Bringle and Clayton, 2020) that address a
more varied range of issues such as, for example, the
relationship between SL and digital technologies (Escofet,
2020; Tapia Tasot, 2020) and its engagement with the
promotion of human values (Ruso, 2012; Gasper-Hulvat,
2018; Ruiz-Corbella and García-Gutiérrez, 2020); its
experiential and practical dimension within the virtual
environment (Stefaniak, 2020); civic and community
engagement (Laury, 2020); the particular form of mediation
that this type of project produces in the field of distance
learning (Bourelle, 2014; Harris, 2017); the analysis of more
specific facets such as the analysis of the social networks
associated with SL projects (Moeller and Nagy, 2013),
projects involving on-line tutorials (ChanLin, et al., 2016),
and studies on leadership (Goertzen and Greenleaf, 2016;
Purcell, 2017). Lastly, a further line of investigation into SL
has opened up as a result of the situation caused by COVID-19
(Culcasi, 2020; Meija, 2020; Tian and Noel, 2020).

Gradually this new modality is consolidating, pushed by the
strong impulse of an emergent web 3.0. The volume of work in
this area is so high that it has prompted some authors to dedicate
their research to the analysis of this diversity of publications and
to providing as thorough a characterization as possible of the state
of the art in VSL (Salam, et al., 2019; Marcus, 2020).

VIRTUAL SERVICE-LEARNING MODEL
(VS-L): CONCEPTUALIZATION AND
PEDAGOGIC CARACTERISTICS; THE
“EMERGENCE” OF VIRTUAL
SERVICE-LEARNING

The arrival of VSL to the context of SL is no accident, rather,
several factors have collaborated in its origin and development
that help to delineate its particular path and theoretical
framework. The factors to which we can attribute its present
impulse can be seen to align with two convergent dynamics
present in higher education.

Furthermore, there is no doubt that the health emergency
produced by COVID-19 has obliged educational institutions and
other organisations of civic society to re-think the face-to-face
format of their learning programmes and, in many instances,
initiate alternatives to presential learning through the use of
virtual models that are equally capable of achieving
educational goals. On the other hand, we cannot ignore the
consolidation of the various modalities of virtual solidarity,
which are a huge influence on the current expansion of SL in
its virtual format (EASLHE, 2020).

While one dynamic centres on reflection about the current
role that universities play or should play and their relationships

with wider society, highlighting that these institutions should
recognize, and indeed assume a social responsibility. Another
addresses the changes occurring in teaching and learning in
higher education, giving greater importance to the practical,
the innovative, as is the case regarding the irruption of digital
technology in higher education which, without doubt, also
involves the transmission of values to students and provides
them with opportunities for character formation. This
direction of travel finds a point of convergence in SL, fertile
ground which has, simultaneously, enabled the growth and
development of SL not only at higher education but also at
every other level of education.

The cause for this growth is at the heart of an institutional
dynamic where, for various reasons, higher education institutions
are faced with the need to reform or evolve. This is due to both
national needs as much as international pressures, spearheaded
by international organisations. In this vein, we find, for example,
the European Union’s vision for the future of the university
sector, envisaging institutions that are integrated and connected
in a European higher education zone linked to local needs.
Specifically, “that higher education institutions should not be
ivory towers, but rather, communities of learning with a civil
conscience, connected to their communities (COM 2017 247
final, 30/5/2017). This has seen universities extending their
mission to focus on responsibility and social engagement,
introducing ideas about the university’s social responsibility,
and its social and civic engagement, not simply into its
management structures but into academic discourse.

On the other hand, there is a further set of dynamics at work
that must be added to the institutional dynamics; centered largely
on the improvement of learning we have termed these the
“pedagogical” dynamics. In this way, for example, the
introduction of information and communication technologies,
a process that has been amplified with the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic, has highlighted the real possibility of establishing
hybrid educational programmes: neither totally online nor
exclusively presential. What is more, the technological tools
also offer the possibility of greater learning autonomy for
students, just as is established in the pedagogic principles
developed through the Bologna Process: the centrality of the
education of the student; the integration between theoretical
knowledge and practical skills favoring a notion of
competence; the inclusion of ethical and civic elements in
training programmes for students, among others.

In this regard, we should highlight two experiences that have
served as a reference for the implementation of SL projects.
Specifically we refer to the development of ‘virtual practices”
(curricular and extra-curricular practices, remote or virtual
laboratories, etc.) and ‘virtual mobility’ (Gallego Gil and
Valdivia Guzmán, 2013; Ruiz Corbella and Álvarez González,
2014) which, in Spain, are led by the Universidad Nacional de
Educación a Distancia (UNED). In effect, these experiences show
that it is also possible to ‘learn by doing’ and enjoy the benefits of
international mobility through digital technologies, with
programmes conducted exclusively in cyberspace. No doubt
can remain that the participation of students in practices and
actions of internationalization and interchange are fundamental
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to their training. Having said this, whether for physical, financial,
family or any number of other reasons, clearly, not all students
have equal access to this type of experience in a face-to-face
format. In this way, the virtual world constitutes a fundamental
pedagogic resource by facilitating access to this type of learning
experience, removing barriers, and thereby enabling it to take
place. In the case of virtual mobility, for example, the student
might be able to take up any placement without having to leave
their own home or their everyday duties and without having any
particular time constraints on completing said placement,
making it possible to tailor experiences to personal situations
(Ruiz Corbella and García Aretio, 2010).

From the virtual perspective, the notion of internationality
has a central role in educational processes. This role is made
more active and dynamic through technology’s ability to blur
geographical and temporal boundaries. Nevertheless, while this
may seem like a positive at first glance, it can generate other
problems, helping to “blur” the very educational experience
itself. Here, we refer to the concept of cultural homogeneity and
the “monetization of education”, that is, considering the
learning experience from an exclusively economic standpoint.
In effect, on one hand, the net marginalizes all discussion,
experience and reflection that is not in the English language,
this being the most widely used language on the net. The end
result of this is that, via the language, an Anglo Saxon model of
culture is transmitted and perpetuated to the detriment of
cultural and linguistic pluralism. Moreover, the need of these
digital platforms and processes to “objectivize” or “virtualize”
the practices and processes of education means that, in many
cases, the pedagogic experience of the student is seen purely in
terms of the market. Education becomes a “user experience” and
is not an authentic educational experience in which interaction
with others is a key element.

Basic Elements of Virtual Service-Learning
We understand VSL as a specific modality where learning and
service take place together in cyberspace. That is to say, it
concerns a combined teaching-research offer that integrates
service to the community with academic learning in the form
of a compact online project, enabling teaching staff to transfer
knowledge with social value and enabling students to develop on
a foundation of experience acquired from tackling real-life needs
and problems. From this perspective, VSL combines research,
teaching and the transfer of socially valuable knowledge so
achieving the linkage and coordination of the three pillars or
missions of the university, directing the activities of that
institution to the social good (García-Gutiérrez and Corrales,
2020). In this definition we find several elements that were
already present in other conceptualisations (ACUP, 2019), but
with the addition of a key component that was previously absent:
the transfer of knowledge, specifically that with social value.

On the other hand, to develop an adequate model for VSL it is
necessary to take into account the technical support that will
underpin the project, such as the personalized progress tracking
that needs to take place for all participants, especially students.
Technological support will vary as a function of the principle
objective to which the “service” to be provided is addressed.

However, in the case of learning, the majority of teaching
institutions have their own platforms to facilitate progress
tracking and student participation in their different subject areas
and courses. In both cases, technological support from the web 3.0
generation enables the acquisition of information and knowledge, as
well as communication and interaction between collaborators on a
project. In these projects, the interconnection between the
technological dimension and the human is key; we cannot forget
that behind the screens and applications there are always people. The
transmission and experience of human values through technological
media is central to the success of VSL projects. Values such as
empathy, listening and respect, but also creativity, imagination and
solidarity can be developed and experienced through cyberspace.

From experience in conducting VSL projects (García-
Gutiérrez et al., 2020) we can say that this pedagogical
modality not only integrates those values that are typically
human, but also those elements that are characteristic and
belong to other modalities of SL, such as internationalism and
globality (Santos-Rego et al., 2020). In effect, and as we saw
earlier, internationalism is reinforced in the virtual environment,
not only due to the blurring of territorial boundaries but also
because the virtual element can give the student opportunities to
approach a range of problems and not just those of other regions
(more or less distant) but also those that affect the whole of
humanity globally. This is the reason that VSL is especially suited
to the development of global citizenship. That is, not only in how
it raises awareness of global or common problems but also in the
way it forms identity and a sense of global responsibility in that
we are all members of the same human community.

As might be expected, the principal characteristics upon which
VSL projects are built are determined, naturally, by the purpose
given to the technological or digital elements within them–as
already occurs in distance learning (Kinshuk, 2012). Thus, the
characteristics that emerge in these projects can be defined by the
following elements:

Ubiquitous Learning (U-Learning)
This type of learning alludes to the idea that any circumstance can
become, at any moment, an educational opportunity and all the
more so if we consider the pedagogic possibilities of connectivity
via devices and apps, something which implies an understanding
of cyberspace as an immersive learning environment. In this way,
the key element to unlocking ubiquitous learning is the pedagogic
intentionality with which project activities are conceived. Díez-
Gutiérrez and Díaz-Navafría (2018) describe three characteristics
of this type of learning. The first refers to the dissolution of
spatiotemporal frontiers, and indeed, curricular and
methodological boundaries; the second concerns access to and
production of knowledge in a more horizontal, participatory
format; and the last addresses the ability to interact and work
collaboratively on the internet. In this way, the internet and social
networking sites not only facilitate an expanded, permanent form
of learning, but they also constitute a resource and an opportunity
for participation, and for social and civic engagement, one of the
fundamental goals of VSL projects. For this reason a coming
together of education and technology is needed, not simply in an
instrumental form but thinking from a pedagogic stance, how to
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incorporate and make use of it in a given project. Questions as to
whether it helps to implement some activity or enables
communication or whether it also facilitates ways of relating,
or even, whether it develops certain socio-affective values or
attitudes, and so on, will offer answers to the true meaning of the
inclusion of technology into educational project design.

A Human Focus to Technology
If the starting assumption of all VSL projects is that both learning
and service elements take place entirely in cyberspace, we must be
wary of the technological element eclipsing the human. Therefore,
as a pedagogical premise, we must ensure the presence of those
values and virtues that are specifically human and that most
humanize us, precisely in order to promote them through this
type of project. In other words, information and communication
technologies must aid the conversion of information into
knowledge and learning, and communication into relationships
or links of solidarity. In the same way that technologies can
“depersonalize”, and do depersonalize, human beings, they can
also ensure personal development through the design of formative
processes that foster responsibility in the face of global concerns,
dialogue, discovery, reflection, etc. Looking toward the virtual
horizon, it is important not to lose sight of the need to cultivate
creativity, critical thinking and empathy.

Global Citizenship
Related to the previous point and from the perspective of the
internationalism that can be generated by web 3.0 technologies we
take a step further in linking those specifically human values with
the notion of global citizenship, international solidarity,
responsibility and care in a global, interdependent world. In
effect, and in this context, we can understand the concept of
citizenship in the broadest and most complex terms, and not
simply as the acquiring of a legal status but, above all, as a moral
practice in which we are able to identify ourselves and engage with
the things that affect us and unite us all as human beings. A moral
practice in which we are all capable of assuming the Kantian ethical
imperative of: “So act as to treat humanity, whether in your own
person or in another, always as and end and never only as a
means”. Thus, VSL projects should help us to recognize the
relationships of interdependency and reciprocity that link
human beings to one another and to our “common home”.

VIRTUAL SERVICE-LEARNING: A VENUES
FOR ITS DEVELOPMENT AND
IMPLEMENTATION
Having outlined the process of configuring and consolidating the
VSL paradigm, and with its theoretical framework defined, we will
now examine some of our successful experiences. Specifically, we will
look at two projects, ‘Español en vivo’ (Spanish Live) and ‘Virtu@l-
aps’, both of which were developed by the ‘Grupo de Innovación
Educativa’ (educative innovation group) COETIC2 at UNED. Both

projects arise from UNED’s defining notions of civic engagement
and social responsibility, that, at present, include a concern for
promoting life-long learning for all (SDG 4), as set out in the United
Nations’ Agenda 2030. Taking this as a reference point, the ‘Grupo
de Innovación Educativa’ COETIC was set up in the 2015/6
academic year with the purpose of launching innovative online
projects, supported by community basedmethodologies and focused
on the development of ethical skills and civic engagement in higher
education.

Virtual Service-Learning and the Promotion
of Global Citizenship
The VSL Project ‘Español en vivo’ is aimed at improving skills in
communication and spoken Spanish amongst students at certain
universities in Africa and Spain at the same time as promoting
ideas of global citizenship and intercultural dialogue. The African
universities involved include: the Ecole Normale Supérieure, in
Benin; Abomey-Calavi University and Strathmore University in
Kenia; and Dschang University in Cameroon, while the Spanish
institutions include UNED (Faculty of Education and Faculty of
Computer Engineering) and the Universidad Complutense of
Madrid, Faculty of Education).

This project is developed through online conversations and
interviews during which students from the African institutions
mentioned practice Spanish by speaking to natives and the
Spanish students deepen their subject knowledge from an
intercultural, global citizenship perspective. The project is an
immersive experience that takes place entirely in cyberspace,
supported by a diversity of digital resources and applications:
Skype, Hangout (Google), Zoom, Facetime and Whastapp which
facilitate communication and interaction between all participants
and that each group chose on the basis of their own available
resources both in terms of access to the net and devices.

On the other hand, all information about the project is
available on a dedicated website, in which participants can
find examples of best practices for this type of project, the
video presentations recorded by the African students to
introduce themselves, the “intercultural field diaries” produced
by every student, and links amongst other things.

The project was designed such that the key learning objectives
of this initiative included students being capable of: defining their
own ideas and motivations concerning their experience;
identifying the most significant values and initiate their own
action in accordance with these; and internalizing what they have
learned not simply as content, but as a way of approaching reality.
That is, to see knowledge not as ‘packed bags’ but as, ‘something
that allows us to travel with a different vision’ (Esteve Zarazaga,
2012, p. 48). It was decided that, in this project, the most
appropriate methodology to encourage reflection would be a
biographical-narrative, in the form of a personal “field diary”.
Termed the ‘Intercultural Field Note-book’, this instrument,
specifically developed for this initiative, actively encourages
reflection, at the same time as enabling access to the type of
experience and the acquisition of ethical competence and civic
engagement within the established parameters of the project
(García-GutiérrezRuiz-Corbella and del Pozo, 2020).2www.uned.es/coetic
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In the case of the Artificial Intelligence MSc students,
interviews were part of a requirements-engineering process
aimed at the development of customisable online learning
environments, adapted to the idiosyncrasies of the educational
context and the needs of the students, taking an ethical and
human rights approach. In particular, in the academic years 18/19
and 19/20 the students had to design, develop and implement a

prototype ‘mentor conversational chatbot’ for students at the
University of Dschang in Cameroon. The function of this chatbot
was to help beginner students, by emulating an experienced
student, guiding and advising them through the difficulties
and doubts that commonly arise when starting studies. One of
the learning objectives was to reflect on how the knowledge
codified in the chatbot revealed some of Cameroon’s

TABLE 1 | Virtu@l-ApS Functionality

Basic functionalities • There is an area of registered users in which different profiles are defined for the
different actors (teacher, student, service beneficiary, . . . ). The user’s profile de-
termines his or her subscription, search and publication capabilities, and the private
project spaces to which he or she has access.

• Interactions between users are to be carried out through web forms, forums and
email. For example, NGOs may offer topics for projects, students may express their
interest in participating in projects, lecturers may offer to tutor them, supervise them,
or co-supervize them with NGO staff or companies etc.

Functionalities to support the community in the sharing of experiences and
resources, and establishing partnerships

• Services for the publication of experiences, initiatives and material of all kinds related
to VSL in higher education.

• Services for the dissemination of offers and requests for participation in SL project
proposals.

Functionalities to support the definition of SL projects and, especially, VSL
projects

• A service connecting requests and offers of participation in SL projects will provide
search for requests or offers with the possibility of filtering according to different
characteristics, depending on the user’s profile.

• A subscription will enable to receive notices about offers or demands in a certain
area of interest, also depending on the user’s profile.

• Support for the parties involved in SL project proposals to refine them and make
them more concrete will take place through connection to, or integration of,
software tools for the support of collaborative work such as tools for videoconfer-
encing or audioconferencing, cooperative edition, shared blackboard, shared
screen, wiki, chat, calendar forums. . .

Functionalities to support the development of SL projects • A formal framework to guide a development in coherence with SLmethodologies will
be provided, thus favoring its systematic application and the delimitation of roles of
the different actors involved.

• Connection to, or integration of, software tools for the support of collaborative work,
as well as tools for the support of software project management, which facilitate
planning, task assignment, generation of reports, etc. These tools should be
adapted to assist the processes and work dynamics characteristic of SL. Support
tools for project development in specific disciplines will also be integrated. By way of
example, regarding software development projects, attention should be paid to
design support tools that are “user-centered”, “community-based”, “context-
oriented”, “participatory”, “sensitive to cultural aspects”, etc.

Functionalities for the support of teaching work • Assessment, both of students and of SL projects will also be supported by different
means: Connecting project activities with curricular content, suggesting assessment
criteria and tools appropriate to each case, including selected rubrics from those
referenced in the SL literature, providing support for alternative assessment tools as
discussion groups. . .

• Online questionnaires, designed and validated according to recognized methodo-
logical practices will be incorporated as well for several different purposes, including
the measurement of attitude toward SL, and assessment both of the students’
competences and of the SL projects, on the part of all the actors involved etc.

Resource management functionalitie • The management of the SL project proposal and project versions will also be
supported through a version control system. This systemwill give support for project
tracking, through tools that automatically generate reports of activities carried out
using the collaboration tools and of the submission of project documentation.

• Automatic tracking tools and assessment tools based on the tracking information
would also provide continuous feedback to the student.

Functionalities for the usability of the application • A recommendation module (as a basic chatbot-like virtual assistant), will guide the
members of the SL community through the different phases of an SL action, e.g. in
the case of students, starting with helping them to choose a suitable project,
adapted to their interests and personal profile.

Other needs • Forums and blogs.
• Access to a document repository on VSL, which should include academic articles,
multimedia pedagogical resources, project reports, etc.; documentation, in partic-
ular user manuals. . .
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development priorities, and to place these priorities within the
framework of Agenda 2030, the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, drawing conclusions on how Artificial
Intelligence can contribute, in the context of Cameroon, to
their satisfaction. The students were tasked with identifying
the relevant factors for developing the educational
environment (personal, community, cultural, ethical, economic
and social factors, pedagogical and organizational practices,
resources that condition viability and sustainability, foreseeable
impact, etc.), as well as identifying suitable indicators for
evaluating its success.

An “App” to Promote the Development of
Service-Learning in Spain
Virtual Service Learning (VSL) has to be mediated by Information
and Communication Technologies, both for the provision of the
service, and for the support, monitoring and assessment of the
learning by teachers. This is why COETIC has proposed the
development of not only methodological but also technological
tools to support this pedagogical approach. As far as we know, there
is no web App dedicated specifically to the support of the SL in the
higher education sector providing the aforementioned
functionalities. There is no doubt, however, of the interest of
such an application, given the growing expansion of the SL
methodology in the Spanish higher education sector and the
relevance of VSL, in both face-to-face and distance-learning
modalities, in the context of the global health crisis that emerged
in 2020, as we write before.

In the academic year 2016/17 COETIC launched then a
development project for a web application, Virtu@l-ApS, to
support and promote VSL in various academic contexts
(bachelor’s degree projects, Msc degree projects/theses,
doctoral theses, internships, etc.) and teaching areas
(engineering, law, education, sciences, for example). In this
project COETIC counts on the collaboration of lecturers from
the Sistemas Informáticos y Computación department of the
University Complutense de Madrid. To date, this software-
development project has been carried out in the context of
four collaborative and interdisciplinary UNED bachelor’s
degree projects, one of them from the Social Education degree
(Rodriguez, 2017) and the others from the Computer Engineering
degree (Alonso, 2018; Jiménez, 2020; López, 2020), and the
project ‘Portal de soporte a la implementación de la
metodología ApS en la UNED’ (Portal to support the
implementation of the SL methodology in UNED), project
approved in the Call for Computer Applications of the UNED
Vice-Chancellor of Digitalization in Innovation 2019. Virtu@l-
ApS further development and deployment is also subject of an
ongoing collaboration between COETIC and the Sistemas
Informáticos y Computación department of the University
Complutense de Madrid (see, Manjarrés et al., 2020).

The web-application development was conceived in itself as a VSL
project in which students from different disciplines would participate,
documenting themselves in depth on SL, compiling existing SL
pedagogical tools, conducting studies on potential enabling
technologies in consistency with SL pedagogical principles and

objectives, and performing software engineering tasks, including
requirements engineering, design, implementation, and testing.
Service recipients were members of the educational community
including the project supervisors, drawing on years of experience
of voluntary work in technology-oriented NGOs and in SL projects,
in both the face-to-face and distance education contexts.

Pilot VSL projects that had been promoted and implemented
by COETIC in different UNED degrees in previous years (García-
Gutiérrez et al., 2016) have also provided feedback for the
specification of the Virtu@l-ApS functionality. The AI MSc
part of these VSL projects helped to clarify the technological
needs that arise when SL involves computer engineering
processes. Finally, all the lecturers involved in the project
participated in the validation of the application, testing the
application as a potential user in order to detect problems and
weaknesses, and to assess its usability.

Virtu@l-ApS Functionality
Virtu@l-ApS could facilitate the identification of potential
partnerships as well as the collaboration between the potential
service provider and receiver in the task of refining an initial idea
and turning it into a realistic project proposal that meets the needs
of both parties. Additionally, this computer support could serve to
guide and coordinate the work of the different stages of SL projects
already underway, providing a formal framework for their
development. Such a framework would promote a systematic
and rigorous approach to SL methodologies, facilitating the
monitoring and continuous evaluation of the students and of
their learning, as well as that of the SL projects themselves. This
monitoring and evaluation is particularly important for the
implementation of VSL in distance-learning institutions. The
functionalities of the application are described by distinguishing
different categories in Table 1.

The current prototype of Virtu@l-ApS provides the following
main functionalities:

• Services for the publication of experiences, initiatives and
material of all kinds related to VSL in the University, as well
as offers and requests for participation in specific projects.

• A service for the connection of demands and offers of
participation in ApS projects, and search of demands and
offers with the possibility of filtering by several
characteristics according to the user’s profile.

• Private access to areas according to the user’s roles, to
participate in the development of an SL initiative until its
completion in a project.

• A discussion area within the areas of each project,
partnership and initiative respectively. The access to this
discussion zone will be defined by the roles of the
participants.

• Support for the refinement and concretion of SL project
proposals between the parties involved.

• Management of an historical archive of the information
exchanged between the parties within the framework of an
SL project: messages, files. . .

• Collection of project information in structured fields, using
forms designed for this purpose, so that in the future this
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information can be converted into the official project
documentation required in different formats.

• Historical archive of all the initiatives, partnerships and
projects that have taken place over time.

• Forums and blogs.
• AVSL document repository, which would include academic

articles, multimedia pedagogical resources, project reports,
etc., and a respository of SL experiences.

• A chatbot developed for the Telegram messaging platform
that guides students, teachers and organizations interested
in participating in an SL project, helping them to access the
information contained in Virtu-ApS about the experiences
developed, new project initiatives and ongoing projects,
classified by each of the fields of study. The chatbot
integrates a recommendation module, which recommends
new initiatives in SL to users according to their interests
(based on projects, past or present, that the user has
previously seen using the chatbot).

Virtu@l-ApS Further Development and Deployment
Though the currently available version of the web application
lacks important functionality, the experience of developing it has
been extremely useful, in particular, in helping to clarify the
requirements for a fully operational application which we expect
will contribute to the support and expansion of SL in the Spanish
higher education sector. In the ongoing development, partnership
relationships will be established with possible future beneficiaries
of SL services by asking representatives of third-sector
organisations to participate in the development of the
application, at least in its validation and verification and
hopefully also in the elicitation of additional requirements.

Regardless of the technological aspects, it will be necessary to
draw up and implement an application deployment plan that will
involve, among other things, establishing contacts and agreements
with NGOs, and with different university departments for
collaboration in the management of multidisciplinary projects.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE VSL
EXPERIENCE

It cannot have escaped anyone that one of the factors that has
recently catalyzed the increased use of information and
communication technology in education has been the lock-
down suffered by nations across the world as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. In this case, these technologies have
demonstrated themselves to be inextricably linked to people’s
sense of wellbeing and of achieving a good quality of life. It has
enabled many to make the best of the situation, although we also
recognize this is not always the case. Indeed, it is certainly true
that digital technologies, social networking sites and artificial
intelligence can be a source of alienation, but it is also undeniable
that they can help to improve the living conditions of
communities. Through the COETIC project, we have achieved
the latter by designing and using technology with the intention of
serving people and their goals independently of where they live,
their cultural or other differences.

In this way, we will conclude by enumerating certain quality
criteria that must be observed in the development of VSL projects
and, more generally, in the inclusion of technology in this
educational modality.

1 Human (and Humanistic) Orientation
The human should take precedence over technology in two areas.
On one hand, pedagogically, it is relevant in VSL, as in any other
type of education or training, that we do not lose sight of the
importance of full human development and, as a result, the
humanizing dimension that learning should have even in
virtual environments. This is especially so because, ‘the most
difficult things to automate are precisely all those things that are
inherent to being human: creativity, critical thinking, emotional
intelligence, the ability to inspire and work collaboratively and
other human skills (. . .)’ (Escamilla, 2018, pp. 13–14). Quite
properly, these are the elements to which we should pay most
attention.

2 Wholistic and Balanced Personal
Development
In this way, educational purpose should always be aimed at the
whole person and not simply at enabling or training them to
manage the ever greater range of devices to which people are
exposed or at the development of particular skills. VSL projects
are about widening the horizons of training to encompass the
global person and not simply addressing specific aspects of
personal development. For this reason, while SL projects,
including those that are virtual, may be directed toward
‘objects’ or ‘relationships’, in one way or another, our
capabilities as people are what need to be central to project
design.

3 Meaningful Integration of Technology
There is no doubt that information and communication
technologies, in all and every one of their manifestations, are
a part of our lives and education cannot continue to ignore
them. Now, their integration into the processes of teaching and
learning needs to be meaningful, with a clearly specified
educational objective. The pedagogic dimension should
predominate over the instrumental, such that in every
project design we must be able to explain and justify the
technology’s educational purpose, i.e., the pedagogic
contribution of the technology to the achievement of the
objectives designed into each proposal.

4 The Value of Virtual Education
Although, little by little, programmes of virtual learning and
training are being consolidated, from the design perspective we
still focus on their instructive value rather than their formative
value. Virtual education is not only a powerful tool for teaching,
but also, a channel for learning, facilitating the social, emotional
and ethical development of the person. The problem that we need
to avoid is that these are often invisible, thus we need to include
them explicitly into the design of our virtual training
programmes.
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5 The Reality of Global Citizenship
Let’s go back to Agenda 2030 which stated that a clear objective
was the creation of a successful education strategy for sustainable
development and sustainable ways of life, human rights, gender
equality, promoting a culture of peace rather than violence, world
citizenship and valuing cultural diversity and the contribution of
culture to sustainable development. SL and VLS are an obvious
and practical solution that favors this kind of learning, and
enables students to put into practice, in real-life situations, the
knowledge acquired in a learning environment that promotes the
culture of global citizenship.

In sum, the objective of this article has been to highlight the
formative potential of the internet, of the emerging situations
where we interact in ever more diverse human contexts, and in
which it is ever clearer that we are immersed, throughout our
lives, in a continuous process of learning, in which, ‘perhaps more
than ever, today, education is on a round trip during which we
can all be, simultaneously, students and teachers’ (Furman,
2020, p. 55).

Finally, it is important to underline the new perspective for
institutionalization of SL in Higher Education Institutions as it is
followed by Farnell (2020) and the recent EHEA Ministerial
Conference (Rome, 2020) about the role of community
engagement and SL into the Social Dimension of Higher
Education in the EHEA:

“Community engagement should be considered as a process
whereby higher education institutions engage with external
community stakeholders to undertake joint activities that
can be mutually beneficial. Like social dimension policies,
community engagement should be embedded in core
missions of higher education. It should engage with
teaching and learning, research, service and knowledge
exchange, students and staff and management of higher

education institutions. Such engagement provides a holistic
basis on which universities can address a broad range of
societal needs, including those of vulnerable, disadvantaged
and underrepresented groups, while enriching their teaching,
research and other core functions (p. 8)”.
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Service-learning began within the framework of the New School in which constructivist
experiential methodologies were particularly important following various studies, such as
those by John Dewey and his “Learning by Doing” approach. From then on, this
pedagogical practice has spread all over the world at varying rates. In Europe it was
slower to spread than in the Americas. In this regard it is especially interesting to look at the
current state of the matter. The object of this study was to analyze the academic
publication in Europe since the year 2000 with a detailed bibliographic review of
publications with roots in Europe. We examined the main databases and used an
analysis matrix with various content levels. We found that service-learning has different
names in Europe, and that there have been uneven epistemological advances depending
on the countries examined. We also noted that, in general, it was about higher education
that most literature had been published. One of our significant conclusions was the
exponential growth of contributions over the last 20 years, particularly in Spain, which
produced the most academic literature on this topic. We believe that service-learning faces
the challenge of effective consolidation based on educational quality criteria, and which
includes combining elements of virtuality, reality, and academic rigor.

Keywords: service-learning, scientific publication, literature review, community engagement, Europe

INTRODUCTION

The unforeseen events of 2020 have threatened both advances in society and the ideas that lie behind
them. To the already well-worn crisis of the welfare state something which is non-negotiable for
some and mortally wounded if not subject to reinvention for others we have to add the social crisis
that is a consequence of SARS-Cov-2. Numerous political, healthcare, environmental, and social
challenges are forcing old inflexibilities to adapt to new realities in a global sense. Education is of
course no exception. Challenges that only a short time ago seemed obvious to us in a sea of
uncertainty (Caride, 2017) and which needed to be approached through various lenses beyond the
four walls of the classroom must necessarily be reviewed again (Úcar, 2018). In the particular case
concerning us, for example, the ubiquitous shift towards Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) and its connection with service-learning (Santos-Rego et al., 2020; Sotelino
et al., 2020; Tapia, 2020) that must now take place to deal with an unprecedented scenario of
confinement. In this regard, the focus once again is placed on who will be responsible for educating
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more creative, more flexible professionals and citizens who will
know how to respond to continued uncertainty (Arbués et al.,
2012), and also on the determinants of how, which not only ties
our hands but also (forcibly) opens our minds.

Technological and methodological responses to this situation
have appeared in various educational areas which have been
validated through practice, but with pedagogical specialists also at
the forefront. Service-learning is one of the methodologies which
is gaining importance in the various levels of the school system,
and also in non-formal educational spheres (Sotelino et al., 2019).
This pedagogical approach, increasingly used in Spain
(Aramburuzabala et al., 2019), aims to bring together
curricular competencies with contextualized service in the
community (Puig et al., 2011; Santos-Rego et al., 2015; Deeley,
2016). In this way, participants consolidate their learning from
their experiences and the reflections that occur. More specifically,
in terms of the latter, these types of projects have their origin in
the Chicago school at the hands of John Dewey, who had already
studied cognitive meaning from experience-based learning (Giles
and Eyler, 1994; Sotelino, 2015; Gonzalez-Geraldo et al., 2017)
which catalyzed what he called “reflective learning” or “reflective
inquiry” (Saltmarsh, 1996).

The European history of service-learning is marked by some
milestones. In 2003, the European Service-Learning-Asociation
(ESLA) was created, the first meeting of which was attended by
representatives from Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden,
Norway, and Spain. One significant event at this level was the
CIVICUS European research project, promoted by the Vytautas
Magnus University in Lithuania—a country whose service-
learning roots are directly tied to the United States—the
framework of which explored forms of cooperation between
universities, businesses, institutions, local government, and
organizations (Santos-Rego, 2013). From that point onwards,
service-learning started to develop rapidly in Europe, although
unevenly distributed by country (Aramburuzabala et al., 2019. In
addition to projects, in Europe there have been in-depth studies
that have looked at the quality, dissemination, and development
of this practice and its educational efficacy. In the
United Kingdom, Spain, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and
Ireland, to name some clear examples, various statewide
general and subject-based (by educational level or sphere)
networks have appeared. In recent years international
networks have advanced the development of service-learning
in Europe, such as The European Network of Service-Learning
in Higher Education launched in Galway in September 2017. In
2019 the European Observatory of Service-Learning in Higher
Education was created. Similarly, The International Association
for Research on Service Learning and Community Engagement
(IARSLCE), created in 2005 with the aim of promoting research
and discussion about service-learning and the participation of the
community (Sotelino, 2014; IARSLCE, 2016). Currently in Spain,
together with the various research groups and experts dedicated
to service-learning, there is a general network encompassing the
various fields and educational levels, together with other more
specific networks (Batlle, 2013).

Service-learning currently has sufficient scientific support to
indicate that it is a route to acquiring relational and cooperative

skills while not diverting attention from the curriculum or
educational project of reference. We should not forget that
service-learning is, above all but not to the exclusion of all, a
teaching method. This idea is similar, but differs in terms of the
activism and political positioning applied, from the substrate of
critical pedagogy which it has, to the religious reminiscences
present in some countries, such as Spain (Igelmo and Jover,
2019). However, nowadays, to look more at the present and the
future of service-learning in the new normality and the more
desired post-new normality (derived from the influence of
COVID-19), there needs to be a balance between the different
contributions, and future challenges need to be faced that affect
this methodology. In this regard, it is worth asking questions that
will guide our work. Is the academic production about service-
learning the same throughout Europe? In which field, research
area or European country has service-learning progressed most in
terms of publications? These questions must be answered in order
to locate the state of service-learning in Europe, knowing those
areas of study, educational levels and European countries where it
is being implemented to a greater extent.

In order to this, the objective of our study is to review the
academic literature from Europe about service-learning from the
last twenty years (2000–2020). We say from Europe rather than in
Europe because our searches will locate European experts who
may have been published in non-European journals, not
surprising given the American roots of service-learning.

Before describing the study, it is a good opportunity to briefly
look at the conceptual and pedagogical aspects of service-
learning. This will help us understand some of the keys which
have driven the expansion of this methodology and the academic
literature about it.

SERVICE-LEARNING: CONCEPT AND
PEDAGOGY

The term service-learning was coined and began to be
conceptualized in North America at the end of the 1970s in
the framework of a proliferation of both obligatory and voluntary
youth service programs. It was born out of the New School
pedagogical movement occasionally also called active schooling
where experiential constructivist methodologies were particularly
important following various studies. The thinking of William
James and John Dewey and their premise of “Learning by Doing”
was especially influential (Tapia, 2012; González-Geraldo et al.,
2017). Paulo Freire also played an important role, as at that time
the North American tradition of experiential learning combined
with the Latin American social experience. From that point on,
this pedagogical practice has spread all over the world, albeit
unevenly.

The methodology of service-learning has been most developed
in the United States and that is where most of the literature on the
topic can be found. Because of that, it would be a mistake not to
refer to the United States development of service-learning, as it
arose there, it was constructed there, and it spread from there to
many countries (Santos-Rego, 2013). The United States was
where the term service-learning was first used, in 1967 when
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William Ramsay, Robert Sigmon, and Michael Hart used it to
describe a local development project implemented by students
and teachers from the OAK Ridge Associated Universities in
Tennessee, although the expression was not consolidated until
the first Service Learning Conference, which took place in Atlanta
in 1969 (Sotelino, 2015).

In Latin America it is possible to find good examples of
service-learning with governmental and social support in
countries such as Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and
some Central American countries. In Central and South
America there is a consolidated tradition of service-learning
both in schools and universities, as well as in other kinds of
civic-social organizations. It may be understood as the citizen
response to the profound crises many Latin American countries
suffered through in the 1980s and 90s, leading to many
community service projects being implemented by various
institutions. Service-learning arose as a resource that helped
make more sense of these community minded practices. In
this respect, the role played by CLAYSS (The Latin American
Center for Service-Learning) was not trivial, as they drove the
spread of this methodology to various countries (Tapia, 2010).

European development was slower than in the Americas, and
one might even say that in some cases it was a direct consequence
of American development (Mažeikienė, 2019), but its production
is being extensive, especially in countries where its expansion is
increasing. In Europe, the cradle of service-learning was in
English-speaking countries, and was linked to the idea of
community education (Luna González, 2010). In recent years
projects such as the Europe Engage Project have appeared,
supported by the European Union with the objective of
promoting the use of service learning. This project emphasizes
that, at the university level, for example, future professionals must
be trained through practical learning linked to the social
environment, helping to solve problems for the community
(Europe Engage, 2014). Even so, as McLeod and McLeod
(2015) noted, the first experiences of this in some Eastern
European universities were not until 2004, and we can
currently talk of a two-speed Europe; one group of countries
in which service-learning is consolidated (United Kingdom,
Ireland, Spain, and Germany), and another group where it is
emerging (Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Portugal, to
name a few). This is a duality which may lead to service-learning
becoming less visible in countries where it is more accepted
through a process called blackboxing in which, paradoxically “the
more science and technology succeed, the more opaque and
obscure they become’ (Latour, quoted in Mažeikienė, 2019).

From amethodological perspective, service-learning combines
twomethods from active pedagogies: learning through experience
and action in service to the community. As Castle and Osman
(2003) noted, service-learning offers opportunities to integrate
learning, research, and communication at the same time as
offering a service, intensifying the social aspect of education.

Both elements, learning and service, are key to understand
what service-learning is. By overlapping, they produce a new
reality to which reflection is added as the combining element that
enriches the significance of the experience (Campo, 2008). If a
reciprocal relationship can be achieved between the two

components, the academic learning will have an impact on the
delivery of a quality service to the community, and at the same
time the service will strengthen and enhance the students’
learning, providing benefits to both the students and the
community from improvements at the cognitive and social
level (Mella-Nuñez et al., 2015; Santos-Rego and Lorenzo, 2018).

Throughout its existence, service-learning has accumulated
various definitions. Bringle and Hatcher (1996) understood it “as
a credit-bearing educational experience in which students
participate in an organized service activity that meets
identified community needs and reflect on the service activity
in such a way as to gain further understanding of course content,
a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of
civic responsibility” (p. 222).

For Eyler and Giles (1999), service-learning is a form of
experience-based education in which learning is constructed
through a cycle of action and reflection. Students work with
other classmates in a process of applying what they have learned
to issues in the community and, at the same time, reflecting on
their experience of trying to achieve improvements for the
community and increasing their own understanding and skills.

Puig et al. (2007) understood service-learning as an
educational approach that combines learning processes and
serving the community in a single, well-articulated project in
which the participants learn while working on real needs in their
environment with the aim of improving it.

After examining nine definitions, De la Cerda et al. (2009)
identified seven common traits. They are: responding to social
needs or carrying out an action to benefit the community,
learning something, performing a service, having a meaningful
experience, performing activities of reflection, collaborating with
other social institutions, and contributing to training for
citizenship. In turn, they analyze the service-learning journey
based on their definitions. Finally, Furco and Norvell’s (2019)
synthesize that service-learning is an innovative pedagogical
approach that integrates meaningful community service or
engagement into the curriculum. They also indicate that the
service-learning brings together resources, academics and the
community whereby all became teaching resources, problems
solvers and partners.

The variety of possibilities and the many practical approaches
combine to give rise to multiple definitions such as those
mentioned above. Its geographical demarcation and the scope
of application also influence this question. What seems clearer,
and where all the definitions coincide, is that service-learning
seeks experiential learning while carrying out an action that
improves community life, the natural or cultural environment,
or intervenes in specific areas such as health or educational
causes. Although each of the definitions are consistent with
the idea of experienced-based learning, it is important to
remember that activities that provide a service to the
community are not always service-learning. As Furco (1996)
noted, many service programs share similarities such as
allowing students to get close to their future professional roles
and to work on social and collaborative skills, or to explore their
own interests. However, the idea of service-learning, which
focuses on learning at the same time as service, should not be
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confused with other educational experiences which focus only on
service or only on learning.

It is interesting to note that the spread of this “learning
philosophy” has given rise to different labels in different areas;
one might talk of “service-learning”, in the United States, “Social
service”, in Mexico, “Practical Social Experience Semesters”, in
Colombia, “Educational volunteerism”, in Brazil, “Community
Service Learning”, in Turkey, “Communal work”, in Costa Rica,
and “Learning Service”, in Bolivia, etc. (Tapia et al., 2005;
Kucukoglu, 2012; Alcón, 2014; Gezuraga, 2014). There are also
differences within individual countries, such as the general use in
Spain of the term Service-learning or Solidarity-Learning,
although on some specific occasions the term “Learning and
Solidarity Service” is used (Gezuraga, 2014; García-Pérez and
Mendía, 2015).

On occasion, when referring to service-learning, concepts such
as “voluntary”, “community service”, “field studies”, and
“community education” are used interchangeably, although in
reality these terms do not always refer to the same thing. This, as
Furco (1996) states, means that the student is faced with a certain
terminological complexity when referring to these experiences.

Currently, and with the extensive published research, we can
have some certainty of which experiences we can call service-
learning, and which are not. From the field of Educational Theory
it is fundamentally a certain way of understanding learning based
on exploration, action, reflection, and social responsibility. Far
from being a merely instructive approach of accumulating
knowledge, it requires the student to be the protagonist of
their learning, and that fundamentally they only learn what
they do and reflect on. This aspect, the reflection that all
service-learning experiences should trigger and which therefore
must be evaluated, is usually ignored when service-learning is
used and understood from a biased perspective placing the service
at the center. Service-learning is a methodology that addresses
everyday issues and contextualizes learning in real situations
(Uruñuela, 2011). The difference of service-learning from
other methodologies such as internships, clinical experiences
in health sciences, community research or field experiences, is
that in addition to an explicit link with an educational plan or
academic curriculum, there is a social commitment that entails
the development of awareness ethics. Linking theory with
practice and classrooms with professional surroundings allow
students to approach a real professional learning environment
(Naval and Arbués, 2016). In addition, as Howard (1998) noted,
it is important to emphasize that service-learning will not occur
if there is not a solid union between the demands of the
community, the service that is needed, and linked academic
learning.

The main learning outcomes of service-learning projects are
not only in the content, but also the overall experience and
personal transformation, allowing the development of many
varied, complementary competencies in different aspects of the
individual. In addition, it is important to highlight the acquisition
of civic learning that implies the execution of responsibility with
the reference community group, its needs, and its potentialities.
In this sense, social, educational, environmental, cultural,
neighborhood or health entities take on a special role by

becoming co-educators of the participants in service-learning
projects (Conway et al., 2009; Hatcher et al., 2017). Using this
methodology combines learning various basic and specific
competencies, such as working in interdisciplinary teams,
interpersonal skills, ethical commitment, and critical reasoning
(Agencia Nacional de Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación-
ANECA, 2005). Studies and experience have shown that this
methodology positively affects students in various areas,
including motivation to study (Flournoy, 2007), civic
responsibility and commitment (Hébert and Hauf, 2015), the
development of critical thinking (Deeley, 2010), personal and
interpersonal development (Eyler, 2000), the development of life
skills (Fullerton et al., 2015), and ethical and moral awareness
(Rhoads, 1998). The study by Warren (2012) showed that it is a
methodology that improves students’ learning compared to other
previously used teaching methods. There have also been multiple
studies that support the argument that service-learning combines
several dimensions of learning in a single methodology: civic,
academic, social and political (Novak et al., 2007; Celio et al.,
2011; Yorio and Ye, 2012). Despite this, we must reiterate that the
difference of the service-learning in relation to other dynamics of
pedagogical work is the civic-social component that the
participants develop in their bond with the community
(Conway et al., 2009; Mella-Nuñez, 2019).

In summary, and as a proper definition, we believe that
service-learning is a pedagogical methodology (with what this
implies) that requires the explicit connection between curricula or
educational plans and the performance of a community service in
a single project. Thus, service-learning participants develop
complex cognitive strategies that require questioning what
they have learned, and their own role in the social and
environmental framework.

Although the academic trajectory around service-learning is
broad, there are many challenges that arise today, opening new
avenues for researchers.We highlight two of them. The first one is
the internationalization, as a connection between different
physical spaces for the performance of services; and on the
other hand, virtuality, adapting projects to new needs derived
from greater interconnectivity between people (Santos-Rego
et al., 2020). These are the lines that mark the future paths of
the service-learning, without neglecting the advances in its
optimal evaluation and maintenance of quality (Sotelino et al.,
2020).

The didactic and pedagogical potential of service-learning
seems clear. This may be why in recent years there has been
such an increase in interest in implementing it and in the
academic literature about it. Our study looks at exactly this
issue, with the main aim of creating a diagnostic map of the
European academic literature about service-learning. We believe
this is not a trivial question for two main reasons. Firstly,
examining European academic publication development in
various countries will provide information about the current
state of service-learning in Europe and that will make possible
to establish international collaborative networks. Secondly,
identifying important aspects of European academic
publication, such as type of document, language, area of study
or education level where it is implemented, will improve our
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understanding of this methodology and its impact. Both issues
will help improve our research in the international context.

Below, we describe the study we performed and the results we
obtained.

THE ACADEMIC LITERATURE ON
SERVICE-LEARNING IN EUROPE

To carry out this study we reviewed the main international
databases: Web of Science (WoS), Scopus, the Educational
Resource Information Center (ERIC), and the Directory of
Open Access Journals (DOAJ), in order to find documents
related to the various aspects of service-learning (e.g.,
academic, social, community, cognitive). We followed a
qualitative methodology using a matrix review method,
followed by a quantitative analysis of the results. We used an
analysis instrument created ex professo in which we established
different levels of content.

Objectives
Our objectives were as follows:

a. Determine how many academic publications there were about
service-learning in the main international databases.

b. Evaluate how the diffusion of the service-learning
methodology in different types of publication has increased
over time.

c. Compare the academic literature, mainly in terms of research
productivity and geographic variables.

Method
We planned a bibliographic document analysis using the main
international databases (WoS, Scopus, ERIC, and DOAJ). These
databases were chosen because WoS and Scopus are very
significant international databases, while ERIC is one of the
most important database in education and DOAJ include
Open Access Journals.

Our research methodology has broad epistemological
support. As Clausó (1993, p. 11) noted, this concept has been
dealt with by many authors and has developed in step with the
documentation, one can state that there are two tendencies with
respect to how it is conceived, one which considers document
analysis to include various phases, of which bibliographic
description is one, and another which believes that document
analysis must be exclusively considered as the description of
content and not as a formal description. In our case we adhered
to a quantitative description based on our objectives, laying out
the current state of service-learning in Europe. Nevertheless, in
a more qualitative approach, we also examined educational
fields and/or educational levels of study referred to the
various documents.

At the applied level, we created an instrument in the form of a
table in which the rows correspond to the levels of analysis
created, and the columns to those criteria we examined in
each stratum. They are as follows: number of documents,
document type (article, book, chapter, doctoral theses, other),

language (English, Spanish, other), and country of publication.
Secondly, and in order to have complete information where
available in the databases, we also recorded, but not explored
their content in depth, the number of publications per year and
the research area or field they referred to.

Procedure
We established two search criteria referring our study objectives.
We focused on reviewing documents published between 2000 and
2020 (September). In this case, it has been considered this range
of 20 years because, after trying to make searches with other range
of years, it was possible to check that the vast majority of
documents were included in this period of time.

We also only looked at publications referring to European
countries, and in the search criteria we restricted it to countries
belonging to the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). We
did not limit the publication language, as that would be an
indicator in our subsequent analysis.

Once the general criteria were set, we established the different
levels of document analysis. To that end, we considered the labels
used for service-learning in different areas. Keywords used were
taken after analyzing a significant number of potential options
and checking which were mostly used in different documents
related to the topic of this article. Finally, we establish two levels of
filtering. The first one refers to the terms that most frequently
name it (“service-learning” and “service learning”). At the second
level, we choose terms referring to commitment to the
community (“community engagement”) and participation in it
(“community service activities”). These levels of analysis were
considered after checking that some documents about service-
learning (despite referring to the same reality) use the idea of
participation and commitment to the community instead of just
the term “service-learning”.

In relation to the language, we have carried out the search only
in English, because this is the most widespread language in
academic publications. In addition, both keywords and
abstracts of articles and other works are usually identified in
this language. For this reason, regardless of the language of origin
of the academic work, the existence of its translation into English
is very common to favor its dissemination. The levels were as
follows:

• First level:

• “service learning” OR “service-learning”
• Second level:

• “service-learning” OR “community engagement”
• “service-learning” AND “community engagement”
• “service-learning” OR “community service activities”
• “service-learning” AND “community service

activities”

Results
Following the bibliographic search, we give the results for each of
the databases. The tables provide the data extracted from the
document review. The results of the study, in addition to
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comparing the data from different databases, allowed us to gauge
European interest in the service-learning methodology.

Web of Science—WoS (JCR)
The search engine for the Web of Science indexes a large number
of publications, and allows classification using numerous filters,
including year of publication, countries, languages, topic areas,
type of document, authors, financing bodies, participating
universities and many more, all of which is continually updated.

From the “Web of Science Core Collection” database, we
gathered the data detailed below (note that the number in the
data may be variable owing to the continual updating). More than
500 documents were identified using “service learning” or
“service-learning” as the search term for the topic. This
number changed depending on the combinations used for the
search. If we added (OR) “community engagement”, the number
rose considerably to over 1900, however when we looked for both
terms together (AND), it fell to below 20. The same happened
when we added other combinations such as “community service
activities”, slightly increasing the number of hits when either term
was used, but lowering it when both terms were used together
(note that some documents were recorded as multiple document
types simultaneously). In terms of publication type, articles stood
out, with more than 300 compared to other documents such as
conference papers, book chapters, or reviews. The results are
given in Table 1.

In terms of the countries with the most published content
about service-learning, the number varied depending on the
combination of levels used. Looking at the keyword “service-
learning”, the country with the most publications was Spain (291
documents) followed by the United Kingdom-England (68),

Ireland (28), Turkey (23), and Germany (20). However, this
changed when we used combinations such as “service-
learning” OR “community engagement”, and “service-learning”
AND “community engagement”, with the United Kingdom
leading the way. When we searched for “service-learning”
AND “community service activities”, Turkey had the highest
number of publications. English was by far the most common
language of publication, followed by Spanish and other languages
as shown in Table 2 (please note that some documents are in
more than one language).

In terms of production in the last 20 years as indicated by this
database, there has been a notable rise, especially in the last
5 years. The first publications were in 2002, and there was a
significant increase in 2015 with more than 50, then in 2019 there
more than 100. So far this year (September 2020) more than 40
documents have been indexed.

The area of study producing most documents was “Education
and educational research” (works on education, theoretical and
applied) (345), followed by “Education scientific disciplines”
(educational resources in the different scientific disciplines) (21),
“Green sustainable science technology” (19), “Environmental
sciences” (18), “Business” (14), “Environmental studies” (13), and
“Management” (13). These research areas are which the database
shows because every document covered by Web of Science core
collection is assigned to one category or another depending on the
journal where it has been published.

Lastly, the main collaborations were with the United States
and Canada, where we found countries such as the Czech
Republic, Kazakhstan, and Lithuania; a large proportion of
their scarce publication on the topic was in collaboration with
the aforementioned countries.

TABLE 1 | Total number and type of documents (WoS).

Keywords Number of documents Type of documents

Article Conference paper Book chapter Review Others

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 510 363 111 38 14 30
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” 1939 1,517 211 99 123 149
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” 19 14 6 3 0 1
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” 512 364 112 38 14 30
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” 1 1 1

TABLE 2 | Number of documents by country and numbers published (WoS).

Keywords Languages Country/territory with more publications (EHEA)

English Spanish Others 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 340 159 11 Spain United Kingdom
(England)

Ireland Turkey Germany

“Service-learning” OR “community
engagement”

1758 163 18 England Spain Netherlands Scotland Switzerland

“Service-learning” AND “community
engagement”

19 0 0 United Kingdom
(England)

Spain Finland Ireland Kazakhstan

“Service-learning” OR “community service
activities”

342 159 11 Spain United Kingdom
(England)

Ireland Turkey Germany

“Service-learning” AND “community
service activities”

1 Turkey
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Scopus—SCIMAGO (SJR)
The Scopus database contains a significant number of
publications and also allows the use of different filters,
including country, language, type of publication, authors,
financing bodies, annual publication, etc.

In our search we found that the total number of articles
returned varied depending on whether the “Title-Abstract-
Keywords” search terms were “service-learning” or “service
learning” alone (525 documents) or whether they were
combined with other terms such as “community engagement”
(2249/32 documents) or “community service activities” (529/0
documents). In this regard, the number of documents increased
when “community service activities” was added as it includes
Turkish publications that would not appear otherwise but which
are about service-learning (which is called community service
learning/experiences in Turkey). In all of the searches, most of the
hits returned were articles, followed by book chapters and
conference papers in similar numbers, then reviews and other
documents such as books, editorials, letters, etc. This is detailed in
Table 3.

There were also variations in country depending on the search
terms used. Searching only for “service-learning” returned the
most documents from Spain (176 documents) followed by the
United Kingdom (139 documents) and Ireland (42 documents),
and then other countries with five or fewer publications.
However, when the search included “community engagement”,
the United Kingdom overtook Spain as shown in Table 4.
Furthermore, in this database, the majority of documents
found were in English, followed by Spanish, then other languages.

One thing which stood out was the growth in published
documents about service-learning indexed in this database
over the last 20 years (2000–2020), with a particular increase
in the last 5 years. The first publication was in 2002 and there
were fewer than 10 per year until 2008, when 18 publications were
recorded. This rose gradually and then rapidly to around 50 in

2017/18 and 88 in 2019. This year so far 40 documents have been
recorded.

Most of the documents were in the social sciences area (373
documents), which, in this case, was considered as a single
research area because it was not possible to obtain the results
by separate due to the characteristics of this database. Despite
this, it is known that other subareas, such as “Education” or
“Developmental and Educational Psychology” among others, are
included in this category. Other popular areas were “Business,
Management, and Accounting.” (61), “Psychology” (53), and
“Computer science” (52). We found smaller, although not
insignificant, numbers of publications in “Engineering” (49),
“Medicine” (44), “Arts and humanities” (38), “Environmental
Science” (25), and “Nursing” (21). On occasion, one document
could belong to multiple areas.

Finally, there were various collaborations between European
publication overall and publication in other countries, mainly the
United States. In some countries such as Bulgaria, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic work on this subject was scarce and much, or
all of it has been in collaboration with countries outside
the EHEA.

Educational Resource Information Center—ERIC
The Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC) database is
the most important database in the field of education sciences. It
was created with the support of the United States Department of
Education Institute of Education Sciences, the National Library of
Education, and the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, indexing articles from around a thousand journals.

Before looking at the bibliographic analysis from this resource,
it is important to note some limitations in its use that will help
interpret the results. ERIC provides some predetermined filters
that appear based on the search, grouping results depending on
the relationships between publications. Although this makes
rapid investigation easier, it also restricts systematic selection

TABLE 3 | Total number and types of documents (Scopus).

Keywords Number of documents Type of documents

Article Conference paper Book chapter Review Others

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 525 363 60 69 20 13
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” 2,249 1,591 234 174 158 90
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” 32 18 5 6 2 1
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” 529 365 62 69 20 13
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” 0 0 0 0 0 0

TABLE 4 | Number of documents by language and countries with most publication (Scopus).

Keywords Languages Country/territory with more publications (EHEA)

English Spanish Others 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 432 87 18 Spain United Kingdom Ireland Germany Turkey
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” 2,150 96 27 United Kingdom Spain Netherlands Germany Switzerland
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” 32 0 0 United Kingdom Spain Ireland Italy Croatia
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” 436 87 18 Spain United Kingdom Ireland Germany Turkey
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” 0 0 0
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and because of this, with ERIC was not possible to specified, for
instance, the accurate year of the first publication or the most
productive year. In this regard the general results we present are
at a global level (Table 5), although in a second table we have
selected the results more in line with our study objectives. It is also
important to remember that ERIC only searches texts in English,
which means a bias when it comes to work in other languages.

This table refers to a global analysis given the nature of ERIC
searches. However, there are some aspects that follow the trends
that we have already pointed out. Most of the work is located in
the United States and in the field of higher education, which is
possible to be known because this database, in comparison to the
others, shows results related to the education level. In addition,
the academic publication obtained through the search for
“service-learning” or “community service activities” stands out.

At this level of analysis, we looked at the European countries
that most often appeared in this database (Table 6). Because
ERIC is limited to searching texts in English, it was clear that the
United Kingdom and Ireland would dominate in the rankings,
although Turkey’s position is curious. The United States
Department of Education database only shows the first 25
results, which leads us to conclude that publications from
other countries are below that. It is also important to note
that ERIC does not group by country, but instead by areas
(states, zones, areas) where there are a series of studies under
a single criteria, leading to the first positions being occupied by
North American States. Additionally, it is necessary to take into
account that it was not possible to obtain information about
concreted fields because of the characteristics of the database.

Directory of Open Access Journals—DOAJ
Unlike the previous cases, the DOAJ is not a database but rather
an online directory giving access to high quality scientific and
academic journals. Its purpose is to increase the visibility of open
access journals and make them easier to use, increasing their use

and impact. The directory aims to be global, and covers all of the
open access journals which use quality control systems. It
includes publications from 133 countries.

It was founded in 2003 and initially administered by the
University of Lund (Sweden). Nowadays it is managed by
Infrastructure Services for Open Access CIC, a non-profit
organization based in the United Kingdom. It is funded by
donations from members and indexes around 15,000 journals
and more than five million articles.

In this case, the only document type found by the search will
be articles, although the directory offers the possibility of
accessing information about the open access journals related
to this topic. When searching, the directory offers some preset
filters related to topic, publication, and year. However, it is not
possible to filter by country of publication, which means it is
impossible to determine which are European in origin. When
using “service learning” or “service-learning” as the search
term, the total number of articles returned was 684. This
changed when adding other search terms. When
additionally searching for (OR) “community engagement”,
the number of hits rose to 2039. However, when searching
for the two terms together (AND) the number of hits fell to 60.
The same happened when adding “community service
activities” to the search term. Looking for either term gave
790 hits, whereas looking for both terms together gave only
three articles. In addition, the same as happen with ERIC
database, it was not possible to have access to information
about research areas due to the filters that this database uses.

A total of nine open access journals published articles on the
topic. They were published in the United States, Australia, and
Indonesia, in English and in Indonesian. They were:

United States: Partnership: A Journal of service-learning and
Civic Engagement; Michigan Journal of Community Service
Learning; International Journal for Service Learning in
Engineering.

TABLE 6 | Number of documents by country with most published (ERIC).

Keywords European country

1st 2nd 3rd

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” United Kingdom (301) Turkey (57) Others
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” United Kingdom (22) Ireland (13) Others
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” United Kingdom (7) Ireland (3) Others
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” United Kingdom (211) Others
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” Turkey (1) Others

TABLE 5 | Total number and type of documents (ERIC).

Keywords Number of documents Type of documents

Paper Book Thesis Others

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 7,996 6,322 203 457 1,014
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” 1,008 797 26 62 123
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” 289 257 9 10 13
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” 6,826 4,660 202 420 1,544
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” 37 27 1 2 7
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Indonesia: ASEAN Journal of Community Engagement;
Abdihaz; Riau Journal of Empowerment; Jurnal Pengabdian
Kepada Masyarakat (Indonesian Journal of Community
Engagement); Jurnal Abdi.

Australia: Gateways: International Journal of Community
Research & Engagement.

The fact that this number of journals provide open access to
original papers on service-learning and community participation
gives us an idea of the amount of research on the topic. However,
the absence of open access journals at the European level is clear.

The search results are shown in Table 7.
The first article on the topic was published in 1997. Over the

following ten years there was a gradual increase, with 116 articles
published in 2012 and 383 in 2019. So far in 2020, there have been
229 articles on the topic.

Limitations
One of the strengths of our work comes from the broad study of
international databases. However, like any study, it is not without
its limitations. We are aware that the nature of the literature
review we performed brings with it a limitation in how deep the
analysis can be. We have presented a more quantitative and
descriptive than analytical view. It is true that quantity does not
necessarily mean quality but, after the results that are being
found, it is possible to think that there has been an evolution.
There is a significant number of researches by comparison with
some years ago and these publications are registered in relevant
databases, which means that they has passed a review process
previously and, because of that, they are reliable and relevant.

The main obstacle we found was related to the differences
between the databases, which apply different search filters, that is
why they were analyzed by separated. We addressed this by
balancing the levels of investigation and creating our own
instrument to balance the analysis. The second limitation was
also related to the nature of the databases, some do not reference
autonomous city-states (The Vatican, San Marino, Monaco, etc.),
and there were also issues around the topic classification of the
work contained therein.

Finally, there were questions of interest we did not address but
nor did we forget. Future lines of research may, for example, look
more deeply into the researchers and research groups producing
documents, as well as the institutions and the various financing
bodies for service-learning. The content of service-learning
programs themselves, now put to the test as social distancing
makes certain community practices particularly difficult, would

be another issue to address in a society where service-learning is
ever more ubiquitous (Tapia, 2020).

DISCUSSION AND FINAL
CONSIDERATIONS

The main objective of this paper is to study the evolution of
service-learning in Europe, through academic publications. In
addition, we have reviewed some questions such as place of
publication or educational level/field based on the information
provided by different databases.

In this sense, service-learning is already a reality in Europe in
curricula at all educational levels as well as in other non-formal
education projects. The progressive increase of the academic
literature supports this idea, and as we noted previously, this
is also demonstrated in the broad range of different types of
publications we found, especially regarding higher education as it
was commented on the ERIC results. Additionally, the presence
of some associations like European Observatory of Service-
Learning in Higher Education1 (cited in the theoretical
framework), the increasing existence of research projects about
service-learning in higher education (that can be verified in the
different resolutions of regional, state and European research
projects234) and different meetings and educational activities
focused on higher education could presuppose that there is a
tendency to implement this methodology in this educational
level. Beside this, the general growing interest in this
methodology was shown by the year on year growth in
publications on the topic.

One of the main results, and which responds to one of the
proposed objectives, is the prominent role played by Spain, which
highlighted in the European publication on service-learning,
followed by the United Kingdom, and Ireland. This has also
been confirmed by other recent studies in which the production
of literature in Spain was graded “exceptional” and “extremely
high” compared to other European countries, avoiding the
aforementioned blackboxing that threatens practices that
become institutionalized (Mažeikienė, 2019). It is also worth

TABLE 7 | Total number of documents (DOAJ).

Keywords Number of articles Journals

Number Language

“Service learning” OR “service-learning” 684 3 English (3)
“Service-learning” OR “community engagement” 2039 9 English (5)

Indonesian (4)
“Service-learning” AND “community engagement” 60 0
“Service-learning” OR “community service activities” 790 3 English (3)
“Service-learning” AND “community service activities” 3 0

1www.eoslhe.eu
2https://www.usc.es/apsuni/
3https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/about_en
4https://www.fh-krems.ac.at/en/research/projects/service-learning-in%20europe/
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noting that the United Kingdom stood out in publications linked
to Community Engagement. These terms are related but they are
not synonyms and a deeper look could distinguish in which
educational context are they mainly being used it seems as though
the domination of the United Kingdom and Spain in publication
is waning and there are more publications in different countries
and areas, notably Turkey, which appears in this ranking.
Something else that clearly stands out was the number of
publications that refer—due to their title, abstract and/or
keywords—to the university environment, where the greatest
growth and development has occurred in the last 20 years. At
the macro level, publications referring to projects and studies in
non-formal education were much more scarce than those to do
with all phases of formal education, from infant to higher
education. In relation to research areas, the filters of the
databases make difficult to define which are more related to
service-learning, even so, in general, it could be possible to
assume that it might be Social Sciences and, specifically, areas
of study related to education.

The methodology called service-learning has different labels,
which could be interpreted as different trends based on
terminological, historical, social or even epistemological issues.
Even so, and accepting a broad conceptualization of the service-
learning, the philosophy behind all of them points towards a
common theoretical denominator (see González-Geraldo et al.,
2017). In this regard we have been able to integrate the different
aspects to produce a general map of the spread of service-learning
in Europe. We found that the most commonly used labels were
“service-learning” (both hyphenated and not), “Learning and
Solidarity Service”, and “community engagement”. However,
other options arose in the search referring to this experience-
based methodology as “community service activities” or
“community service experiences/learning”. Again, a deeper
look could determine if these adjacent terms are being
progressively used frequently, something that could help us to
see if and how this methodology spreads and is considered not
only geographically but also along time.

In summary, and to respond to the objectives of this paper, we
confirm the development and progress of service-learning in
Europe. At least in terms of academic production. Thus, and
with the data presented, an evolution in research and knowledge
transfer in relation to service-learning was confirmed, which is a
clear symptom of how this methodology is also consolidating,
specially within our higher education institutions. Although it
arrived on the continent with relatively little fanfare, it seems that
its academic spread is bearing fruit in Europe at two speeds. There
has been uneven progress in different countries and academic
fields, with the spread of service-learning having been weaker in
some countries. At the present moment, there are various
challenges that service-learning must face, and it must adapt
to the coming virtualization, as well as develop better quality
control for projects so that cognitive and sociocommunity
objectives are met with rigor.

The current situation of strengthening the presence of service-
learning in the educational context and in social entities also
poses challenges that must be faced. This includes the need to
establish an appropriate theoretical foundation of its pedagogical

dimension. It will be useful to understand service-learning as a
teaching tool—a path towards a broader aim- in the framework of
a community-based educational paradigm (Naval and Arbués,
2016) and not simply as a means to a laudable end that the service
aspires to. This will help win the argument for its pedagogical
contribution to a broad vision of education for social
transformation. The contributions it can make to this
transformation include the promotion of active citizenship, its
contribution to social justice, and its contributions to the
challenges of sustainability.

In terms of the civic dimension, including students’ real,
committed intervention in the search for common good is a
fundamental educational mechanism for achieving
comprehensive and holistic citizen education regarding all the
dimensions of the learner. The concept of practical citizenship
allows service-learning to be posed as an ideal methodology to
achieve the education of a participative citizenry capable of
contributing to the common good (Puig et al., 2011). The
services performed in the various entities often contribute to
civic education, as it helps improve political understanding,
citizen responsibility, awareness and understanding of social
issues, and express commitment to community service.
Students end up contributing to the development and well-
being of a community that requires intercultural and civic
skills and abilities (Priegue and Sotelino, 2016).

All service-learning projects, when they comply with their
basic requirements (such as the aforementioned reflection and
subsequent assessment), have the potential to develop a vision of
social justice. Students learn to question society from a critical
perspective, and to analyze the situations that they will find in
their lives with a reflective approach to these realities, where they
come from, how to prevent them, how to deal with them, and the
impact of service in improving unfair situations and in social
change (Aramburuzabala, 2013). Thus, service-learning, as the
data we found indicate, is a teaching tool that is mostly used in
higher education, where the students are mature enough to better
understand the complex reality of our time. It is reasonable
therefore, to consider service-learning as an excellent teaching
approach to make universities truly aspire to be institutions of
higher education (González-Geraldo, 2014).

In terms of sustainability, it would be useful to train
professionals to be able to use their knowledge, not only in
the academic context, but also for social and environmental
needs. This means addressing the entire process holistically,
introducing competencies for sustainability transversally so
that students learn to take decisions and carry out actions
from sustainable criteria (CRUE/Comisión de Sostenibilidad,
2015). There is no doubt that service-learning is a potentially
appropriate strategy to encourage the transformation and
development of skills and competencies in students that are
needed for the sustainable development of our societies
(Vázquez-Verdera, 2015).

It is worth noting that service-learning is a methodology that
has many proponents, including experts, teachers, and members
of community organizations, who advocate its institutional use to
promote, for example, knowledge transfer (Santos Rego, 2020). It
stands as a methodology that will allow students and participants
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in educational projects to gain new adaptive skills that will be
indispensable in the historic times we are living through, and with
which we will have to respond to the new needs thrown up by
uncertainty. We believe that teachers at all levels should seek new
ways to guide their subjects so that, in addition to learning specific
content, students can develop social and civic values and
incorporate skill-based learning (Naval and Arbués, 2017).
Finally, as we showed, this paper contributes to identify how
the European academic production increases along time and the
countries in which this methodology is progressively developed.
A clear symptom of the good health of this research framework
within the European scholar community. But, of course, there is
still a lot to say regarding the content of this academic production,
their institutions and their research groups and researchers.
Future lines of research in which quality awaits to meet quantity.

Before concluding, we believe that we must incorporate a brief
reflection because the year 2020 has implied a change in human
relations due to COVID-19, restricting presence in the different
educational processes (formal and non-formal), and therefore in
the service-learning projects. This fact has led to the adaptation of
this experiential methodology opting for a greater virtuality both
in the field of service and in its pedagogical link (Tapia and
Peregalli, 2020). Thus, The European Association of Service-
Learning in Higher Education (EASLHE), in collaboration
with the Latin American Pact for Human Quality Education
(Palech), the European Observatory of Service-Learning in
Higher Education and the National Distance Education
University (UNED) have developed a Practical guide on
e-Service-Learning in response to COVID-19 to support
adapting Service-Learning courses to new reality (Albanesi
et al., 2020). There are also multiple academic publications
that have emerged in these months identifying the adaptation
of multiple service-learning projects to the new needs arising
from this pandemic (Red Española de Aprendizaje-Servicio,
2020; Beaman and Davison, 2020; Martínez-Vivot, et al., 2020;
Morton and Rosenfeld, 2021). In this way, we can observe that
this type of initiative can be adjusted to different realities, even the
most extreme, as it has been the case of the outbreak of the
coronavirus, we even reaffirm the words of Krasny (2020) when

he tells us that social distancing is no reason to stop service
learning, just do it online.

Finally, the path of service-learning in Europe is still under
construction, but with this review we can see that the joint
knowledge that is being built is increasingly solid. Now the
challenge is clear, the service-learning must penetrate other
educational fields, and even generalize its regular expansion in
European countries. All of this cannot go against the quality of the
initiatives, because in pedagogy, talking about quantity does not
always mean an educational improvement.
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Civic Learning: A Sine Qua Non of
Service Learning
Robert G. Bringle1*† and Patti H. Clayton1,2†

1Center for Service and Learning, Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis, Indianapolis, IN, United States, 2PHC
Ventures, Cary, NC, United States

Civic learning is an essential element of service learning, but one that is often
underdeveloped in practice. This article surveys various conceptualizations of civic
learning that are in use in higher education around the world, discusses approaches to
designing service learning courses to generate civic learning outcomes, and proposes two
methods for assessing student attainment of them. The intent is to build instructors’
capacities to cultivate the knowledge, skills, dispositions, and behaviors that lie at the very
heart of civic learning and of public life in the ever-more complex and interconnected 21st
century.

Keywords: service learning, civic learning, course design, assessment, civic engagement, student learning

INTRODUCTION

Virtually all definitions of service learning implicate, if not explicitly name, civic learning as one
of the categories of learning outcomes the pedagogy can and should be designed to generate
(Furco and Norvell, 2019), including many from North America (e.g., Bringle and Clayton, 2012;
Taylor et al., 2015; Clayton and Kniffin, 2017), Europe (e.g., Aramburuzabala et al., 2019; Europe
Engage, n.d.), Asia (e.g., Xing and Ma, 2010; Ma, 2018), South America (e.g., Tapia, 2012; Centro
Latinoamericano de Aprendizaje y Servicio Solidario, n.d.), and Africa (e.g., Pacho, 2019). We
acknowledge that the terms “civic learning” and “civic outcomes” are concepts deeply embedded
in American frameworks for, operationalizations of, and analyses of service learning and civic
education (Torney-Purta et al., 2015; Hatcher et al., 2017; Hemer and Reason, 2017). Alternative
terms that express the other- or public-oriented learning goals intended by the term civic
learning are used in discussions of service learning and other forms of curricular and co-
curricular civic education in the United States and around the world, including social
responsibility, knowledge and skills for democracy, values clarification, moral development,
public good, citizenship, democratic competences, sense of solidarity, ubuntu, commitment to
and capacities to advance social justice, civic identity, cosmopolitan citizenship, life purpose,
and global citizenship. Each of these terms has attributes that overlap with the term civic
learning, and each has attributes that are unique to its nature, context, and uses. We use civic
learning as an umbrella term to encompass this rich and ever-expanding set of learning
outcomes, and we believe it can provide a strong rationale for adopting service learning as well
as guidance in designing, implementing, and assessing the learning generated by the pedagogy.
Regardless of how civic learning is defined, theorized, and operationalized, it is our conviction
that civic learning is a sine qua non–an essential, defining characteristic – of service learning.
Although its civic learning potential is by no means the only answer to the question “Why do
we need service learning in the curriculum?”, our position is that service learning presents a
powerful, perhaps even the best, pedagogical opportunity for students to achieve civic learning
outcomes.
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Why should we care about civic learning? In addition to
faculty and staff, there is evidence that students, funding
agencies, community members, civic leaders, higher education
executive leaders, and quality assurance frameworks are
demonstrating increased attention to the public purposes of
higher education. Employers value civic outcomes among the
graduates they hire as much or more than they do discipline-
based learning outcomes. A survey commissioned by the
Association of American Colleges and Universities confirmed
that employers look for attributes such as the following in
prospective employees: civic knowledge and skills, intercultural
competence, problem solving skills, communication skills,
teamwork skills, understanding of cultural diversity, applied
knowledge, ethical decision making, and critical thinking skills
(Hart Research Associates, 2013). These are all outcomes that
transcend academic majors, that are related to civic learning, and
that can be strengthened through well-designed service learning.

At the global level, the importance of civic learning is reflected
in the aspiration of the United Nations Special Rapporteur
Singh’s (2016) report on education:

The 1998 World Declaration on Higher Education for
the Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action . . . called
upon higher education institutions to give the
opportunity to students to fully develop their own
abilities with a sense of social responsibility,
educating them to become full participants in
democratic society and promoters of changes that
will foster equity and justice (para 109).

In the United States, Newman’s (1985) assertion that “The
advancement of civic learning . . . must become higher
education’s most central goal” rests on the contemporary
relevance of the academy’s “original purpose of preparing
graduates for a life of involved and committed citizenship” (p.
xiv). The value of civic learning might also be articulated as a
necessary aspect of or complement to professional education
(Sullivan, 2005). Matthews (1995), for example, asked, “Why do
we need more than a vocational education?” and he suggests as an
answer, “In part, because we live more than a vocational life: we
live a larger civic life and we have to be educated for it” (p. 70).

Despite such expressions of the value of civic learning,
however, it is an underdeveloped aspect of higher education in
general and, ironically, of service learning in particular, at least as
we have encountered it throughout the United States and around
the world. Part of the difficulty is due to the conflation of service
learning with volunteerism or with other community-based
pedagogies and to the prevalence of an underlying
technocratic paradigm. Service learning is not volunteering as
part of a course. Unless this is clearly understood, it is too easy to
simply add service hours to a syllabus and not integrate the
experience of partnering with community members carefully into
the overall teaching and learning process so as to generate any
learning, much less specifically civic learning. Furthermore,
service learning is conceptually distinct from other forms of
experiential learning in that they historically have not by
definition included an explicit civic learning component as has
service learning. Internships, work integrated learning, applied

learning, community research, field work, and clinical
experiences typically emphasize pre-professional preparation
and perhaps personal growth more so than civic-related
learning goals. Civic learning can be included in the mix of
learning goals associated with these pedagogies—indeed, this is
increasingly happening, as in the case of civic internships and
justice-oriented clinical education (Bringle, 2017). Too often,
however, service learning is thought to be just another
community-based pedagogy and is not viewed as, much less
designed and implemented as, an inherently “civic” pedagogy that
should be designed to generate civic learning along with, and
sometimes integrated with, academic and other learning goals.

This article surveys various conceptualizations of civic
learning, discusses approaches to designing service learning
courses to generate civic learning outcomes, and proposes
two methods for assessing those outcomes. Rather than
positing one definition of civic learning, we highlight many
with the intent that instructors can identify one or more civic
constructs that fit their purposes, discipline/profession, and
context (e.g., institutional, national, historical, linguistic,
political). Thus, this article is intended to stimulate
instructors and their co-educators (e.g., community partners,
students) to identify and more clearly articulate civic learning
objectives, improve the design of a service learning course to
reach those outcomes, and incorporate strategies for assessing
civic learning. Although our primary focus is on higher
education, much if not all of what we discuss is relevant to
service learning, other pedagogies, and co-curricular civic
programs with civic learning objectives in pre-collegiate, and
continuing studies contexts. Action civics is an example of a
framework that has been developed for K-12 civic learning
(http://actioncivicscollaborative.org).

FRAMEWORKS FOR CIVIC LEARNING

The multiplicity of definitions of civic learning is a strength of
service learning: The variety allows the tailoring of pedagogical
design to specific civic learning objectives as they are
understood and valued across the full range of settings in
which the pedagogy is implemented, whether within a single
campus or across the world. Thus, we agree with Furco and
Norvell (2019) who reviewed various lists of essential elements
of service learning and stated, “while there are fundamental
definitions, elements, and principles of service learning that
apply no matter what the situation or context, the cultural fiber
of the societies in which [it] is practised will ultimately shape
[its] overall character” (p. 32). We contend that civic learning
is one of those essential elements and that its nature depends
on context. Jackson (2019) pointed out that some particular
possibilities for civic learning outcomes are taboo topics in
some national contexts but work well in other settings. She
noted, for example, that generally moral education is avoided
in public higher education in the United States and that
politics and patriotism are often seen as problematic topics
in Hong Kong. In addition, she suggested that in countries
where political dissention is not tolerated, civic education may
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be viewed as a means of promoting conformity and
maintaining the status quo, and those deviating, even in the
name of justice, may risk sanctions.

This appreciation for the contextualized nature of civic
learning should not be viewed as an endorsement of ambiguity
with regards to what civic learning means in any particular
course. Rather, precision in defining civic learning outcomes is
extremely important to the integrity of the pedagogical ecosystem
that encompasses course design, implementation, reflection, and
assessment (Stokamer and Clayton, 2017). Regardless of the
constraints on conceptualizing civic learning that arise due to
contextual factors, service learning can be significantly enhanced
when the full range of co-educators contributing to teaching and
learning develop civic learning goals, clearly articulate them as
specific learning objectives, design the pedagogy to generate that
learning, assess the extent to which that learning is achieved, and
critically examine and refine courses to ensure their fidelity to the
selected meanings of civic learning.

Jackson (2019) noted that civic education involves learning to
live together within and across society and in relationship with
others; it encompasses what people learn about human social life
and about relations, duties, identities, loyalties, connections, and
the world at large. This type of definition of civic learning is
laudable but is very general and not useful to educators who want
to design pedagogies to achieve specific civic learning objectives.
Frameworks with more precision have greater utility because they
identify learning domains within which learning objectives can
then be articulated.

As illustrated in Figure 1 service learning is widely understood
to include three defining categories of learning: academic
learning, personal growth, and civic learning. These categories
are both stand-alone and interdependent. Thus, civic learning
may be understood to be distinct from academic learning and
personal growth and to overlap with either or both of these other
categories (Stokamer and Clayton, 2017; Bringle et al., 2016). For
example, leadership may be a topic in a course and students can
analyze how their community experiences and the civic nature of
leadership are related to academic research, findings, and theories

(i.e., the intersection of academic learning and civic learning).
Alternatively, students can examine examples of civic leadership
that they encounter in their community-engaged activities in
order to develop an appreciation for how civic leadership is
enacted in communities (e.g., in government, in community-
based organizations, in nonprofit organizations) (i.e., civic
learning). Alternatively, students can examine their own
approaches to leadership, how they appraise their own
leaderships skills (e.g., strengths, weaknesses, alternative
approaches), how they learn about and develop their own
leadership skills, and how they can engage in collaborative
leadership in communities in the future (i.e., personal civic
growth). The strongest learning potential may exist when civic
learning objectives are supported by, connected to, and aligned
with the intersection of all three learning categories.

Presumably, in any service learning course, there can be
multiple civic learning objectives that are part of the learning
experience and each of these can draw upon different sources of
learning, either separately (i.e., some learning objectives are
independent of the academic content, some are not) or
sequentially during a semester (i.e., students analyze a civic
learning objective with regard to different academic content
during the semester, different community-based experiences
over time, and different insights into their own growth). As
instructors consider which civic learning objectives are
appropriate for their service learning course, they can consider
how these three domains (i.e., academic content, service activities,
and critical reflection activities) can stimulate civic learning for
students. In addition, how any civic learning objective is achieved
will be dependent upon how reflection activities promote students
developing and deepening their understanding of their learning
associated with the objective.

Generally, frameworks for civic learning contain some
combination of the following components that instructors seek to
cultivate in their students: beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, values, skills,
behavioral intentions, and behaviors. Chapters in Hatcher et al.
(2017) analyzed civic outcomes from various disciplinary and
intellectual perspectives: social psychology, political theory,
educational theory, philanthropic studies, well-being, critical
theory, and boundary zones. The authors of each chapter
surveyed existing theoretical perspectives and generated key
questions to guide future inquiry into the role of service learning
in contributing to student civic learning outcomes as conceptualized
within each of these perspectives. The volume is not exhaustive in its
coverage of theoretical perspectives on civic learning, and analyses of
and frameworks for civic learning from other disciplines have also
been developed (e.g., religious studies, Devine et al., 2002; sociology,
Follman, 2015; economics, McGoldrick et al., 2000; science,
Newman et al., 2016; other disciplines and professions,
Zlotkowski, 2000). In this section, we summarize several
prominent frameworks for civic learning with the intention of
helping instructors to identify civic learning outcomes that might
be relevant to their service learning courses and contexts.

Battistoni’s Disciplinary Frameworks
Battistoni (2002, 2013) acknowledged that most of the
discussions and analyses of civic learning at that time were

FIGURE 1 | Categories of learning in service learning.
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anchored in the social sciences. Associated frameworks for civic
learning included: constitutional citizenship (individual rights,
voting), which is most aligned with political science, law, and
policy studies; communitarianism (being a good neighbor,
advancing the common good), which is allied with philosophy,
religious studies and social work; participatory democracy
(being an active participant in public life), which is often
found in education and political science courses; public work
(co-creating community objects that are of public value), which is
linked to political science, public administration, and some
professional disciplines; and social capital (membership in
associations of civil society), which is aligned with sociology
and not-for-profit management majors.

His major contribution was to develop distinct conceptions of
civic learning that serve as frameworks outside the social science
disciplines. Civic professionalism is particularly applicable to the
professional disciplines (e.g., business, engineering, law,
architecture). The fundamental ideas are developed in
Sullivan’s (2005) “Work and Integrity” in which the
professions are viewed as having a covenant with society, and
professional training and work generate responsibility for the
professional to give back to society. Thus, professional work is
viewed as having a civic purpose, not simply one of accruing
personal benefits. Service learning in such disciplines, then,
requires asking the questions, “What does it mean to be a
civically-oriented business person?” and “What does it mean
to be a civically-oriented lawyer?”

Social responsibility is also applicable to professions (e.g.,
health, computer science, business) as it explicitly links to
professional activities through such organizations as Physicians
for Social Responsibility and Business for Social Responsibility.
This orientation connects the professions with broader social
issues and political knowledge (e.g., inequities in health care).
Social justice orientations to civic learning emphasize the
solidarity between the individual and broader communities in
order to address injustices. Critical service learning (Mitchell,
2008) and criticality as a learning goal (Stokamer and Clayton,
2017) reflect the emphasis on systemic analysis of injustices,
awareness of how personal choices may support systems of
injustice, and issues related to power and oppression. A social
justice orientation to civic learning is particularly salient at faith-
based institutions (e.g., Catholic, Jesuit) and is particularly
dominant in the southern hemisphere (Tapia, 2012).
Developing social justice learning objectives can enrich any
service learning course and is well-aligned with those in
religious studies, philosophy, and social work.

The ethic of care builds upon the intellectual foundations of
connected knowing (e.g., Belenky et al., 1997) as a means of
moving from personal orientations to learning to more civic and
community-oriented ways of viewing learning and its
implications (e.g., social, political, organizational). The ethic of
care is especially relevant to gender studies, nursing, and
psychology. Public leadership, from a civic perspective,
emphasizes collaborative leadership that encompass
community building and servant leadership (Frick and Spears,
1996). Service learning courses in management, leadership
studies, and public affairs can build upon these

understandings of leadership and contrast them with
traditional, hierarchical, and power-oriented views.

The framework of the public intellectual is well aligned with
the humanities, arts, and literature and involves developing the
civic impact of writers, artists, poets, and thinkers on social issues.
Their concern for and contributions to civic discourse,
discussions, public works, and commentary highlight the
relevance of their work beyond the individual. Public
scholarship orients research, analysis, and scholarship toward
social issues so as to deepen understanding, mobilize action, and
inform decision making in a way that involves and supports
communities. This type of civic learning may be particularly
relevant to journalism, communication studies, sociology, and
psychology.

Battistoni (2002, 2013) noted that there is a set of skills that
transcends any one particular framework of civic learning. These
skills include political knowledge and critical thinking,
communication skills, public problem solving, civic judgment,
civic imagination and creativity, collective action, coalition
building, and organizational analysis. Service learning
experiences can be designed to facilitate the development of
these overarching skills as part of or in addition to any
particular other civic learning objectives.

Council of Europe
The Council of Europe’s (2016) Competences for Democratic
Culture provided a framework for civic learning that consists
of 20 competencies categorized into a) values, b) attitudes, c)
skills, and d) knowledge and critical understanding. Values
include human dignity, cultural diversity, democracy, and
social justice. Attitudes encompass openness to cultural
otherness, respect, civic-mindedness, responsibility, self-
efficacy, and tolerance of ambiguity. Civic skills consist of
learning, analytical and critical thinking, listening and
observing, empathy, flexibility, communication, cooperation,
and conflict resolution. Civic knowledge and critical
understanding can be of self; of language and culture; or of
the world’s politics, law, human rights, cultures, religions, or
history. This framework can provide guidance in designing
service learning for democratic citizenship, especially through
the explicit incorporation of intercultural dialogue. Intercultural
dialogue is defined by the Council of Europe as “an open
exchange of views, on the basis of mutual understanding and
respect, between individuals or groups who perceive themselves
as having different cultural affiliations from each other” (pp.
20–21). The Council published a second monograph (2017) on
pedagogy, which identified service learning as one of the means of
developing these competencies.

Confucian Five Relationships
Ma et al. (2018) provided an historical analysis of moral
education and Chinese philosophical traditions and related
them to service-learning as it is being explored and developed
in China. Five relationships are viewed as fundamental to the
spirit of service, social justice, and the welfare of persons who are
disadvantaged: benevolence (i.e., caring for others), justice
(i.e., justice that serves the common good), propriety
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(i.e., social norms and order), wisdom (i.e., understanding of
others and society), and integrity (i.e., trustworthiness and
honesty in dealing with others). These “form the core of
Chinese ethics, social values, and personal conduct” (p. 29)
and can serve as a framework for conceptualizing civic learning.

Association of American Colleges and
Universities: Civic Engagement VALUE
Rubric
The Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric is one of 16 rubrics
collaboratively developed in the United States to provide
guidance for developing criteria for evaluating learning
outcomes (https://www.aacu.org/value-rubrics). As with any
well-designed rubric, it articulates domains of learning and
can thus function as a framework for conceptualizing civic
learning. The Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric focuses on
how students view their public lives as members of
communities. The components of the rubric include: diversity
of communities and cultures (including self-awareness and
attitude change), analysis of knowledge (connections between
academic studies and civic issues), civic identity and commitment
(evidence of past activities and future commitment), civic
communication (with others to produce civic action), civic
action and reflection (initiative, team leadership, insights), and
civic contexts and structures (collaborative work within
communities to achieve civic aims). Each of these five
domains of learning can be parsed into specific civic learning
objectives.

Civic-Minded Graduate
The construct of civic-mindedness was developed to integrate
various conceptualizations of civic learning. It is defined as “a
person’s inclination or disposition to be knowledgeable of and
involved in the community, and to have a commitment to act upon
a sense of responsibility as a member of that community”
(Steinberg et al., 2011, p. 20). The Civic-Minded Graduate
(CMG; Bringle and Steinberg, 2010; Bringle et al., 2011;
Steinberg et al., 2011; Bringle et al., 2019; Bringle and Wall,
2020) is a construct that integrates personal identity, civic
experiences, and educational experiences; it refers to “a person
who has completed a course of study (e.g., bachelor’s degree), and
has the capacity and desire to work with others to achieve the
common good” (Bringle and Steinberg, 2010, p. 429). The CMG
construct (http://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/2667) is
composed of ten domains: a) knowledge of volunteer
opportunities, b) academic knowledge and technical skills, c)
knowledge of contemporary social issues, d) communication
and listening skills, e) appreciation of and sensitivity to
diversity, f) skills to build consensus, g) valuing community
engagement, h) self-efficacy, i) social trustee of knowledge, and
j) intentions to be personally involved in community service
(Steinberg et al., 2011, p. 22). These domains of CMG are
viewed as being common across many service learning courses,
and there is evidence that supports their coherence (Bringle et al.,
2011; Bringle et al., 2019; Bringle et al., 2020).

Intercultural Competence
Service learning typically involves students interacting with
individuals who are different from them in some ways. Even
for domestic service learning, but particularly for
international service learning, having learning objectives
that are focused on knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
behaviors that encompass dialogue across difference,
collaboration, humility, cross-cultural understanding, and
effective communication is both important and feasible.
Deardorff and Edwards (2013) presented the following
domains of intercultural competence as representing a
consensus of the perspectives of many scholars: attitudes
(respect, openness, curiosity/discovery), knowledge
(cultural self-awareness, culture-specific knowledge, deep
cultural knowledge, socio-linguistic awareness), skills
(observing, listening, evaluating, analyzing, interpreting,
relating), internal outcomes (flexibility, adaptability,
empathy, ethnorelative perspective), and external outcomes
(effective and appropriate behavior, communication).

UNESCO’s Framework for Global
Citizenship
Some views of civic learning transcend any single national
context so as to avoid the charge of being too narrow,
divisive rather than inclusive, and potentially ethno-centric
(Brooks and Holford, 2009). Replacing a nationally-oriented
approach with a global perspective on civic learning can reflect
the multiple levels of identities individuals hold (i.e., local,
regional, national, global). As one example, UNESCO’s
(2015, p. 16) delineation of global citizenship aims to enable
learners to:

• develop an understanding of global governance
structures, rights and responsibilities, global issues and
connections between global, national, and local systems
and processes;

• recognise and appreciate difference and multiple identities,
e.g., culture, language, religion, gender, and our common
humanity, and develop skills for living in an increasingly
diverse world;

• develop and apply critical skills for civic literacy, e.g., critical
inquiry, information technology, media literacy, critical
thinking, decision-making, problem solving, negotiation,
peace building and personal and social responsibility;

• recognise and examine beliefs and values and how they
influence political and social decision-making, perceptions
about social justice and civic engagement;

• develop attitudes of care and empathy for others and the
environment and respect for diversity;

• develop values of fairness and social justice, and skills to
critically analyze inequalities based on gender, socio-
economic status, culture, religion, age, and other issues;

• participate in, and contribute to, contemporary global issues
at local, national, and global levels as informed, engaged,
responsible and responsive global citizens.
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United Nations’ Sustainable Development
Goals
The United Nations (https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/
home/sustainable-development-goals.html) proposed 17
interconnected Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a
“a call for action by all countries–poor, rich and middle-
income–to promote prosperity while protecting the planet.”
The SDGs represent a “universal call to action to end
poverty, protect the planet and improve the lives and
prospects of everyone, everywhere.” Although not themselves
a conceptualization of civic learning, the SDGs do provide a
framework for focusing service learning activities in areas such
as responsible production and consumption, education, gender
equality, affordable and clean energy, environmental issues, and
reduced inequality. Civic learning objectives can be developed
within or across one or more of the SDGs. For example, the
Commonwealth Secretariat (Osman et al., 2017) developed a
Curriculum Framework related to the SDGs, offering it as a
“guide for countries to conceptualise, review or further develop
their national curricula and ensure that education is integral to
any strategy to create a resilient generation that will advocate for
action and the attainment of the SDGs in a holistic, integrated
manner” (p. iii). “Core competencies” named in the Curriculum
Framework as being relevant to all of the SDGs include
(pp. 8–9):

• Envisioning–being able to imagine a better future
• Critical thinking and reflection–learning to question our

current belief systems and to recognise the assumptions
underlying our knowledge, perspectives, and opinions

• Systemic thinking–acknowledging complexities and looking
for links and synergies when trying to find solutions to
problems.

• Building partnerships–promoting dialogue and negotiation,
learning to work together, so as to strengthen ownership of
and commitment to sustainable action through education
and learning.

• Participation in decision making–empowering oneself and
others.

Derived from these core competencies are a set of
“integrated competencies” (p. 11) that are categorized into
three domains: a) Knowledge and Understanding (e.g.,
multiple literacies; social, environmental, and economic
challenges and complexities), b) Skills and Applications
(e.g., analysis, fact finding, observing, independent
learning, planning), and c) Values and Attitudes (e.g.,
sense of purpose and hope, resilience, adaptability,
commitment to justice). The Curriculum Framework also
includes further specification of learning objectives within
these three domains for each of the 17 SDGs. The Curriculum
Framework can be found in its entirety at https://www.
thecommonwealth-educationhub.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/
01/Curriculum_Framework_for_SDGs_July_2017.pdf.

ARTICULATING CIVIC LEARNING
OUTCOMES

Any one of the civic domains in these frameworks warrants more
specific adaptation to each particular context. For example,
growth in students’ self-efficacy would be tailored to the
particular course (e.g., self-efficacy with regard to advocacy
directed toward a particular group of stakeholders on a
specific public issue). There are likely to be several civic
learning objectives in a course that span academic content,
civic growth, and personal growth, and each civic learning
objective should be developed and clearly articulated by one or
more of the partners (i.e., community partners, students,
instructor).

Table 1 contains questions from Musil (2015) that can help
instructors explore current and additional civic learning
outcomes that might be relevant to their service learning
course. Like Battistoni, Musil started with a position that the
discipline/profession can provide a basis for exploring civic
learning objectives, some of which are embedded in the
discipline and, alternatively, some of which need to be added
to the discipline. Her prompts challenge instructors to examine
the landscape of their discipline/profession for possible civic
learning objectives. This can be an enriching curricular
development activity for, as Huber and Hutchings (2018)
noted, “when faculty from different disciplinary communities
teach their fields wearing a civic lens, both the concept of
citizenship and even the field itself (as taught and learned)
are subject to change” (p. x).

However, the discipline or profession is but one starting point
for generating and articulating civic learning goals. Frameworks
such as those summarized above provide additional sources of
ideas for instructors to draw on when they are considering what
civic learning objectives are appropriate for a service learning
course. Further elaboration of a civic learning objective can be
undertaken collaboratively with community partners and
students.

For example, an instructor might be integrating service
learning into an environmental science course in order to
enhance students’ skills in advocating for environmental
stewardship. The nature of that environmental stewardship
objective might be modified or clarified by community
partners and students, but it originates primarily with the
instructor. Alternately, it may be that the leaders or staff of a
community organization come into the partnership with a course
having already determined their own civic learning goals for
anyone they work with. In a service learning course in which the
community-engaged activities are project based, a community
partner may add an advocacy component to the students’
activities in order to help them understand policy issues
associated with the activities and the importance of systemic
analysis of the social issue beyond the project itself. As a specific
example, a social justice and animal welfare organization in North
Carolina seeks to cultivate three capacities in anyone who
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partners with them: cultural humility, empathy, and systems
critique (Hensley et al., 2018).

Similarly, students who shape and participate in
community-engaged activities may articulate civic
learning goals before beginning a project, either on their
own or in partnership with community members and faculty.
Once the project is underway, they may also demonstrate
civic learning outcomes that were unanticipated by any of
the partners. Thus, civic learning objectives may also be
generated organically from the cumulative and emergent
experiences of students, the instructor, and community
partners. They may also be developed collaboratively with
other stakeholders, such as individuals in leadership
positions on campus (e.g., dean, director, chair) so that
they too understand what learning is being aspired to,
why, and how it will enhance the educational experiences
of students.

DESIGNING SERVICE LEARNING
COURSES FOR CIVIC LEARNING
OUTCOMES
Only after civic learning outcomes have been articulated can a
service learning course be deliberately designed or revised to
generate those outcomes and other learning objectives. There
may be civic learning outcomes that are unique to each student
due to background, context, community-engaged activities, or
community partners. For example, demographic diversity within
and across classrooms and communities highlight the “double
consciousness” that may be experienced by students who identify
closely with members of the communities with whom they are
partnering. Hickmon (2015) contains reflections by a Black
student at a predominantly white institution that generally
provides service to minority communities. Also, students who
are experiencing such challenges as geographic dislocation,
housing or food insecurity, loss of significant family
relationships, or cultural barriers may find their own levels of
meaning and civic learning. Thus, instructors need to consider
the prospect of both unique and shared learning outcomes.
However, the use of the service learning as a pedagogy does
presume that some civic learning outcomes are viewed as central
to the purposes of the service learning course and should be
common for all students. Then the following question can begin
to be answered: “What specific aspects of your course are or can

be designed to generate particular student civic learning
outcomes?”

Stokamer and Clayton (2017) presented a case for the
interconnected nature of three primary course components: a)
service, b) academic activities, and c) critical reflection. None of
these stands alone, and course design to achieve civic learning
outcomes must embody a systems approach in which these
components of the service learning course are “mutually
reinforcing and equally necessary for civic competence”
(Stokamer, 2011, p. 67). In this section we provide an overview
of the civic learning potential of each of these three components.
The community-engaged activities, the setting for those activities,
the community members with whom the students are interacting,
and the historical, cultural, political, and economic contextual
factors can all contribute to the process of deepening civic
learning in a service learning course. Stokamer and Clayton
(2017) suggested that instructors “be guided by their civic
learning goals when collaboratively determining service tasks”
(p. 52). The community-engaged activities might involve a)
direct service, b) indirect service, c) collaborative research, or d)
advocacy for social change (Bringle et al., 2016). However, it may
be that all service activities are not well-suited to support a
particular civic learning outcome. Boyle-Baise (2002) noted, “A
charitable task probably will not generate insights for social
change” (p. 33). Stokamer and Clayton explained that

although critical reflection can generate learning of a
particular concept through examination of an
experience in which the concept is notably absent,
service is generally designed to immerse learners in
settings, processes, and interactions in which the
concept in question is present and can be critically
examined. Students may thus be well positioned to
compare and contrast diverse worldviews . . . through
service tasks that enlist their capacity to listen or
document, such as through co-producing oral
histories with community members . . . [and] to build
such civic skills as giving and receiving constructive
feedback and to develop civic identities as cogenerators
of knowledge [through service that takes the form of
community-engaged research]. (p. 52)

Bringle and Clayton (2012) similarly explored the ways in
which reciprocal partnerships “lend themselves readily to civic
learning, variously defined,” suggesting that when students are

TABLE 1 | Civic prompts excerpted from Musil (2015).

What is civic about or related to your course content or your discipline?
Which of these civic capabilities does your disciplinary domain especially embrace?
Or put another way, which are associated as outcomes for your disciplinary domain?
Howmight the learning capabilities that your disciplinary domain is deeply committed to suggest ways to frame a set of civic inquiries and actions that embed such civic learning
easily for all students within your discipline?
What are some big civic issues that are common to your disciplinary domain or course that lend themselves to civic inquiry or civic actions?
What various civic angles on the issues do you raise in your courses?
What responses/outcomes do you expect from students?
What additional issues might acquire greater prominence within your domain if civic inquiry were given priority?

Write down any of the civic learning outcomes that flow from your course or discipline, either from the lists provided or from your own experience/knowledge.
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co-creators of the work of the partnership “they are well
positioned to learn about teamwork, project management,
leadership, and communication . . . [and] to transform their
sense of identity and of agency as civically oriented persons”
(p. 116). Stokamer and Clayton (2017) further suggested that
“Both the nature of academic activities and their content can be
designed through the lens of civic learning goals” (p. 53).
Readings, videos, reports, podcasts, websites, artwork, and
music can be carefully selected to both introduce diverse
worldviews and provide information related to the public
issues the service learning partnership addresses. The authors
noted “academic activities in and beyond the classroom can ...
provide firsthand experience with and opportunities to examine
dynamics related to . . . civic learning goals.” Activities such as
non-traditional speakers, debates, role playing, and team-based
civic problem-solving activities, for example, can all be designed
to “help participants determine and problematize the conditions
under which they do and do not tend to listen attentively to
unfamiliar or contrary perspectives” (p. 54).

Neither service nor academic activities on their own, however,
generate civic (or any other) learning without the integration of
critical reflection on those activities that has been designed
specifically to facilitate meaning making in accordance with
the learning objective. Critical reflection is the component of
service learning (and any form of experiential learning) that
generates, deepens, and documents learning and improves the
quality of practice, partnerships, and inquiry. Whitney and
Clayton (2011) suggested that intentional design of critical
reflection happens at two levels: the overall strategy (which
includes when and where it occurs, who participates, how and
by whom feedback is provided) and the specific mechanisms that
compose that strategy (which consist of prompts that are clearly
aligned with learning objectives to guide reflective meaning
making, whether in written, oral, digital, artistic, or embodied
formats). “A critical reflection strategy designed such that all
partners are, at one time or another, involved—as learners, in
developing prompts, in giving and receiving feedback—may
provide otherwise missed opportunities for civic learning”
according to Stokamer and Clayton (2017, pp. 55–56).

The DEAL model of critical reflection is an example of a
structure for the design of critical reflection mechanisms in any
format (or mix of formats)—individual, collaborative, written,
oral, digital, etc.—to generate civic (and other) learning goals
(Ash and Clayton, 2009). DEAL is a customizable, research-
grounded model in which the prompts support learners in
Describing their experiences, Examining them using prompts
specifically linked to learning goals, and then Articulating
Learning in a way that leads to enhanced future action and
learning (specifically, by answering four questions: What did I
learn? How did I learn it? Why does this learning matter? What
will I do in light of it?). Depending on the particular civic learning
goals of interest, Examine prompts such as the following might be
used (Whitney and Clayton, 2011; Bringle and Clayton, 2012):

• What was I/someone else trying to accomplish? In taking
the actions I/they did, was the focus on symptoms or
underlying causes? Was the focus (symptom or cause)

appropriate to the situation? How might I/they focus
more on underlying causes in the future?

• What roles did each person/group/organization involved in
the situation play and why? What alternative roles could
each have played? Did I/other individuals act unilaterally or
collaboratively and why? Should I/they have worked with
others in a different way?

• In what ways did differentials in power and privilege emerge
in this experience? What are the sources of power and
privilege in this situation, and who benefits and is harmed?
How might any inappropriate dependencies be eliminated?

• What is in the interest of the common good in this situation?
In what ways is the individual good (mine/others) linked to
and/or contrary to the common good? What trade-offs
between them are involved? In what way did any other
trade-offs (long-term/short-term, justice/efficiency, etc.)
emerge in this situation? Who made the trade-offs? Were
the trade-offs made appropriate or inappropriate and why?

• How do other members of this community define such
concepts as “community” and “service”? What cultural,
historical, political, and other factors help explain these
definitions and the impact they do or could have in this
particular situation?

Norris et al. (2017) explored critically reflective digital
storytelling as a particularly powerful type of critical reflection
mechanism that “has the potential to be a particularly civic
approach to critical reflection” because it “leverages the power
of story to both bring to the surface and problematize dominant
ways of thinking and acting and capitalizes on the potential of the
digital environment to enable and connect private and public
dialogue and meaning-making” (p. 178). Stith et al. (2018)
provided guidance for designing critical reflection especially in
the context of critical service learning to support examination of
issues associated with justice and injustice (Table 2). Any of these
prompts can provide a basis for problematizing and potentially
shedding a technocratic orientation (e.g., “We are here to help
you solve your problem.”) and can help instructors, students, and
community partners explore some of the civic issues implicated in
their collaborative community engagement. Bringle et al. (2016)
presented sets of DEAL prompts for various combinations of
personal growth, academic learning, and civic learning.

Research that investigates the relationships between particular
design choices in each of these three arenas (service, academic
activities, critical reflection) is needed in order to produce and
continually refine evidence-based guidance for instructional
design that is intended to generate specific civic learning
outcomes. As one starting point, Stokamer and Clayton (2017)
suggested inquiry that positions civic learning as both the
dependent variable—examining the factors that influence
student attainment of any particular civic learning
outcomes—and the independent variable—examining the
influence particular conceptions of civic learning have on the
design of service, academic activities, and critical reflection.
Battistoni (2013) encouraged similar research into design
issues at the program or curricular level to determine, as one
example, whether “a sustained, developmental, cohort-based
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curricular approach to service learning [is] better able to produce,
over time, persons with stronger measures on all of the indicators
of civic knowledge, skills, identity, and motivation, among other
categories?” (p. 126).

ASSESSING CIVIC LEARNING

Because there is no one definition of civic learning, there can be no
one method, procedure, or instrument for assessing civic learning.
With the exception of civic knowledge, the vast majority of
approaches to assessing civic learning outcomes have taken the
form of self-report measures such as surveys (Torney-Purta et al.,
2015; Hemer and Reasons, 2017). A survey is simply an interview
that is conducted on paper and it can provide phenomenologically
meaningful information. Self-reports are indirect measures of civic
learning outcomes, as are peer evaluations and reports from
community partners. However, indirect measures can suffer
from a social desirability response set, inaccurate recall of past
behaviors, inaccurate predictions of future behaviors, cognitive
biases, and inaccurate accounts of causal phenomenon (Dunning
et al., 2004; Bowman and Seifert, 2011; Kolek, 2013).

Direct measures that encompass demonstrated performance
and learning provide some advantages over self-report and
avoid some of their limitations. Examples of direct assessment
include examinations, written products evaluated with rubrics,
and observations of skills and behaviors evaluated with
rubrics. Multiple choice examinations typically assess a
particular type of learning (descriptive knowledge) and may
not adequately capture higher order cognitive processing or
the nuances of civic learning that can be generated in a service
learning course.

This raises the question of the purpose of the assessment. At the
most general level, assessment can communicate learning
objectives to students and others when the goals of assessment
are shared prior to conducting it. Formative assessment can
provide feedback to students before final products are
submitted and to instructors about how well the course is
progressing. Summative assessment can be a basis for grading
and for communicating to others (e.g., department chairs,
executive institutional leaders, future students, community
partners) the value of the service learning experiences. There
may be purposes for assessment beyond the course, for example
when a curriculum is being assessed, when institutional quality
assurance is being documented, as part of grant-supported
activities, and when research is being undertaken. The nature of
assessment needs to be tailored to its purpose.

Bringle et al. (2013) suggested that, in addition to issues such as
these that apply to virtually all assessment of student learning,

assessment of civic learning (and diversity and global learning)
raises additional considerations. One of these is the question of
whose voices are included in the assessment process, which is
particularly salient given the democratic, co-creative aspirations of
service learning. Broad participation in establishing the civic
learning goals, determining the nature of meaningful evidence of
their attainment, and gauging the quality of learning helps “ensure
that assessment is shaped by and is useful tomultiple constituencies
within and beyond the academy” (p. 5). Another issue that arises in
the context of assessing civic learning in particular is that such
learning is often intended to be transformative in nature, meaning
that “it may develop over extended periods of time, across multiple
courses, and in a variety of contexts,” a set of conditions that may
require “developmentally designed and integrated strategies that
depend on collaboration across multiple teaching and assessment
contexts” (pp. 5–6).

A variety of approaches to assessing civic learning have been
developed, two of which we describe here. They were selected
because they are research-grounded, cover a range of civic
learning outcomes, and are applicable not only in service
learning courses but also as part of any pedagogy that seeks to
cultivate civic learning and co-curricular programs that have civic
learning objectives (Bringle et al., 2011; Bringle et al., 2020). The
DEAL model, which integrates critical reflection and assessment,
lends itself to assessing any civic (or other) learning objectives. As
noted above, the CMG framework, in contrast, encompasses
multiple pre-established elements of civic learning and is
therefore most useful when one or more of them matches a
learning objective in the course. We encourage service learning
practitioners to build on these and to develop and share
additional approaches to assessing civic learning.

DEAL Framework for Assessment
The DEAL model for critical reflection provides a basis not only
for structuring reflection prompts but also for assessing the
learning generated and deepened through critical reflection.
There are two types of rubrics associated with DEAL, both of
them relevant to civic learning (Ash and Clayton, 2009). The first
lays out four levels of critical thinking for each of several critical
thinking standards (adapted from Paul and Elder, 2001),
including, for example, accuracy (supporting claims with
evidence), breadth (considering multiple perspectives), and
fairness (representing others’ ideas with integrity). This rubric
has a corollary feedback tool that explains each of the standards of
critical thinking and provides questions to ask oneself or one’s
learners to help strengthen each standard (e.g., accuracy: How do
I know this? breadth: Is there another way to interpret what this
means?). Several of the frameworks summarized above include
critical thinking as an important civic learning goal.

TABLE 2 | Critical service learning prompts excerpted from Stith et al. (2018).

Examine whether/how their service work addresses root causes of social problems.
Understand the connection between their service experiences and civic life, public policy, and social systems.
Examine their preconceptions about social problems, community, or citizenship with which they entered the course.
Understand the ethical challenges that arise during the service experience.
Recognize the strengths of the community in which they work.
Consider current interventions to the social problem and explore alternative solutions.
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The second type of rubric uses Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy to
structure indicators for up to six levels of learning. This structure
is used to generate rubrics for learning goals in any category,
whether academic learning, personal growth, or civic learning.
See Table 3 for example rubrics for two potential civic
learning goals.

Civic Minded Graduate Framework for
Assessment
Steinberg et al. (2011) presented three different methods for
assessing civic-mindedness as conceptualized in the construct
of the CMG: a) a CMG Scale, which is comprised of 30 self-report
items; b) a CMG narrative prompt, which produces a written
narrative that is scored with a rubric; and c) a CMG interview
protocol, which produces a transcript that is scored with a rubric.
Generally, these three assessment strategies demonstrated
convergence in measuring CMG (Steinberg et al., 2011).

The self-report measure of CMG has received extensive
validation as a measure of civic-mindedness. Steinberg et al.
(2011) found that responses on the CMG Scale were
correlated with Morton’s (1995) construct of integrity. Morton
viewed integrity as the degree to which civic values and civic
behaviors are aligned with and integrated with the self. Bringle
and Wall (2020) found correlations between identity as a student
and CMG, civic identity and CMG, CMG and all of the motives
for volunteering on the Volunteer Functions Inventory (Clary
et al., 1998), and CMG and measures of interest in charity, service
programs, and advocacy types of service. Bringle et al. (2019)
found that CMG was related to openness to diversity, self-
efficacy, both social change and charity orientations to service,
and endorsing the principle of care. In addition, they found CMG
to be correlated with non-prejudicial attitudes and self-
confidence for social behaviors.

Although the CMG Scale might be relevant to assessment at
the program level and in research, in order to obtain alternative
direct evidence of civic-mindedness, the following prompt was
developed and students were asked to write a response:

I have a responsibility and a commitment to use the
knowledge and skills I have gained as a college student
to collaborate with others, who may be different from
me, to help address issues in society.

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree
with this statement by circling the appropriate number.

Strongly Agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 Strongly Disagree

Considering your education and experiences as a
college student, explain the ways in which you agree
or disagree with this statement and provide personal
examples when relevant. (Steinberg et al., 2011, p. 23)

The rating scale was included to prime the respondent’s
thinking about the issues raised in the prompt before writing a
response. A rubric for scoring written responses was developed
that focuses on the degree to which written narratives reflect civic
identity, understanding of social issues, participation in society,
collaboration across differences, and the benefit of education to
address social issues (the rubric can be accessed at http://hdl.
handle.net/1805/2667).

ISSUES RELATED TO CIVIC LEARNING

Service learning has helped civic learning become more visible as
a category of learning for educators and students. It is a relatively
new and unfamiliar pedagogy to many academics and presents
challenges with regard to learning goals, design, and assessment.

TABLE 3 | Example Bloom-based rubrics for select civic learning goals.

Learning Goal 1 (Identify) 2 (Explain) 3 (Apply) 4 (Analyze) 5 (Synthesize) 6 (Evaluate)

Students will
understand the
complexities of
relationships between
individual rights and the
common good

Defines
“individual
interests/rights”
and “common
good”

Explains “individual
interests/rights” and
“common good” in my
own words so that
someone unfamiliar with
these concepts would
understand them

Provides an example of
the presence or absence
of “individual interests/
rights” and “common
good” in a particular
situation

Compares (similarities) and
contrasts (differences) what
an “individual interests/rights”
focus might prioritize in this
situation with what a
“common good” focus might
prioritize

Proposes at least two
potential resolutions of the
tension between “individual
interests/rights” and
“common good” in this
situation

Evaluates these potential
resolutions in terms of their
long-term consequences and
justifiesmy judgment as to the
most appropriate resolution
accordingly

Learning Goal 1 (Identify) 2 (Explain) 3 (Apply) 4 (Analyze) 5 (Evaluate) 6 (Synthesize)

Students will
understand the
complexities of access
to power

Identifies
multiple
sources of
power

Explains these sources of
power in my own words
such that others who are
not familiar with them can
understand them

Provides examples of the
presence and absence of
these sources of power in
the context of my service-
learning project (i.e., Who
is and is not using power
from which sources?)

Compares (similarities) and
contrasts (differences) the
access of the various
stakeholders in my project to
each of these sources of
power
AND considers what
processes enable and hinder
access
AND considers the
consequences of that access
on the situation overall and on
the stakeholders

Critiques the access to
these sources of power
sources in this situation in
terms of equity (i.e., should
it be changed and why?
What trade-offs would be
required to change it?)

Produces an alternative set of
processes to enhance equity
in access to these and/or
additional sources of power in
this situation
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Civic learning in particular raises additional issues. One set of
challenges involves the push back that may come from some
colleagues who believe that “civic learning is not my job” or,
indeed, an appropriate function of higher education at all.
Promoting and enhancing civic learning may not need to be
everyone’s responsibility. However, it is desirable that most if not
all members of the academy understand why some instructors
take civic learning seriously, why some courses warrant
identifying and cultivating civic learning objectives, how
service learning enriches the learning environment in ways
that are empirically supported as effective (e.g., active learning,
collaborative learning, meaningful learning), how civic learning
contributes to significant learning across the curriculum, how
service learning promotes authentic relationships that benefit
communities, and how service learning results in desirable
outcomes for students in their future lives, including careers.
Such shared understanding, if not buy-in, raises the likelihood
that instructors will be better supported in using innovative
pedagogical approaches to a broader and deeper set of
learning goals. Slowly, around the world, there is increasing
appreciation for the contribution that service learning as a
pedagogy and civic learning as a category of learning can
make to the public purposes of higher education (e.g., Xing
and Ma, 2010; Tapia, 2012; Ma, 2018; Aramburuzabala et al.,
2019; Pacho, 2019).

Any civic learning objective raises the issue of the complexity of
its scope or range of focus. Does it encompass a local, national, and/
or global scale? Jackson (2019) noted that locally-oriented
perspectives on social issues may be more natural, intuitive,
efficient, and easier for educators and students. However, this
perspective runs the risk of being clannish, filial, and alienating
others as being different or irrelevant. Focusing on the national
level of a social issue can be more challenging because of its scale
and intra-national variability. It can also be complicated by issues
related to individuals’ identities as residents in multiple nation-
states, their (and the state’s) complicated mix of desires for and
concerns about both assimilating and retaining the distinctiveness
of cultural heritages, competing loyalties and sense of duty, and the
sometimes incompatible priorities between national and other
(e.g., regional, state, local) levels of governance and allegiance.
Service learning courses may immerse students in experiences that
challenge their status quo. On the other hand, service learning may
have the potential to provide new meaning and purpose to their
lives and provide a basis for improving well-being, trust, and
connectedness (Konrath, 2016; Stukas et al., 2016).

The 2020 pandemic and the increasing use of technology in
education raise interesting prospects for transforming the nature
of service learning through reimaging, redefining, and
redesigning many key aspects of the pedagogy (Bringle and
Clayton, 2020). How are “communities” constituted in a
digital and technologically interconnected world? How are
“relationships” established and maintained via technological
means, and how do virtual relationships contribute to learning
and collaboration? How can “service” activities occur in a digital
world? How can “reflection” take different forms using
technology? And, most central to the current topic, how might
the meaning of “civic” change in virtual contexts? What does it

mean to be civic in a virtual world? What new versions of civic
knowledge, skills, dispositions, and behaviors are critical to
operating in both virtual and physical communities?

Another complexity related to civic learning involves the
extent to which democratic engagement is, in fact, the
paradigm within which any instance of service learning
operates. Pervasive technocratic orientations to education
focus on the transfer of knowledge from academically-
credentialed experts (i.e., faculty) and view students and
communities alike in terms of deficits and needs (Saltmarsh
et al., 2009). Thus, service learning is too often reduced to a
focus on the transmission and application of disciplinary
knowledge and, if there is any intention to educate
students for roles in broader communities, the focus is on
the cultivation of “proto-experts who will be able to perform
civic tasks in and on communities that they work with because
they will have the knowledge and credentials to know what to
do to help communities improve” (Saltmarsh et al., 2009, p. 8).
Under those conditions, service learning fails to position
everyone involved as co-responsible members of
communities who collaborate to further their own and one
another’s knowledge of and capacities for participation,
agency, systems critique, and democratic co-creation. It
thus tends to minimize, if not neglect entirely, the
intentional development of the knowledge, skills, and
values encompassed by civic learning understood in other
than managerial, bureaucratic, and hierarchical terms. Along
these lines, Jackson (2019) points out that education for global
citizenship can be approached from a neoliberal perspective
that emphasizes meritocracy and competition rather than
more cosmopolitan perspectives that emphasize
interdependency and common goals. A key to fulfilling the
rich and essential civic learning potential of service learning,
then, is conceptualizing the pedagogy as democratic civic
engagement, which “seeks the public good with the public
and not merely for the public as a means to facilitating a more
active and engaged democracy” and which “adheres to the
shared understanding that the only way to learn the norms
and develop the values of democracy is to practice democracy
as part of one’s education” (Saltmarsh et al., 2009, p. 9 and p.
6). It is worth noting that the paradigm of democratic
engagement itself generates additional civic learning goals
such as the three explored by Stokamer and Clayton (2017,
p. 48):

a. inclusivity, which has at its core capacities to think beyond
the single perspective of one’s own worldview and act
accordingly;

b. criticality, which has at its core capacities to recognize and
challenge enshrined structural inequities that limit social
justice;

c. co-creation, which has at its core capacities to bring an asset-
based orientation to collaboration and to integrate the
knowledge, perspectives, and resources of all partners in
determining the questions to be addressed, possibilities to
be pursued, and strategies for collaborating effectively and
with integrity.
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Finally, there is the contested issue of how explicitly political service
learning courses, civic education, and the other activities of students
should be. Hartman (2013) asked practitioners to consider the degree
to which service learning avoids confronting the “impossibility of an
apolitical democratic civic education” (p. 68). He stated that
institutions of higher education and their staff must explicitly
articulate their commitment to democratic values (which can
include inclusivity, participatory, and fairness; Saltmarsh et al.,
2009), lest the normative apolitical stance of technocratic
engagement prevail. For some practitioners, it is only when service
learning is political that social change is possible. Indeed, it is useful to
ask whether “apolitical” service learning ever exists. We acknowledge
that context matters in answering these questions and that, in some
national settings, politically oriented community engagement activities
may be inappropriate, unwise, or possibly dangerous.

CONCLUSION

Higher education institutions . . . should increase their
interdisciplinary focus and promote critical thinking and
active citizenship. This would contribute to sustainable
development, peace, wellbeing and the realization of
human rights. . . . Higher education must not only give
solid skills for the present and the futureworld butmust also
contribute to the education of ethical citizens committed to
the construction of peace, the defense of human rights and
the values of democracy. (UNESCO, 2009, p. 2).

Service learning is a component of civic engagement in
higher education that understands teaching, research and
other creative activity, and service (or third mission) as
interrelated activities that can be done in collaboration
with community partners in ways that benefit and respect
communities and that are consistent with the missions of
higher education (Bringle et al., 1999; Saltmarsh and Hartley,
2012). As such, the development of service learning courses is
not an end in itself but rather a means toward broader public
purposes of all types of civic engagement activities. Service
learning can be a powerful pedagogy for enhancing academic
learning and personal growth, and it can uniquely accentuate
the salience of civic learning in higher education and cultivate
the knowledge, skills, dispositions, and behaviors that are so
crucial to the flourishing of democracy, the advancement of
justice, preparation for meaningful careers, and the
realization of world peace. Accordingly, it can be a model
for democratic approaches to engagement for other activities
in the academy (Saltmarsh et al., 2009). For these reasons,
improving our understanding of what constitutes civic
learning and how civic learning objectives can be achieved
and assessed will serve the public purposes of higher
education.
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The view previously held in the university regarding teaching-learning processes has
changed significantly over the past few years. Undoubtedly, in the case of Europe,
this change of pedagogical model has gone hand in hand with the creation of the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). Some of the pivotal areas of EHEA are
the independent work of the individual student, the social dimension of learning, and
the acquiring of skills, which are not reduced to the mere technical and/or subject
matter knowledge. Generic competences and the so-called “soft skills” have also
become important, given their significant contribution to the students’ academic,
personal, social, and professional development. Predictably, within this framework, new
methodologies appear, in line with this educational focus on competences; among these
new methodologies include service-learning (SL). It basically consists of introducing a
community service into the traditional academic and curricular tasks thereby seeking a
better relevance and applicability in the learning processes. This article analyzes the
way in which SL contributes to the acquisition, by university students, of a certain
skill set which is useful for their social and professional life. To this end, we used a
quasi-experimental design, which included pretest and posttest assessments based
on a total sample of 1,153 students (789 SL students and 364 non-SL students). The
used questionnaire evaluates three important components relevant for the purpose of
the present article (perception of the university education, social participation and civic-
social competences). The conclusion is that students involved in SL not only show a
more positive evolution, but also obtain better results after the projects are completed
(regarding satisfaction with the training, and social participation). By the same token,
not all students included in the experimental group achieve homogeneous results; the
differences are according to variables such as gender, the cycle/year they are enrolled in,
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area of study or whether or not they previously participated in university service activities.
Finally, we observe that this methodology is capable of approaching university education
in a holistic way by asserting cross-section type learning processes likely to be useful in
the transition from the students’ academic to their professional life.

Keywords: service-learning, higher education, evaluation, competences, soft skills, employability, social capital

INTRODUCTION

Since the advent of the new century, we have witnessed a
continuous appeal for a change of focus, or of paradigm, with
regard to the optimization of learning processes, especially in
the case of students in higher education. This call, expressed
more acutely in academic forums and civil society instances
was not unconnected to the fact that we live in a knowledge
society, in which the impact of digital technology makes a
difference in productivity patterns and development indicators
(Etzkowitz et al., 2012).

Within such a context, the university again lays claim to
being the most eminent and natural motor for the production,
transmission, and transfer of knowledge. This is sufficient
reason to start giving proper attention (thereby correcting some
inertias of the past) to the skills and capabilities of one’s
students in order to ensure a better personal development and
a progressive adaptation to constantly changing professional
realities (Välimaa and Hoffman, 2008).

Although the interest in the particular dynamics of this society
of learning and/or knowledge is relatively recent, the reflection
about it and the very reality it refers to are not. In fact, the
origin of the concept is ascribed to Professor Robert E. Lane from
Yale University, in the 1960s (Lane, 1966; Välimaa and Hoffman,
2008). The changes which took place then (late 1960s and early
1970s) led, according to Delanty (2003), to the transition from
what can be labeled as a “professional society”, based upon
industry and a utilitarian type of knowledge, to a post-industrial
society much more oriented toward services.

Hence, as the influence of the society of knowledge grew,
higher education also saw its traditional functioning patterns
redesigned, both in matters of its social component and at a
more strictly academic level. It was the Commission of the
European Communities (2003) itself, which pointed to the
existing link between the new model of social organization
and the surging of new expectations from the university which
gradually transformed into different educational necessities. In
this paper we argue that, without minimizing the importance of
the technical domain in each degree or academic title, one has
to place value on the cross-section competences in the training
of students and to enhance the opportunities of lifelong learning.
Only in this way can one ensure that students will possess the
necessary competences for an appropriate personal, professional,
and social development, in an environment marked by change
and uncertainty (Santos Rego, 2016).

Having said all the above, we can confidently state that
the transmission of exclusively technical learning, articulated
around theoretical contents and knowledge, becomes insufficient.
This has given rise to a new educational model within the

university, made possible by the focus on skill-based learning,
skills becoming the point of reference meant to lead the
training processes. One must contend, therefore, with one of the
most stringent requirements faced by 21st century universities,
referring, as stated by the Council of the European Union (2010)
to the importance of students acquiring the competences likely
to allow for the improvement of their employment prospects and
to contribute to their personal fulfillment, social inclusion and
active citizenship, without overlooking their capacity to organize
themselves when faced with realities much less predictable
than ever before.

We should remember that, in Europe, the groundwork
for the gradual visibilization of the new focus was laid by
the Tuning Project (González and Wagenaar, 2003), which
coincided with the progressive construction of the European
Higher Education Area and the adoption of the European Credit
Transfer System (ECTS). What one proposed back then was
that, pragmatically speaking, the concept of competences had
to be understood broadly enough, as being acquired by the
student throughout the learning process and the result of a
combination of knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities.
At the same time, a differentiation was made between specific
competences (those related to the knowledge of a particular
academic subject) and generic competences (transferable to any
academic title) with the latter being those necessary for an
appropriate professional development of students and also those
likely to foster a type of learning which must be ongoing and/or
lifelong (Council of the European Union, 2010).

On the other hand, one has to acknowledge that the important
role which must be assigned to those cross-section and lifelong
competences does not only correspond to a renewed vision of
the university, given that those who employ university graduates
(companies, organizations etc.) apart from the specific knowledge
of their respective field, value another type of competences,
both intellectual and personal. Without looking too far, it
would be the case in communicational or teamwork skills
(Wye and Lim, 2009). It is undeniable that the labor market
requires technical knowledge within a real setting, but this is
not the only requirement and sometimes it is not even crucial.
Many organizations include in their selection or promotion
grids other soft skills, of cross-section nature and linked,
to a very large extent, to the social dimension of learning
(Succi and Canovi, 2019).

It was precisely in the last decade that a heated debate
around the concept of soft skills has been seen. There can be
little doubt about the need for those skills to be promoted
and cultivated, even if the problem, as usual, consists of the
lack of an adequate conceptualization thereby resulting in a
certain degree of ambiguity in its significance. When speaking
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about soft skills, one points to a variety of qualities, features,
values, attributes which also include some emotional aspects.
They consist, ultimately, of a combination of personality traits,
objectives, propositions, motivations and preferences of the
persons and they are highly valued not only within educational
contexts, but also on the labor market, as well as in other
segments of daily life, even becoming guarantors of success
(Heckman and Kautz, 2012).

The origin of the term “soft skills” dates back to
some United States Armed Forces documents from 1972
(Touloumakos, 2011). Over these almost five decades, the term
has encompassed different aspects, including: professionalism
and work ethic; capacity of working and learning; decision
making; creativity and innovation; interpersonal, social
and teamwork abilities; communication and conflict
resolution abilities; capacity of managing information and
technology; or leadership skills (Andrews and Higson, 2008;
Lazarus, 2013).

Delving more into the expression itself, it seems important
that soft skills are considered actions, which entail a look at
the person who acts (Matteson et al., 2016). These abilities
are presented as generic properties which can be acquired
and exercised in various contexts, transversally, and which
continue to present difficulties in their analysis. Among these
soft skills, preferences are given to those that are useful for social
and professional life, the main axis around which the present
article revolves. An indicative sample is the importance of the
research on the promotion of interpersonal, social and team
skills (Bancino and Zevalkink, 2007). The same could be said
about the stimulation of communication skills (Mitchell et al.,
2010) as well as of the negotiation and conflict resolution skills
(Succi and Canovi, 2019).

The role of this type of learning processes in university
education is even more relevant in the present-day society and
professional reality (Naval and Arbués, 2018), given, among other
reasons, the new functions which UNESCO (1998) ascribed to
higher education in the 21st century, three of which we wish to
highlight here:

– To train highly qualified graduates and responsible
citizens who, through a series of theoretical and practical
competences, would attend to the needs of society and
actively participate in social life.

– To protect society’s values, ensuring that those values,
which promote a democratic and critical citizenship, are
instilled in the youngest generation.

– To contribute to the understanding, interpretation,
preservation, reinforcement, promotion and transmission
of regional, national and international, as well as historical
cultures taking as a reference a plural context, one of
cultural diversity.

These ideas make more sense, in a socioeconomic moment as
the present one (Naval and Arbués, 2016); it seems logical that the
universities’ collaboration should be requested in order to tackle
this situation while taking into account the competences which
students would need in their personal and professional life. Most

certainly, the mission of higher education is social, cultural and
that of transferring knowledge.

For this reason, numerous methodologies have taken root in
the educational dynamics of the university over the past few
years, in order to fit in with a model in which the factor of
interest is constituted by the students’ effort and the construction
of learning processes which would be useful for the social and
professional contexts in which one has to work. One of the
methodologies which shows more potential in this regard is
service-learning (SL). In the most elementary sense, it means
introducing community service into the traditional academic and
curricular tasks, including a strong component of continuous
reflection which allows establishing mutual relationships between
academic learning and action within community environment.
More specifically, “it is conceptualized within experience-based
education and is characterized by: (a) student protagonism; (b)
addressing a real need; (c) connection to curricular objectives; (d)
execution of the service project and (e) reflection” (Naval et al.,
2011, p. 88).

Given its peculiar pedagogical features, we agree with Butin
(2003) in suggesting that we are dealing with a shift in the
patterns, from the passive and that of receiver of information to
the active, where direct contact with the real world, as well as the
relationship established between university and community allow
for the connection between theory and practice, moving away
from an instrumental vision of education. In this way, it directly
affects the students’ attitude toward the training they receive,
given that the acquisition of practical knowledge constructed
around their own experience shows clear repercussions in their
levels of satisfaction, especially given the perceived usefulness of
their learning processes (Thamwipat et al., 2018). From this point
of view, students participating in SL report positive emotions
such as interest, enthusiasm, inspiration and determination
(Opazo et al., 2018); they also state that the educational
experience provides them with satisfaction, commitment and
growth (Watson et al., 2018); and they see their motivation and
perception of self-efficacy transcend (Gonsalves et al., 2019).

The above is due, to a large extent, to the connections
and reciprocity relationships established between university
and community, because, in the latter, the students find the
applicability of what they have learned, besides acquiring
knowledge rooted outside of the classroom and the campus,
strongly contextualized and located within the social dynamics
(McIlrath, 2012). A special mention should be made of the
capacity to develop civic and social competences, considered to be
of great importance in order to guarantee a holistic development
of the students (Jagla and Tice, 2019; Succi and Canovi, 2019;
Cohen, 2020). Furthermore, as suggested by Bringle and Clayton
(2012), SL is different from other methodologies in that, by
considering civic learning as a top-level objective, it is directly
connected to both the professional reality and the deontological
responsibilities and does not limit itself to exclusively promoting
cognitive-type learning.

Evidence of this is provided by the annual questionnaire
distributed in the United States by Campus Compact (2015), in
which the universities belonging to this network stated that SL
allowed them to achieve visible levels of civic commitment in
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their students. In particular, they acknowledge results in fields
such as civic and democratic learning (81% of the institutions),
social commitment to diversity (76%), orientation toward social
justice (64%) or global learning (64%). Furthermore, Moely et al.
(2002a) discovered that students participating in SL scored higher
than their peers did in different dimensions of Civic Attitudes
and Skills Questionnaire (CASQ): civic actions, interpersonal
and problem resolution skills, political awareness, leadership
competences, and attitudes of social justice. Another example is
the study carried out by Einfeld and Collins (2008), in which
evidence was provided for improvement in the sphere of social
justice, especially with regard to inequality; development of
multi-cultural skills; and civic involvement, which is understood
as the exercise of an active citizenship and the commitment to
community service.

The previous arguments are certainly strengthened by taking
into account the vision of Opazo et al. (2015), who insisted on
the opportunities provided by SL in putting different groups
of persons who otherwise would not have the possibility to
share time, thoughts or experiences into contact with each
other. The authors also emphasized that these projects provided
opportunities to know and acknowledge different social problems
and real needs, thereby stimulating social commitments. Said
commitments consequently lead to an impact in the levels
of political and social participation by young people, its
contribution being crucial in terms of motivation, given that it is
through one’s own involvement in social matters that the interest
for public life is increased (Ugarte and Naval, 2010).

However, the concern for public matters must not be reduced
to mere political participation, given that it also includes
the attitudes, values and intentions to help and serve in the
development of the community. There are many studies which
prove the good contribution of SL in this regard and demonstrate
an improvement in the students’ predisposition to get involved in
community service initiatives such as volunteer work, as well as
in the perception of their own social responsibility (Markus et al.,
1993; Fenzel and Peyrot, 2005).

All of the above shows SL as a methodology capable of
coping with a new university model, in which the student’s
independent work is the basis of the teaching-learning processes
and contact with day-to-day reality allows for acquiring skills
which would guarantee an appropriate personal, social and
professional transition of the graduates. However, what we are
aiming for is to demonstrate this potential as part of a rigorous
methodological approach, under a strongly contextualized view
in the Spanish university system and, by extension, in the
European university system. It is also important the different
existing conceptions for the topics into which this work was
organized, such as SL or soft skills in university education, as well
as their value on the labor market and, moreover, in different
societies (Santos Rego et al., 2020b). Precisely for this reason,
our research question was: Is SL a sufficiently adequate and
epistemically sound methodology to ensure the development of
the relevant soft skills that can be useful to university students for
their personal and professional development?

The importance of evaluating the relationship between SL
and the development of social and professional competences has

to do with the uniqueness of this methodology. In this regard,
Bringle and Clayton (2012) stated that, while other educational
strategies sought to promote academic learning (with a focus on
content) and cognitive development, SL also aimed at achieving
greater civic learning. It also promotes and strengthens the links
of this civic learning with professional education, especially in
relation to the ethical responsibilities of practice (Bringle and
Clayton, 2012). In short, it is a methodology that enables a more
situated learning experience by linking university students with
community environments, beyond academic development, and
influencing on other generic and transversal learnings.

In the case of the Spanish university system, we should
study the way in which students develop social and professional
competences, especially when active methodologies such as SL
are used. In terms of social competences, the involvement of
Spanish youth in associations and organizations can be greatly
improved (Jover, 2016; Santos Rego et al., 2018). Moreover,
if we focus on professional competences, the data on youth
unemployment in Spain are alarming (39.9% according to the
Eurostat barometer, 20211).

Our motivation involves the intention of addressing a gap that
persists in research and that, particularly in Europe, translates
into a lack of attention to the links between SL and the
new training models that have emerged with the consolidation
of the EHEA, as is the case of the generic competences
proposed by the Tuning Project (González and Wagenaar,
2003). The study is therefore aimed at analyzing the differences
between university students participating in SL projects and
those following an usual formative process, while addressing
issues such as how university formation is viewed (in terms of
motivation, satisfaction and uncertainty about one’s professional
future) as well as social participation, and the development of
civic and social competences.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The survey carried out aims to establish whether there are
differences regarding the development of certain competences,
which are considered to be of interest for an adequate personal
and professional progress of university students, taking into
account their participation in SL courses. In order to achieve
this aim, we proceeded in accordance with a quasi-experimental
design, in which the independent variable was given by the
participation in the various SL experiences. More specifically,
students participating in these projects made up the experimental
group (EG), whilst those who followed a more conventional
methodology acted as a control group (CG).

At the same time, another objective was to know the profile
of students who were following the SL methodology where the
impact was at its greatest, for which purpose we analyzed the
differences within the EG according to some variables: gender,
cycle of studies, area of study (grouping together, on the one
hand, students of Social and Legal Sciences, and Arts and
Humanities; and, on the other hand, students of Health Sciences,

1https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/UNE_RT_M__custom_676480/
default/table?lang=en
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and Engineering and Architecture) as well as prior participation
to other community service activities promoted by the university.

Participants
The sample was made up of 1,153 university students, out
of whom 789 (68.4%) participated in SL projects, whilst the
remaining 364 (31.6%) followed a conventional methodology.
In particular, the data was collected within the framework of
the subjects taught at the University of Santiago de Compostela,
which implemented SL projects during the 2016–2017 and 2017–
2018 academic years. The results of 32 SL projects were evaluated
(19 in the first year of the study; 13 in the second year); they
were developed in different university degree programs under an
institutional call for support for the implementation of SL.

From these subjects, students involved in SL projects made
up the EG, whereas the CG was made up of those engaged in
the more conventional academic tasks. This is the difference
between the two groups: those who participate in SL learn the
basic contents of the subject while being involved in addressing
a social need in the university environment. On the other hand,
the CG followed the normal classroom dynamics, i.e., expository
and interactive classes or laboratory sessions. In short: in both
cases the same contents of the subjects are worked on, but in
SL the theory-practice link is more explicit, given the connection
between learning and a social or community problem.

The students’ ages ranged between 19 and 51 years, although
88.4% of them were in the 18–24 age segment, with an average age
of 21.84 years. Out of them, 75% are women and 25% men. As
far as academic years are concerned, they were homogeneously
distributed across the 4 years of graduate study: 28.4% were
in the first year, 21.9% in the second, 25.3% in the third, and
24.4% in the fourth. The majority were enrolled in Social and
Legal Sciences (80.4%), followed by Health Sciences (15.8%),
Arts and Humanities (2.8%), and Engineering and Architecture
(0.8%). Finally, only 18 students (1.6%) indicated that they
were part of a mobility agreement (Erasmus, SICUE-Séneca and
bilateral agreements).

Instrument
This study made use of the Questionnaire on University Students’
Civic and Social Competences and Self-Efficacy (CUCOCSA)
(Santos Rego and Lorenzo, 2018). It is a questionnaire consisting
of three open and 10 closed questions. The closed questions, for
their part, are divided into dichotomic items, multiple choice
single select questions, and scalar items. As far as their content
is concerned, there are questions referring to the personal
and academic biography of the student: age, gender, degree
and academic year of enrollment, faculty, campus, participation
in mobility programs, in projects involving some form of
community service and in SL courses. Thereupon four scales
are presented on: university training, social participation, civic-
social competences, and perceived self-efficacy. The results of
the present study come from the first three scale. The perceived
self-efficacy was not used.

As far as the validity of the instrument’s content is concerned,
we used an external validation procedure, carried out by five
judges, experts in the areas of knowledge which were relevant
to the study. Subsequently, in order to test the reliability

and validity of the scales, we carried out an exploratory and
then a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (Mella, 2019). The
psychometric analysis of the scales was carried out with a total
of 996 university students, which was randomly distributed
in two sub-samples (the first made up of 500 students and
the second of 496).

With sub-sample 1 (calibration sample), we performed an
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) as well as the calculation
of the factors’ reliability by means of Cronbach’s α, thereby
establishing the dimensionality of the scales, using the Principal
Components extraction method and a Varimax rotation. The
KMO tests = 0.846 and χ2(190) = 2,833.81, p < 0.001, reported
good sampling adequacy and a significant correlation between
items, respectively.

With sub-sample 2 (validation sample), we carried out a CFA
using the AMOS 20 Statistics Package, with the purpose of
checking whether the factorial structure previously obtained in
the EFA adequately represented the information provided by the
data, obtaining a good fit in all the cases. We will now go on to
explain the factorial structure of each one of the scales:

University Training Scale
Its objective was to analyze the students’ motivation and
perception with regard to the training they receive in the
university. In order to build it, we used as a basis the Evaluation
System for Experiential Educational Programs (ESEE) designed
by Furco (1995), a protocol for the evaluation of experiential
education and, more specifically of SL projects. The scale is made
up of seven items (from strongly disagree to strongly agree)
out of which the EFA distinguishes three significant factors:
link between the subjects and real life (α = 0.79), satisfaction
with the training (α = 0.70), and uncertainty about the future
(α = 0.50), which explained a variance of 66.11% and showed a
good internal consistency.

Social Participation Scale
It seeks to measure the students’ social involvement. They are
asked to assess their degree of participation in civic matters, be
they pertaining to the university or what is exterior to it. In order
to build it, we took as a reference the Civic-Minded Graduate
Scale of the Indiana University—Purdue University Indianapolis
(Steinberg et al., 2011; Pike et al., 2014). It consists of five items
(from never to on a weekly basis) which, upon applying the EFA,
were grouped into a factor that explained a variance of 42.39%,
showing a good internal consistency (α = 0.60).

Civic and Social Competence Scale
This third scale includes a set of items whose focus is the
analysis of the degree to which students believe they possess a
series of competences connected to civic and social matters. Four
were the instruments serving as a reference for its construction:
the CASQ (Moely et al., 2002b); a self-evaluation scale on
the development of generic competences (Santos Rego et al.,
2018); the Public Affairs Scale-Short Survey (PAS-SS) (Levesque-
Bristol and Richards, 2014); and the Evaluation System for
Experiential Educational Programs (ESEE) by Furco (1995). It
consists of a total of 20 items which, following the initial
extraction, are organized into four significant factors that explain
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a variance of 50.96%: personal behavior (α = 0.79), leadership
(α = 0.72), intercultural competence (α = 0.73), and teamwork
and relationship with others α = 0.70).

Procedure
The instrument was distributed during the 2016–2017 and
2017–2018 academic years. This questionnaire was applied in
a pretest situation, before the start of the SL projects, as
well as at their end (posttest), in each case before the final
exam for the subject. Given its estimated answering time
of 10–15 min, it was carried on on-site, guaranteeing the
confidentiality of the collected data (anonymity, system of
codification and custodianship).

At the beginning of the study, the governing team of the
University of Santiago de Compostela was also informed of the
aim of the research project and of the procedure which was
to be followed. In applying the instrument, we followed the
recommendations of the University of Compostela’s Bioethics
Committee and of the Helsinki Declaration, complying with the
stipulations which, in the case of Spain, are laid down in the
Organic Law 3/2018, of December 5, on Data Protection and
Guarantee of Digital Rights.

Data Analysis
To begin with, in order to calculate the dimensionality of the
three scales, an EFA was carried out, in order to obtain the
structural validity and the reliability of each one of them. The
information stemming from the EFA was subsequently verified
by carrying out a CFA, as presented in the previous section
(Mella, 2019). This procedure is known as “cross-validation”
(Cudeck and Browne, 1983).

Subsequently, comparison tests were carried out between the
pretest and posttest, both for those students who were involved
in a SL course during the academic year (EG) and for those who
were not (CG). The dependent variables taken into account were
the factors obtained in the EFA and validated in the CFA. The
aim was to know the impact generated by the involvement in
SL in the development of three of the dimensions making up
the instrument (perception of the university education, social
participation, and civic-social competences). Subsequently, by
means of a comparison test, we studied the differences between
both groups in the factor scores obtained at the end of the
academic year, in order to find out whether any of them showed
a higher level of development.

Finally, for each one of the factors, the profile of the students
participating in SL activities were compared. For this purpose,
the scores obtained by these students in the posttest phase were
contrasted according to gender, cycle of studies, area of study,
and previous participation in service activities promoted by the
university. The significance level chosen for all the tests was
α = 0.05, and all the analyses were carried out with the SPSS v. 24.

RESULTS

In order to present the results obtained in each one of the scales,
one starts by presenting the scores obtained (EG and CG) in

pretest and posttest, so as to analyze the evolution of both groups
during the SL projects. Then, the differences between the two
groups in the posttest are identified, the intended purpose being
to assess the possible impact of the fact of participating or not in
SL on the measured variables. Finally, we present the differences
occurring within the EG’s scores in the posttest stage.

University Training
With regard to the students’ perception of the training received at
university (Tables 1, 2), we noted significant improvements in the
EG, where, after the conclusions of the SL project, a greater degree
of satisfaction concerning the connection between the studied
subject and real life was evident. This satisfaction also extends to
the training they receive. In the case of the CG, not only the lack
of improvement in the studies is striking, but also the fact that
these students show higher levels of uncertainty about the future.

Besides a better evolution between the pretest and posttest
stages, the EG is significantly different from the CG in matters of
their satisfaction with their university education (Table 3). What
this indicates is that students who participate in the SL projects
conclude their studies with a greater satisfaction with the training
they received in the university, both in terms of its usefulness for
their life and for their future profession.

Nevertheless, not all students involved in SL scored
homogeneously on this scale. Looking at the profile of the

TABLE 1 | Pretest/posttest differences in the experimental group’s (EG’s)
perception of the university training.

Factor Experimental group

Pretest Posttest t df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Connection
between the
studied subject and
real life

4.62 0.489 4.69 0.476 −3.725 778 0.000

Satisfaction with
the training

3.37 0.834 3.43 0.850 −2.278 779 0.023

Uncertainty about
the future

3.06 0.940 3.12 0.988 −1.480 771 0.139

TABLE 2 | Pretest/posttest differences in the control group’s (CG’s) perception of
the university training.

Factor Control group

Pretest Postest T df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Connection
between the
studied subject and
real life

4.69 0.393 4.69 0.514 −0.102 358 0.919

Satisfaction with
the training

3.16 0.854 3.23 0.882 −1.777 357 0.076

Uncertainty about
the future

3.06 0.916 3.16 1.001 −2.026 351 0.044
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TABLE 3 | Differences between the EG and the CG in the perception of the
university training (posttest).

Factor Levene’s test for
equality of variances

t df Bilateral
sig.

F Sig.

Connection between the
studied subject and real life

1.112 0.292 −0.207 1,145 0.836

Satisfaction with the
training

0.589 0.443 −3.672 1,143 0.000

Uncertainty about the future 0.390 0.532 0.600 1,131 0.548

students, we observed within the EG some variations in the
scores obtained. Firstly, the women differentiated from men
in that they had a more positive appraisal of the connection
between academic subject and real life (MWomen − MMen = 0.17,
p = 0.000). In the same factor, the students who had already
participated in university service activities scored higher, marking
differences from those who had never been involved in this type
of initiatives (MPrevious service − MNo Previous service = 0.10,
p = 0.005).

Finally, in matters of the area of study, there are differences
concerning the satisfaction with training. Students of Health
Sciences and Engineering-Architecture who got involved
in SL ended their participation in these projects markedly
more satisfied with the training they received in the university
(MHealth Sciences and Engineering−Architecture − MSocial−Legal Sciences and
Arts−Humanities = 0.59, p = 0.000).

Social Participation
In the second of the scales, when measuring the levels of
participations in activities of social outreach and volunteering,
both in and out of the university, both groups shared a significant
evolution between the two applications of the instrument
(Tables 4, 5). However, we must pay due attention in the means
obtained here, which are quite low, reflecting a rather sporadic
participation of the university students in volunteer work or
community service activity.

Besides the evolution witnessed by all the students throughout
the evaluated period, we also found differences between them
in matters of their participation in SL projects (Table 6). Thus,
in posttest stage, those who were involved in these experiences
showed higher levels of participation in other service areas.

Again, there were significant differences within the EG at
the end of the projects. In this case, the variables which had
an influence were the cycle of studies and the area of study.
As far as the cycle is concerned, students of the first two
academic years showed higher levels of social participation
and involvement in volunteering when they end the SL
project (MFirst cycle − MSecond cycle = 0.10, p = 0.027). The
Social-Legal Sciences and Arts-Humanities students also
finished their involvement in SL showing a higher level of
participation in social outreach activities than students from
the areas of Health Sciences and Engineering-Architecture
(MSocial−Legal Sciences and Arts−Humanities − MHealth and

Engineering−Architecture = 0.21, p = 0.000).

TABLE 4 | Pretest/posttest differences within the experimental group in matters of
social participation.

Factor Experimental group

Pretest Posttest t df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Social participation 1.31 0.463 1.47 0.634 −7.757 777 0.000

TABLE 5 | Pretest/posttest differences within the control group in matters of
social participation.

Factor Control group

Pretest Posttest t df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Social participation 1.29 0.469 1.34 0.543 −2.658 357 0.008

TABLE 6 | Differences between the EG and the CG in matters of social
participation (posttest).

Factor Levene’s test for
equality of variances

T df Bilateral
sig.

F Sig.

Social participation 6.123 0.013 −3.600 809.18 0.000

Civic and Social Competences
Finally, regarding the evolution in the students’ perception
on the level of development of a set of civic and social
competences, both groups experienced significant improvement
(Tables 7, 8). Whereas all students increased their scores obtained
in leadership, where at the start the numbers were at their lowest,
those who participated in service learning, also improved their
teamwork skills and the relationship with others.

In this scale no significant differences were found between
the two groups at the end of the projects (Table 9). However,
within the EG, there were numerous differences according to the
students’ profile and there we may list some relevant aspects in
the four variables of our analysis:

– Regarding gender, women scored higher in most
factors. More specifically, they differentiated themselves
positively from the men with regard to pro-social
behavior (MWomen − MMen = 0.23, p = 0.000),
intercultural competence (MWomen − MMen = 0.29,
p = 0.000), and teamwork and relationship with others
(MWomen − MMen = 0.12, p = 0.017). Nevertheless,
in matters of leadership, it is men who scored higher
(MMen − MWomen = 0.12, p = 0.011).

– With regard to the cycle of studies, just as in the
case of the social participation scale, it is again the
students in the first 2 years who had the advantage over
their colleagues in matters of intercultural competence
(MFirst cycle − MSecond cycle = 0.13, p = 0.004).
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TABLE 7 | Pretest/posttest differences within the experimental group in matters of
civic and social competences.

Factor Experimental group

Pretest Posttest t df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Prosocial behavior 4.39 0.419 4.41 0.430 −1.409 754 0.159

Leadership 3.69 0.557 3.82 0.599 −7.440 774 0.000

Intercultural
competence

4.26 0.594 4.27 0.625 −0.926 775 0.355

Teamwork and
relationship with others

4.20 0.549 4.23 0.583 −2.267 780 0.024

TABLE 8 | Pretest/posttest differences within the control group in matters of civic
and social competences.

Factor Control group

Pretest Posttest T df p

Mean SD Mean SD

Prosocial behavior 4.39 0.395 4.40 0.390 −0.565 348 0.572

Leadership 3.63 0.575 3.76 0.558 −5.025 354 0.000

Intercultural
competence

4.25 0.593 4.22 0.616 0.945 360 0.345

Teamwork and
relationship with others

4.21 0.517 4.20 0.571 0.141 357 0.888

TABLE 9 | Differences between the EG and the CG in matters of civic and social
competences (posttest).

Factor Levene’s test for
equality of variances

T df Bilateral
sig.

F Sig.

Prosocial behavior 0.854 0.356 −0.387 1,117 0.699

Leadership 0.774 0.379 −1.655 1,136 0.098

Intercultural
competence

0.953 0.329 −1.453 1,141 0.147

Teamwork and
relationship with others

0.288 0.592 −0.807 1,142 0.420

– Regarding the area of study, it is the students of Social-
Legal Sciences and Arts-Humanities who scored higher
on intercultural competence (MSocial−Legal Sciences and
Arts−Humanities − MHealth and Engineering−Architecture = 0.20,
p = 0.003).

– Finally, there were also differences within the EG
according to the previous participation in service activities
promoted by the university. Specifically, those who
had participated in such activities were the ones who
achieved better results in matters of pro-social behavior
(MPrevious service − MNo previous service = 0.08, p = 0.038).

To finish with the interpretation of the results, Figure 1
is presented below with the intention of facilitating the

understanding of the results obtained by both groups in the two
applications of the questionnaire.

DISCUSSION

The study was based on the students’ perception of the extent
to which they think they have developed a certain set of
competences which would be useful in terms of life development
and employability. Let us then start by assessing the way in which
they perceive their training in the university.

The first finding has to do with the positive appraisal
the students, having participated in SL courses, make of the
connection between their subject contents and real life. At this
point, the results are close to what we found in the renowned
work by Eyler and Giles (1999). There as well possibilities to
apply the theoretical knowledge in real life translated into a
greater motivation of the students involved in SL. This bears
close similarity to the findings of Alonso et al. (2013), since
the students stated that participation in SL influenced their
motivation, given its practical character and the possibilities to
establish relationships with real life in a similar professional
environment. Neither should we forget the studies in which
it is the teaching staff who give a positive appraisal to the
possibility of applying the concepts of the instructed material in
real contexts, resulting in an increase in the students’ satisfaction
(Weglarz and Seybert, 2004).

What we are showing in this study is precisely the fact that
those students who participated in SL not only evolved positively
in their own satisfaction with the training that they received, but
also finished the projects differentiating themselves from their
colleagues in this dimension. In this way, we give a solid backing
to results coming from studies as the one carried out by Astin and
Sax (1998), in which a group of students participating in SL also
reported higher levels of satisfaction with the training received,
explained in terms of relevance for real life and for professional
exercise, which are aspects identical to those we have considered
in our own study.

It was also demonstrated, that not only were the students
involved in SL more satisfied with the education they receive in
the university, but that their peers in the CG seem to reduce their
levels of optimism—initially higher—with regard to said training
(Moely et al., 2002a). It shouldn’t come as a surprise, therefore,
that there are studies in which more than 90% of the students
declare that they would like to participate again in SL courses
and would also recommend that their colleagues do the same
(Folgueiras et al., 2013).

The last element around which students’ perception of the
university education revolved was the uncertainty about the
future. In particular, our data showed that those who participated
in SL did not manifest significant changes in this respect,
although their colleagues involved in a more traditional learning
dynamic, seemed to have more acute levels of uncertainty when
the end of their studies was drawing near.

In this sense, even if they varied in the magnitude of
the difference shown, the results we present here back those
given by studies which demonstrate that SL does influence the
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FIGURE 1 | Experimental group (EG) and control group (CG) scores in pretest and posttest. Source: own elaboration.

vocational development of students, seeming to contribute to
their professional growth in terms of skill development (Weiss
et al., 2016), with an orientative bias toward professional careers
focused on service to the community (Astin et al., 2000). The
most significant aspect is that it generates in the students
some possibly more positive expectations regarding their future
professional exercise (Aramburuzabala and García, 2012).

Once we have ascertained the degree of perceptive influence
on the university training of students, we will approach the
levels of social participation and of commitment to volunteering.
That which is most clear in this particular aspect is that all
students increased their levels of involvement in such activities,
although those who participated in SL ended up doing it
more assiduously.

This fact would, therefore, allow us to consider SL a
methodology likely to connect the students with methods and
issues rooted in community life, which promises some impact
in the levels of social participation (Sotelino et al., 2019). The
fact that it was shown that graduates who, during their student
days, were involved in SL projects maintained non-negligible
levels of participation in volunteer work is very significant
(Fenzel and Peyrot, 2005; Moely and Ilustre, 2019). However,
we cannot overlook the fact that our results point to a rather
reduced involvement in social matters, which is more or less in
keeping with what was already known about the Spanish student
population (Jover, 2016).

Finally, changes have been observed in the levels of
development of certain civic and social competences. The first
of these is leadership, in which all students increased their
scores, which does not allow us to associate this improvement
with the participation in SL projects (Deeley, 2014; Moely and
Ilustre, 2014). This is exactly the opposite of what was seen
in the case of teamwork and relationship to others, where
only the subjects from the EG significantly raised their scores.
What becomes evident once more is that we are dealing with
a methodology, with a marked interpersonal and relational
component, given the reiteration of gains already observed
in matters of teamwork (Hébert and Hauf, 2015), capacity of
maintaining good relationships with others (García García and
Sánchez Calleja, 2017), relational quality between professors and

students (Alonso et al., 2013; Folgueiras et al., 2013) and certainly
in the development of social capital (D’Agostino, 2010).

However, in the study we did not observe any significant
results with regard to pro-social behavior and intercultural
competence. This is in spite of the already recognized potential
for SL to work on the pro-social disposition and civic competence
of the students (Moely et al., 2002a; Celio et al., 2011), as well
as on their intercultural competence and acceptance of diversity
(Einfeld and Collins, 2008; Holsapple, 2012). It is, therefore, clear
that on this scale no differences were detected between the two
groups of students. Let us then go on to the last of the analyses
carried out, that of the differences within the EG itself.

The first aspect is that this analysis revealed significantly
better results in the case of women. More specifically, women
scored higher in matters of how they appreciated the connection
between subject contents and real life, the pro-social behavior,
the intercultural competence, as well as teamwork and the
relationship with others. As for men, they scored better in
leadership. It is, therefore, clear that women are better when it
comes to skills that are more strictly social; this is in line with the
works conducted by McCarthy and Tucker (1999) and Moely and
Ilustre (2019).

When considering the cycle of studies as variable for grouping
the students who were involved in SL projects, we found that
students of the first 2 years were the ones showing better
levels of social participation in volunteer work as well as of
intercultural competence. These data certainly did not support
the idea expressed by Deeley (2015), who stated that SL could be
a methodology more appropriate for students in the later years,
invoking their better preparation for enrolling in this type of
initiatives. In any case, the influence of SL on students in the
earlier years was confirmed by other studies; they even showed
that SL influenced decision making regarding the continuation of
their university studies (Bringle et al., 2010; Reed et al., 2015).

We were also able to prove the appropriateness of devoting
specific research efforts and initiatives to the different areas
of study. In this regard, students of Social and Legal Sciences
as well as students of Arts and Humanities scored far
better in strictly social matters (social participation and
intercultural competence), while those studying Health Sciences
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and Engineering and Architecture scored better in their
satisfaction with the training they received. These results are in
line with the position taken by Zlotkowski (2000), mainly that
SL cannot be designed and implemented in the same way in
every subject of study, which will surely be reflected in non-
coincidental results among the students.

We conclude by referring to the influence of the fact of having
participated in other service-activities promoted by the university
on the results obtained by the students in SL courses. Those
who had previously participated in these initiatives showed a
more positive appraisal of the connection between studies and
real life and higher levels of pro-social behavior. Certainly, this
has already been shown in other studies, considering the effects
of prior participation both in other SL projects (Brandes and
Randall, 2011) and in volunteering (Astin et al., 2006). What these
studies indicated, to be more precise, is that those students had
both a better preparation and pre-disposition.

We believe that the results obtained allow us to answer the
raised research question, since we were able to confirm that
SL leads to a better level of development of important life
competences for university students, even in comparison with
their classmates who do not participate in this type of courses.

Even so, it must be acknowledged that the scope of this work
is not unrelated to the social and cultural context, in which it
is also important to understand the role of the university in
each era. What this means is that the soft skills, under this
or any other name, have received much more attention in the
European Higher Education Area than in any other university
structures, especially under the European Union’s educational
and employment policies (Clarke and Winch, 2006). Precisely
for this reason, there is an urgent need for further studies, such
as this, that aim to address with appropriate methodologies the
adaptability of SL to the European university model, beyond the
benefits that have been demonstrated in other contexts, as is the
case of the United States.

In short, the extracted data contribute to the development
of knowledge about the social and community value that active
methodologies may have in the learning process of university
students. We believe that the analysis carried out allows us to
reinforce the role of learning which, due to not being specific to
an academic discipline, has a positive impact on the personal,
social, and professional progress of students. We should bear
in mind that SL is not only about providing coverage for a
better mastery of academic content, but also about making this
content available for civic and social development in response
to the needs of the environment. Thus, it allows working on
the pedagogical principles that define the new educational model
that is inherent to the EHEA, in which learning is focused on
the student’s work and the social and community dimension
becomes increasingly important as a context of practice and
enrichment for future graduates (González and Wagenaar, 2003;
Santos Rego et al., 2020b).

CONCLUSION

It is the experience accumulated in the scientific study of
SL in the educational system in general and in university

education in particular, which further strengthens our belief
in the importance of not considering this methodology as
only a vehicle for achieving a more complete education of
the student in academic terms. It should also be viewed as
a substantial part of a pedagogical program with practical
perspectives, whose functionality has been constantly associated
with gains in cognitive and non-cognitive skills, but in any
case is unequivocally linked to some dimensions of the
social and professional life of students, obviously including
university students.

With all proper precautions, the results of the present article
demonstrate that this path of research is not unimportant,
nor lacking not strong epistemic promises so as to continue
emphasizing the need to constantly evaluate, with solid
procedures, the competences likely to optimize the options for
the future of the graduates.

In our study, the differences between the EG and the CG
confirmed the narrative of a considerable effectiveness of SL,
given that the EG evolved positively in more variables than
the CG. It is a fact, very well observed here, that in the
posttest stage the first of the groups distinguished itself for
the better in a considerable number of variables. Therein lies
the support that the data gave to the use of SL as a way to
develop certain types of learning and certain generic competences
for life and employment, in a better way than other, more
conventional, methodologies.

Another aspect, which must not be overlooked just because it
has already been noted in the literature relevant to this topic, is
the connection of SL with academic learning, without forgetting
the frequent complicity between generic and specific skills. It
certainly occurs with the variables we studied, i.e., the perception
of university education, indicating motivation or satisfaction
because of its usefulness; the social participation stemming from
the involvement in SL, synonymous to commitment and action;
or the civic and social competences, among which the pro-
social behavior or the teamwork are relevant. These are—we
should recall—variables which mediate the students’ academic
performance (Mella et al., 2015).

But, in addition to that, our intention was to approach
these competences as if they were a passport for a better
development of those abilities which are more relevant for
employability. We see how the first of the scales highlighted
the training that is linked to real life, the usefulness of this
training or the uncertainty about one’s future after graduation.
In addition, it is precisely in these areas that SL manifests itself
as a methodology which marks strong connections between
theory and practice, bringing the students closer to some of the
professional scenarios awaiting them.

Owing to the second scale, we can also reiterate the potential
SL has within the framework of an informal education planting
the seeds of competences related to the employability (Santos
Rego et al., 2018). It is in the last of the scales that the
possible association between the civic-social competences and the
employment of university students was clearly shown, beyond the
classical contrast between an integral training along humanistic
lines and a training based on a strictly mercantile logic (Santos
Rego et al., 2020a).
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However, it would be rather naive to conclude that all the
participating students showed an identical level of development.
What we can infer from these results is the need to determine
in advance, in certain variables, if we wish to optimize the
implementation of the projects, as well as their impact in practical
contexts. We are referring, among other things, to gender, to the
academic year for which a SL project was designed, to previous
participation in service activities, or the subject and field which
we are dealing with. In line with very well-known references in
the field (Zlotkowski, 2000), we advocate for further studies of
SL tailored to the disciplinary structure of the various spheres
of knowledge, with an emphasis on the students’ vocational and
professional dimensions.

We also need to emphasize a limitation of this article,
which needs to be taken into account for the future. It is
the attention which the pedagogical features of the projects
deserve, especially if concerted efforts will be made to define
quality criteria for them. What this can and must require is
a closer monitoring of the experiences, in order to consider,
on-site, keys of educational intervention likely to result in
differences in the students’ learning gradients (the quality
and depth of reflection and the students’ participation in
the conception and implementation of the project would
be some of them).

Coming to the end of this article and in a similar line
of methodological self-criticism, we are displeased by the
impossibility to have chance to determine the composition of the
groups (the experimental and the control one) together with their
allocation to the treatment (participation in the SL program). It is
obvious that a study may be affected by the circumstance and/or
type of participation (volunteer vs. mandatory) of the students.
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University, as a social institution as defined in the European Higher Education Area,
must be a benchmark in the preparation for beginning employment and education for
the exercise of active citizenship. Therefore its functions include the development of
knowledge and skills needed for appropriate personal performance in various social
and professional arenas. This education is complex and requires bringing together
specific and generic (or transversal) competencies. The fundamental aim of this
study is to present the construction and validation of a questionnaire for evaluating
generic competencies acquired via practical service-learning education and the potential
employability of university students. Empirical analysis of the reliability and validity of the
instrument was performed with a sample of 564 university students (67.2% women),
aged between 18 and 59 years old, although with the majority between 18 and 22
(M = 20.96). Following exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, as well as analysis of
the items and the internal consistency of the scale, the results allow us to conclude that
the internal consistency and validity of the Questionnaire on University Students’ Generic
Competencies are satisfactory. The proposed measurement model incorporates various
prior theoretical contributions, and offers a complementary scale that may contribute to
advancing research into service-learning and employability.

Keywords: generic competencies, employability, university students, higher education, learning-service,
COMGAU

INTRODUCTION

Twenty-first century society is in the middle of a social and technological revolution which is
producing new contexts that people must adapt to, contributing to the construction of processes
that improve people’s overall quality of life. Sound training facilitates students’ transition into
the world of work and lays the foundation for social harmony (Ambrosy, 2015), however,
achieving that requires us to predict these new social, economic, and educational situations,
and use methodologies that combine theory and practice to bring these contexts into the
university environment. In the areas of economics and employment, Drittich (2016) called these
transformations the Fourth Industrial Revolution. In this revolution, the knowledge society (with
particular attention to education and creativity) has become especially important, and it has
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produced new dynamics between the educational system and
the world of work, particularly due to the demand for
academic training that is more suited to the needs of industry
(Santos-Rego et al., 2018).

“In this way the mission of the university as a social institution
emerges, as one of the most important elements of culture
and society that must help in its transformation, maintaining
quality and competitiveness and helping to respond to the
general needs and problems in life that humanity is facing”
(Rodríguez-Fernández et al., 2019, p. 7). The demands of modern
society strengthen the need for students to have comprehensive
training, they must take on responsibilities and develop key
competencies for an ever-changing social and professional
environment (Álvarez-Benítez and Asensio-Muñoz, 2020).

The Spanish response to the process of university convergence
in Europe at the end of the 20th century was swift, with Spain
adapting its university system to a new contextual framework.
The new European Higher Education Area (EHEA) brought with
it changes that Spanish universities took on board and which
particularly had impacts on improving the teaching-learning
process (encouraging initiatives so that students acquired
competencies that met their aspirations and the needs of society),
improving students’ employability (and their acquisition of
appropriate competencies that allowed them more effective entry
into the job market), the structural reform of undergraduate
degrees, and the trend toward creating more inclusive systems
due to the growing diversity of the European population at
this time (Mella, 2020). The EHEA is therefore, according to
Rodríguez-Fernández et al. (2019), an excellent opportunity to
reflect on the model of university that we want to create.

Continuous training and competency-based learning are two
of the mainstays of the new educational model at university
(Gargallo, 2016). Universities have the fundamental role of
producing graduates with appropriate skills and competencies
to satisfy the needs of employers and the modern world (Pheko
and Molefhe, 2017; Mtawa et al., 2019), producing rounded
citizens (Archer and Chetty, 2013; Walker and Fongwa, 2017)
aimed at the public good (Walker and McLean, 2013), creating
opportunities for all and reinforcing inclusive, humanist values
(Murris, 2016).

The focus on competencies arose because of the difficulties
graduates had in entering and staying in the job market (Brice,
2018; Mtawa et al., 2019). From a pragmatic perspective, the
conditions of work, globalization, and the knowledge society
are factors that place a series of demands on universities
explaining the importance of introducing competency-based
teaching-learning approaches (González-Maura and González-
Tirados, 2008; Mella, 2020). González and Wagenaar (2003), via
their Tuning Project, distinguished between specific competencies
(strictly academic in nature, associated with each area of study)
and generic/transversal competencies (covered in all courses or
areas of study). The latter are the product of an open university
with close ties to external social agents (Mella, 2020).

Chell and Athayde (2011) confirmed that nowadays the main
concern related to graduates moving to the world of work
is to have given them the skills and competencies that the
labor system needs, taking for granted the fact that specific

(academic) competencies alone are not sufficient. Studies such
as the Reflex Project (Allen and Van der Velden, 2007),
the aforementioned Tuning Project (González and Wagenaar,
2003), and the Galician University Quality System Agency
(Agencia para la Calidad del Sistema Universitario de Galicia
[ACSUG], 2014) highlight the importance of generic skills
and competencies and new requirements for graduates in the
job market, emphasizing skills such as working in teams and
communication (Archer and Davison, 2008).

These generic competencies must be flexible and
adaptable (Allen and Van der Velden, 2011), multifunctional,
multidimensional, and have a high level of mental complexity
(Rychen and Salganik, 2003). Santos-Rego et al. (2018)
summarized the different generic or transversal competencies
and related them to what the labor market most often requested
from university qualifications. They included instrumental
competencies (which need the combination of manual skills and
cognitive abilities needed for professional competence, including
cognitive, methodological, technological, and linguistic skills),
interpersonal competencies (personal and relationship skills
such as working in teams, expression of social or ethical
commitment), and systemic competencies (involving skills and
abilities concerning systems as a whole, such as the capacity to
learn, adaptability, creativity, and leadership skills).

Griesel and Parker (2009) and Hinchliffe and Jolly (2011)
highlighted the consistency in meaning in the attributes of
employability defined as generic competencies, which include
diversity awareness, interpersonal skills, self-management,
digital literacy, communication skills, critical thinking, and
team working, among others. In addition Pheko and Molefhe
(2017) identified 14 generic skills: literacy, communication,
enthusiasm/commitment, arithmetic, timekeeping, personal
appearance, working in a team, information technology in
general, dealing with customers, problem solving, specific
vocational skills for the job, advanced professional skills for the
specific job, entrepreneurial awareness, and enterprising abilities.

As we can see, the restructuring demanded of universities
is aimed at balancing the production of “useful machines” for
the labor market and the education of citizens with values that
contribute to the development of a fairer, more just society,
and all of that with an educational approach that encourages
the complete development of the individual. Recent graduates
need to be agile enough to adapt to a rapidly changing work
environment (Coffelt et al., 2016), they need the attention
necessary to learn this new work, and the humility to realize
that they have a lot to learn despite having a university degree
(Beaton, 2017). The university should also seek solutions to
reduce graduate unemployment by developing and encouraging
generic competencies (Mella, 2020).

Service-Learning, Development of
Generic Competencies, and
Employability
Not crediting the minimum competencies valued and required
in our society means great difficulties entering the job market
and places people in our country in this situation at greater risk
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of social exclusion and vulnerability due to poverty (Sarasa and
Sales, 2009; Boada et al., 2011; Gil-Flores, 2011). Service-learning
is one of the educational approaches that best combines the social,
ethical, and civic dimensions of professional profiles within the
mix of professional competencies (Tejada, 2013). It is therefore
an educational strategy with great potential to facilitate access to
employment (Gallagher, 2007; Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2018).

Sotelino et al. (2019) emphasized the notable impact of
the service-learning methodology on participants and the
community, with the greatest effects being in higher education
(Chiva-Bartoll and Gil-Gómez, 2018). In addition, Santos-Rego
et al. (2015) reiterated the suitability of service-learning for
addressing the educational process in a comprehensive manner,
from the acquisition of cognitive and academic skills to civic-
social skills.

Brice (2018) and Mtawa et al. (2019) underlined the fact
that, in addition to developing human skills, service-learning
has great potential for improving graduates’ employability. It is
also a useful teaching tool for producing competent graduates
because it allows close connections between the academic
and working worlds. Participating in service-learning projects
increases students’ chances of finding and keeping a job (De
Leon, 2014; Peterson et al., 2014; Hebert and Hauf, 2015). In
addition to purely academic skills, service-learning develops
students’ social awareness and active citizenship (Bringle and
Clayton, 2012; Mayor-Paredes, 2019; Opazo et al., 2019) along
with socio-relational skills such as empathy, managing groups,
resilience, and solidarity (Whitley et al., 2017; An and Decker,
2019; Calvo et al., 2019). In terms of professional skills, Folgueiras
et al. (2018) showed that students acquired numerous generic
competencies through service-learning, particularly working in
teams, ethical commitment, adaptability to new situations, and
problem solving. Similarly Naval and Arbués (2016) confirmed
the positive effect of service-learning on the development of
generic competencies including professional communication
skills, leadership and motivation, working in teams, project
management, techniques for beginning work and professional
development, negotiation skills, decision-making and problem-
solving, dealing with customers, initiative, creativity, and
change management.

The goal of this study is to obtain evidence to support
maximizing the educational potential of service-learning in
modern universities, which are tasked with an ever more
demanding professionalizing function. In Spain there have been
contributions from studies referring to the implementation of
service-learning, such as Resch et al. (2020), but sufficiently
thorough work using appropriate methodologies is scarce. For
this reason we have proposed the construction and validation of
a questionnaire to evaluate acquired generic competencies and
university students’ potential employability from the practical
educational approach offered by service-learning.

Specifically, our hypotheses guiding the study are as follows:

(a) The COMGAU (Questionnaire on University Students’
Generic Competencies based on the initials in the Spanish
version) will demonstrate adequate factorial validity via a

two-scale structure, a Generic Competencies scale and a
scale of competencies directly related to employability.

(b) The scales will demonstrate adequate internal consistency,
with Cronbach alpha values above 0.70.

(c) The factors from the questionnaire will stand out as
predictors of acquired generic competencies and the level
of university students’ potential employability.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample
Empirical analysis of the questionnaire’s reliability and validity
was carried out using a convenience sample of 564 university
students (67.2% women) aged between 18 and 59 years old,
although most were between 18 and 22 (M = 20.96). The students
were studying social and legal sciences (88.4%), engineering
and architecture (9.6%), and lastly arts and humanities (2%).
Data collection was carried out at the University of Santiago
de Compostela (Spain), on the Lugo campus (40.4%) and the
Santiago de Compostela campus (59.6%).

Instrument
The instrument we proposed was a questionnaire for evaluating
acquired generic competencies and university students’
potential employability.

The final questionnaire was the result of the following phases:

(1) Literature review, performed by the research team and
triangulated with external validation from five expert judges
(national and international) in service-learning using a
correction template. They were asked to assess the items in
terms of validity criteria, location, intelligibility, and non-
duality.

(2) A Pilot test with 50 students to validate the linguistic
suitability of the items and their fit to the starting construct.

(3) Psychometric validation of the instrument, which is
reported in this article.

The final questionnaire, called COMGAU (COMGAU based
on the initials in the Spanish version) was made up of two scales:

(1) One generic competencies scale made up of 17 items (of the
33 formulated initially) grouped in five factors: leadership
ability (five items), interpersonal skills (three items),
intercultural ability (four items), collaborative online skills
(three items), and analysis and summary skills (two items).

(2) A scale of items directly associated with employability (nine
items).

Responses to the items were given on a Likert-type scale –as it
is one of the most commonly used formats in social sciences, in
addition to performing well (Blanco and Alvarado, 2005)— with
five response alternatives, the optimum number as indicated by
Matas (2018), where 1 is not at all and 5 is a lot.

Following the review and the analysis, prior to its
psychometric assessment, the COMGAU was organized as
follows: (1) the objective of the questionnaire, instructions, and
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thanks, (2) data on the person completing the questionnaire, (3)
data on experience of service-learning, and (4) acknowledgments
and contact details.

Procedure
The study was approved by the University of Santiago de
Compostela Ethics Committee. Following that, the instrument
was applied during the 2019/2020 academic year. It was
distributed in the participating centers, accompanied by
members of the research team who were present during
the application. Prior to that a participation agreement
was signed ensuring compliance with the ethical guidelines
of the American Psychological Association [APA] (2009)
with respect to consent, confidentiality, and anonymity
of responses.

Students present at the time of the study participated
voluntarily. They completed the questionnaire in approximately
15 min in a suitable, distraction-free environment. The
study was performed via the application of a transversal
survey design. This type of design allows the description
of a population at a given point in time. In addition, it
allows the establishment of relationships between variables and
between the different segments making up the population
(León and Montero, 2015).

To avoid falsified responses, we excluded any kind of question
from the instrument that may have allowed subjects’ identities to
be recognized and recorded an identifying code that respected
respondents’ anonymity.

Data Analysis
To verify the psychometric properties of the questionnaire, we
calculated the descriptive statistics of the sample for each of the
scales, also analyzing the item properties. Following that, and
also for each scale, we performed an Exploratory Factor Analysis
(AFE) using IBM-SPSS.25, following the principal component
extraction method with Varimax rotation. From that we obtained
the reliability of each of the factors through Cronbach’s alpha,
and finally, using structural equation models with the AMOS.20
program, we assessed model fit using the corresponding statistics
(Byrne, 2001).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics: Generic
Competencies Scale
Table 1 gives the descriptive statistics and the item-total
correlations which show: (1) acceptable values, (2) that symmetry
and kurtosis indicate a sufficiently normal distribution, and (3)
that the item-total correlations were all significant.

Exploratory Factor Analysis: Generic
Competencies Scale
First we calculated the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure
of sampling adequacy, Bartlett’s sphericity test was significant
(p < 0.001), indicating the data was suitable. We performed

the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test of normality, producing suitable
values in all cases (p > 0.05). We performed an AFE by principal
components and Varimax rotation, with the following descriptive
statistics: KMO = 0.86; χ2 (136) = 2490.867; p < 0.001. Table 2
shows the results, indicating a structure made up of five factors in
which all of the items had factorial loadings above 0.40 (Mullan
et al., 1997). We obtained eigenvalues above 1 and a total variance
explained of 59.85%.

We used Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951) to assess
the questionnaire’s reliability which is considered the most
appropriate for instruments whose final scores are found by
additive processes or the accumulation of points (Nunnally,
1978). Analysis of the 17 items gave an alpha coefficient
(Cronbach’s α) of 0.87 indicating high internal consistency, which
did not increase on the elimination of some of the items. Table 3
shows the index of homogeneity and the alpha coefficient for
each of the factors.

This first scale, the generic competencies scale, is made up of
five factors. Factor I, composed of five items (E1_3, E1_8, E1_9,
E1_22, and E1_26), Factor II with three items (E1_29, E1_30,
and E1_31), Factor III with four items (E1_4, E1_5, E1_15, and
E1_23), Factor IV with three items (E1_6, E1_11, and E1_32), and
Factor V with two items (E1_1 and E1_2).

In terms of the internal consistency of the items making up
Factor I, the α coefficient was 0.76 indicating good reliability. The
values for the items making up Factors II and III was slightly
lower (0.74 and 0.72 respectively), whereas the consistency for
Factor IV was 0.57 and for Factor V it was 0.51 –which can
be justified as the calculation of alpha is sensitive to the small
number of items making up the factor–. Table 3 shows that none
of the values of alpha increased if items were eliminated.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis: Generic
Competencies Scale
In order to confirm the factorial structure produced by
the exploratory analysis, we performed a confirmatory factor
analysis, using the maximum likelihood estimation method
together with the Bootstrapping procedure which ensured
that the results were robust, and thus not affected by the
lack of multivariate normality (Byrne, 2001). Considering that
the value of χ2 is very sensitive to small deviations of the
hypothesized model when working with large samples (Jöreskog
and Sörbom, 1993), we used the following indices of fit to assess
the fit of the model: χ2/df (Chi-square/Degrees of Freedom),
CFI (Comparative Fit Index), TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index), IFI
(Incremental Fit Index), NFI (Normed Fit Index), GFI (Goodness
of Fit Index), SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Residual), and
RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation). For
χ2/df values below 5 are considered acceptable (Bentler, 1995),
whereas Hu and Bentler (1999) consider values for GFI and the
incremental indices (CFI, TLI, IFI, and NFI) above 0.90 to be
acceptable, and values above 0.95 to be excellent. Finally, the
model is considered to have a good fit if the SRMR is below 0.08
and the RMSEA is below 0.06 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

As Figure 1 shows and given the indices in Table 4, we confirm
that the proposed model is adequate, and is clearly consistent
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics, indices of asymmetry and kurtosis, and item-total correlation.

M SD Asymmetry Kurtosis Item-total correlation*

Standard error Standard error

E1_1 3.66 0.71 −0.016 0.103 −0.278 0.205 0.520**

E1_2 3.43 0.82 −0.104 0.103 0.002 0.206 0.414**

E1_3 3.75 0.94 −0.510 0.103 −0.170 0.206 0.493**

E1_4 3.61 0.78 −0.344 0.103 0.215 0.206 0.477**

E1_5 3.02 1.07 −0.002 0.103 −0.718 0.205 0.432**

E1_6 3.48 0.94 −0.225 0.103 −0.323 0.206 0.397**

E1_8 3.83 0.76 −0.355 0.103 0.306 0.206 0.558**

E1_9 3.69 0.99 −0.572 0.103 −0.194 0.205 0.570**

E1_11 4.10 0.84 −0.798 0.103 0.332 0.205 0.403**

E1_15 3.35 1.01 −0.053 0.103 −0.558 0.206 0.621**

E1_22 3.46 1.06 −0.228 0.103 −0.702 0.206 0.625**

E1_23 3.24 0.90 0.169 0.103 −0.296 0.206 0.541**

E1_26 3.64 0.91 −0.361 0.103 −0.221 0.206 0.634**

E1_29 3.27 1.10 −0.172 0.103 −0.625 0.206 0.645**

E1_30 3.40 0.92 −0.188 0.103 −0.308 0.206 0.606**

E1_31 3.74 0.81 −0.259 0.103 −0.089 0.206 0.616**

E1_32 3.70 0.83 −0.232 0.103 −0.176 206 0.535**

Generic competencies scale. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 | Exploratory factor analysis.

Factor I Factor II Factor III Factor IV Factor V Communality (h2)

E1_9 0.72 0.605

E1_3 0.68 0.493

E1_8 0.71 0.559

E1_22 0.55 0.533

E1_26 0.58 0.587

E1_31 0.78 0.723

E1_29 0.76 0.670

E1_30 0.68 0.578

E1_5 0.82 0.682

E1_15 0.72 0.626

E1_23 0.70 0.546

E1_4 0.55 0.448

E1_32 0.76 0.669

E1_11 0.72 0.616

E1_6 0.63 0.538

E1_2 0.83 0.573

E1_1 0.65 5.73

% Variance explained 29.46 10.21 7.61 6.63 5.91

Generic competencies scale.

with the theoretical structure that guided the creation of the scale
and the corresponding items.

Descriptive Statistics: Employability
Scale
Following the analysis of reliability, this second scale was made
up of the nine original items. Table 5 gives the descriptive
statistics showing that the acceptable values, symmetry, and

kurtosis indicate a sufficiently normal distribution and that all of
the item-total correlations were significant.

Exploratory Factor Analysis:
Employability Scale
We determined the dimensionality of the scale using AFE,
following the method of principal component extraction and
Varimax rotation, with the following descriptive statistics:
KMO = 0.93; χ2 (36) = 870.965; p < 0.001. The initial extraction
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TABLE 3 | Index of homogeneity (IH).

IH Cronbach’s α if the element were removed

Factor I

E1_3 0.455 0.745

E1_8 0.518 0.728

E1_9 0.570 0.705

E1_22 0.550 0.714

E1_26 0.581 0.702

Factor II

E1_29 0.631 0.600

E1_30 0.539 0.698

E1_31 0.577 0.670

Factor III

E1_4 0.429 0.705

E1_5 0.528 0.652

E1_15 0.561 0.627

E1_23 0.538 0.644

Factor IV

E1_6 0.324 0.562

E1_11 0.346 0.517

E1_32 0.479 0.319

Factor V

E1_1 0.351

E1_2 0.351

Generic competencies scale.

produced a single significant factor which explained 54.83% of
the variance (see Table 6).

Analysis of the internal consistency of the final version of the
scale and all of its components required calculating Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient. This analysis of the nine items gave an alpha
coefficient (Cronbach’s α) of 0.895, indicating high internal
consistency. Table 7 shows the index of homogeneity and the
alpha coefficient for each factor making up the scale.

With a single factor, the employability scale was made up
of nine items (E1_1, E1_2, E1_3, E1_4, E1_5, E1_6, E1_7,
E1_8, and E1_9).

Confirmatory Factor Analysis:
Employability Scale
Given the values cited for the first scale in this study and looking
at the indices in Table 8, we confirm that the proposed model is
adequate, and is clearly consistent with the theoretical structure
that led the creation of the scale and its corresponding items (see
Figure 2 and Table 8).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Service-learning is not only a process that involves
transformation of academic life, personal, social, and citizenship
development, but is also one that involves employability
(Matthews et al., 2015). In this study we focused on the creation
and validation of a questionnaire aimed at assessing university
students’ acquired generic competencies and their potential

employability from practical service-learning education. We
began from the conceptualization of professional competence
as complex knowledge (Rychen and Salganik, 2003) linked to
action, the socio-professional context, and experience, and how
that is linked to service-learning.

As Tejada (2013) stated, the development of competencies
means a close collaboration between what the individual brings
to the work process and what the educational institution can
provide for development of competencies (for example, time
and space to reflect, the chance to take on appropriate levels
of responsibility, etc.). Consequently, it is necessary to have
criteria, evidence, and validated evaluation instruments that
allow us to measure the acquisition of generic competencies
that university students gain (Tobón et al., 2010) and their
potential employability from the practical educational approach
of service-learning (Brice, 2018; Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2018;
Folgueiras et al., 2018; Mtawa et al., 2019; Mella, 2020). We
consider the factorial structure of the COMGAU to have a good
theoretical fit.

Our results reinforce findings from previous studies
such as Chiva-Bartoll and Gil-Gómez (2018); Rodríguez-
Izquierdo (2018), and Sotelino et al. (2019), in which
they concluded that service-learning notably facilitates
the achievement of professional action skills in higher
education institutions. This consistency means that we have a
measuring instrument that can be used to check the acquisition
of competencies.

To go into more detail, the proposed instrument has two
scales: the generic competencies scale (17 items) and the
employability scale (9 items), totaling 26 items. From the
exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, the solution is
satisfactory both in the factorial structure of the scales and the
high internal consistency, according to what various authors
have stated in relation to the criteria to follow for confirming a
questionnaire’s validity (Merenda, 2007; Jackson et al., 2009).

With respect to the first scale, generic competencies, it is
made up of five factors: leadership skills, interpersonal skills,
intercultural skills, collaborative online skills, and analysis and
summarizing ability.

The items in the leadership skills factor describe the ability to
plan, coordinate, and organize, the ability to solve problems and
take decisions, leadership abilities (the ability to motivate others),
and the ability to take the initiative.

Factor II is composed of items directly related to social
interaction, which is why we have called it interpersonal skills.
The items refer to the ability to present products, ideas, and
reports in public, the ability to negotiate effectively, and written
and oral communication skills.

Factor III refers to intercultural skills. This is basic general
knowledge (general culture), the ability to write or speak in other
languages, the ability to work in an international setting, and
knowledge of cultures and customs in other countries.

Factor IV is related to collaborative online skills, it includes the
use of ICT, working in teams, and the ability to work online with
people and teams. These are all skills that make up this emerging
paradigm, as noted by Villa and Poblete (2011) of online learning
based on global interactivity, collaborative learning, and lifelong
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FIGURE 1 | CFA model for the Generic competencies scale.
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TABLE 4 | Goodness of fit indicators for the model.

χ2 df p χ2/df GFI CFI RMSEA (IC) SRMR

314.22 109 0.000 2.9 0.94 0.91 0.058 (0.050 _0.065) 0.048

Generic competencies scale.

TABLE 5 | Descriptive statistics, indices of asymmetry, kurtosis, and item-total correlation.

M SD Asymmetry Kurtosis Item-total correlation

Standard error Standard error

E1_1 2.84 0.87 0.046 0.168 −0.147 0.334 0.772**

E1_2 2.76 0.92 0.344 0.168 −0.344 0.334 0.597**

E1_3 3.23 1.02 −0.319 0.168 −0.369 0.335 0.724**

E1_4 3.41 0.97 −0.405 0.168 −0.076 0.334 0.759**

E1_5 2.95 1.02 −0.093 0.168 −0.539 0.334 0.742**

E1_6 3.01 0.95 −0.234 0.168 −0.403 0.334 0.750**

E1_7 2.80 1.01 0.175 0.168 −0.497 0.334 0.774**

E1_8 2.96 0.92 −0.098 0.168 −0.170 0.334 0.766**

E1_9 2.79 1.00 0.048 0.168 −0.269 0.334 0.572**

Employability scale. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 6 | Exploratory factor analysis.

Factor I Communality (h2)

E1_1 0.782 0.611

E1_2 0.581 0.337

E1_3 0.716 0.513

E1_4 0.758 0.575

E1_5 0.739 0.547

E1_6 0.748 0.559

E1_7 0.777 0.604

E1_8 0.775 0.600

E1_9 0.767 0.588

% Variance explained 54.83

Employability scale.

access to educational activities and resources (Harasim et al.,
2000; Fisher, 2005; Guitert et al., 2007; Fainholc, 2008).

Finally, Factor V, called analytical and summarizing
ability, as the name suggests, describes the ability to
analyze and summarize.

All of the factors are consistent with the Tuning Project
(González and Wagenaar, 2003), the Reflex project (Allen and
Van der Velden, 2007), and the ACSUG project (Agencia para
la Calidad del Sistema Universitario de Galicia [ACSUG], 2014).
In addition, the factors refer to the availability of professional
equipment and the use of necessary resources to perform a
given activity, which is consistent with previous studies that have
focused on generic competencies from this perspective (Santos-
Rego et al., 2018). That means understanding the competencies
examined in this study as a set of knowledge, procedures, and
attitudes that are combined, integrated, and coordinated, as many
previous studies have noted (Tejada, 1999, 2012; Echeverriìa,
2002; Naviìo, 2005; Rodríguez et al., 2010; Toboìn, 2007).

TABLE 7 | Index of homogeneity (IH).

IH Cronbach’s α if the element were removed

Factor I

E1_1 0.708 0.880

E1_2 0.491 0.895

E1_3 0.633 0.886

E1_4 0.682 0.882

E1_5 0.655 0.884

E1_6 0.673 0.882

E1_7 0.698 0.880

E1_8 0.695 0.881

E1_9 0.684 0.882

Employability scale.

In addition, and owing to the fact that employers generally
tend to be critical of the quality of recent graduates, blaming
universities for the lack of training for the real world (Alonso
et al., 2009; Brice, 2018; Santos-Rego et al., 2018; Mtawa et al.,
2019), we present a scale which is directly associated with
employability, with a single factor. In this way we refer to
the connection between the content of university courses and
the demands of the market, to personal development, and the
preparation for a future occupation, the relationship between
the academic and the professional trajectories, and also to the
existing links between academic reality and the reality of work.
Thus, through service-learning this gap between graduates’ skills
and the demands of a competitive and changing world can be
shrunk (Salgado et al., 2012; Brice, 2018; Rodríguez-Izquierdo,
2018; Santos-Rego et al., 2018; Folgueiras et al., 2018; Mtawa et al.,
2019; Mella, 2020).

All of the factors in the two scales consider the analytical
elements, indicated by Rychen and Salganik (2003), needed
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TABLE 8 | Goodness of fit indicators for the model.

χ2 df p χ2/gl GFI CFI RMSEA (IC) SRMR

75.419 27 0.000 2.8 0.92 0.94 0.092 (0.067_0.116) 0.046

Employability scale.

FIGURE 2 | Model of CFA for the Employability scale.

to define generic competencies: (a) they are transversal in
different social fields; (b) they refer to a higher order of mental
complexity, in other words they encourage the development
of higher-order intellectual thinking such as critical and
analytical thinking, reflection, and mental autonomy; (c) they
are multifunctional, they are needed in a broad, diverse field of
everyday, professional, and social situations, they are needed to
achieve various goals and to resolve multiple problems in diverse
contexts; and (d) they are multidimensional, as they address
perceptive, normative, cooperative, and conceptual dimensions
(Villarroel and Bruna, 2014).

In this way, our study maintains the connection with the
objective of preparing citizens for the new challenges of the 21st
century (Dearing, 1997; Bricall, 2000) along with the Tuning
Project (González and Wagenaar, 2003), and the DeSeCo model
(Definition and Selection of Competences) (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2001). In addition, it
fills in a gap about how to incorporate, teach, and assess these
competencies given that none of these systems are aimed at that
(Villarroel and Bruna, 2014).

However, the results must be considered in the light of
certain limitations. One is that the study only had data
available from self-reports, which can mean biases due to
possible intentionality in the responses (social desirability or
magnification of difficulties for example).

There are also educational implications. In this study we
have created and validated a scale allowing the assessment of
training in professional competencies in higher education and
the level of potential employability, via the service-learning
educational approach.

Despite there being sufficient research evidence about the
benefits of this learning methodology, one of the main criticisms
made of it is the lack of specific instruments aimed at
evaluating generic competencies acquired and the level of
potential employability (Santos-Rego et al., 2018). For this
reason, our study is a notable contribution to the body of
knowledge, from a multidimensional perspective, which allows
evidence to be obtained that may support maximizing the
educational potential of service-learning as a methodological
strategy in modern universities (Walker and McLean, 2013;
Pheko and Molefhe, 2017; Walker and Fongwa, 2017; Mtawa
et al., 2019).

Among these implications, the results of the COMGAU
demonstrate its particular use as a tool for measuring the
impact of service-learning on the self-perception of certain
generic competencies commonly deemed necessary for quality
professional development, and therefore as an instrument for
studying the relationship between service-learning and self-
perceived competency development. It is therefore not only
useful for teachers but also for the students themselves.

Given that the validation of a questionnaire is a continuous
process, our results are a preliminary step and future research
should test the validity and reliability of the scale with samples
in different cultures, as well as doing other types of analysis
to confirm the suitability of the instrument, such as analyzing
its temporal stability (Sánchez-Oliva et al., 2013). Not only
would this improve the quality of the questionnaire’s reliability
estimators, it would also allow its validity to be more thoroughly
examined in culturally distinct contexts. So, with further
expansion of the tool and standardization it can be useful for
intercultural groups also. Another limitation is the sample, it is
necessary that in future studies it is extended to other regions or
countries and areas of knowledge.

In conclusion, our results support the hypothesis we posed,
highlighting the COMGAU (COMGAU based on the initials in
the Spanish version) as an instrument with evidence of validity
and reliability in the analysis of generic competencies acquired
via the service-learning educational approach and the potential
employability of university students.
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Service-learning (SL) helps engineering students to be involved in community activities

and to be motivated by their studies. Although several reviews and research studies

have been published about SL, it is not widespread in sciences and engineering at

the university level. The purpose of this research is to analyze the different community

services or projects where SL is implemented by engineering students and faculty and to

identify the procedures that were usually implemented to assess SL-based courses and

activities. Assessment could be considered as the evaluation of a specific module and

the engineering competencies, the evaluation of the effectiveness of the SL program, the

assessment of the participation of the student in those programs, and the assessment

of whether students have achieved certain outcomes or gained specific skills. We

conducted a systematic review with a search in three scientific databases: Scopus,

Science Direct, and ERIC educational database to analyze the assessment methods and

what that assessment covers. From 14,107 publications related to SL, 120 documents

were analyzed to inform the conclusions of this study. We found that SL is widely used in

several universities as experiential education, and it is considered an academic activity.

The most widely used assessment technique is a survey to evaluate the engagement

and attitudes of students and, to a lesser extent, teamwork presentations.

Keywords: service-learning, assessment, assessment tools, data collection, engineering, higher education

INTRODUCTION

Undergraduate students in engineering usually do not have the opportunity to develop their
personal and social competencies and skills during their studies at the university level, except
when they undertake practices in companies. Students will need a solid technical background as
well as educational experiences that could help them to develop a sense of responsibility, self-
efficacy, professional skills (e.g., leadership, communication, team-building, critical thinking skills,
and sense of civic responsibility), and outside-of-the-classroom skills among fellow students and
among the community (Oakes and Thompson, 2004; Dennis and Hall, 2007; McCormick et al.,
2008; Finsterwalder et al., 2010). The limited use of different methodologies in university contexts
is usually due to the lack of time of supervisors and sometimes the absence of knowledge of other
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pedagogies (Abes et al., 2002; Andrews et al., 2005; Banzaert et al.,
2006; Borkoski and Prosser, 2020). In this sense, service-learning
(SL) could complement the training of the engineering student in
the aspects and skills mentioned above.

The origin of SL can be attributed to the implementation
of community service programs developed with the desire
to accelerate the process of social evolution through the
education of all people (Kenny and Gallagher, 2002). These
cooperative education projects integrated real-world experiences
into Antioch College studies in 1920 through an innovative set
of learning and community-building strategies (Henderson and
Hall, 1946). The USA government, under the authority of the
Corporation for National and Community Service, implemented
a program called Learn and Serve America (LSA) for K-12 and
higher education institutions. LSA provides grants to support
SL activities. The origin of SL is associated with a variety of
government initiatives (Toncar et al., 2006). At the beginning
of the twenty-first century, there have been numerous calls to
reform engineering education in the USA to increase student
understanding and engagement in society (Tucker et al., 2013).

The first study published in an international journal about SL
dated 1950 (found in the Scopus search) was Simpson (1950),
where SL was defined as “learnings related to evaluation, record-
keeping, resource getting and selecting, democratic discussion
processes, and reading” (p. 1). The widespread use of SL increased
in the 90s. This pedagogy was defined by Jacoby (1996) as:
“Service-learning is a form of experiential education in which
students engage in activities that address human and community
needs together with structured opportunities intentionally designed
to promote student learning and development. Reflection and
reciprocity are key concepts of service-learning” (p. 5). As a
result of the different definitions and interpretations that have
emerged and the different contexts and objectives, the National
Service Learning Clearing House (2005), seeking a core concept,
indicated that “Service-learning combines service objectives with
learning objectives with the intent that the activity change both
the recipient and the provider of the service. This is accomplished
by combining service tasks with structured opportunities that
link the task to self-reflection, self-discovery, and the acquisition
and comprehension of values, skills, and knowledge content”
(National Service Learning Clearing House, 2005).

Service-Learning is considered a pedagogical methodology, as
an experiential educational practice, as a community service, as a
social justice orientation, and as a philosophical worldview that
combines academic learning with community-based activities
to improve the realities where the service is performed and
which considers who receives the service as a central element
(Tsang, 2000; Butin, 2006; Derreth and Wear, 2021). SL is
included in learning through service, which encompasses SL and
extra-curricular activities such as Engineers Without Borders,
Engineers for a Sustainable World, and Engineering World
Health (Cooper et al., 2011; Bielefeldt et al., 2013). The final
beneficiary of SL is the wider community; it is not volunteerism
or charity and it is different from other types of community
service because it is a course-based learning experience and
includes clear learning objectives (Bringle and Hatcher, 1996;
Oakes et al., 2002; Karayan and Gathercoal, 2005; Butin, 2006;

Brand et al., 2019; Furco and Norvell, 2019). It encourages
students to “think outside the technical box” (Bielefeldt et al.,
2009, p. 14.873.10) and use their creativity (Swan and Veit, 2003).
Thus, SL could be understood as an educational application of
engineering principles and concepts through real-life community
and service-based projects (Christensen and Yurttas, 2009). SL
projects cover different projects, from domestic projects dealing
with issues in a local community to large-scale international
projects in developing countries (Sevier et al., 2012).

The Engineering Projects in Community Service (EPICS)
program began in 1995 at the Purdue University in the USA
(Coyle et al., 2005; Cummings et al., 2013; Zoltowski et al.,
2014). The SL special issue in the Journal of Business Ethics
gave SL a great impulse in 1996 (Kenworthy-U’Ren, 2008). Since
then, the concept of SL has evolved. The proceedings of several
annual conferences of the American Society for Engineering
Education (ASEE) published articles on SL in engineering, and
the American Association for Higher Education published a
monograph that includes some results from engineering projects
(Tsang, 2000). SL is used by instructors at all educational levels
and disciplines. It is considered an instructional method that
motivates and creates opportunities for students to apply what
they learn during courses to real-world issues and helps students
to understand course content better than using traditional
research projects or even better than project-based learning
(Cooper et al., 2011; Cooper and Kotys-Schwartz, 2013; Brand
et al., 2019).

To implement a SL program, teachers identify the topics
or contents of the curriculum that will be addressed, and
they may even establish a theoretical framework of the
activities (Kenworthy-U’Ren and Peterson, 2005). For example,
university students did different activities, such as a real-world
client-sponsored marketing project and integrated out-of-class
experiences (Finsterwalder et al., 2010); interviewed community
business owners and prepared an article for publication in the
Chamber of Commerce newsletter (Arney and Jones, 2006);
shared EPICS (Oakes et al., 2002); worked with students from
health professions (Seifer, 1998); and developed ICT-based
resources for pre-school and primary school students (Estrella
et al., 2017).

To our knowledge, no systematic review has been conducted
for SL in engineering education related to assessment processes.
This study provides a systematic analysis of publications about SL
in engineering studies in higher education and, more specifically,
of the assessment methods that have been deployed.

The goal of this review is to know if SL is used as a
learning approach in engineering education and how it is being
assessed by academic instructors. For doing this, we answered the
following research questions:

(1) What is the general character of the corpus in

terms of categories of published articles about SL in

engineering education?
(2) According to the bibliography analyzed, what are the main

courses where SL is implemented in engineering degrees? As

SL is sometimes part of the curricula, this could shape how

these SL courses are evaluated.
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(3) Which assessment tools are used to assess SL activities
and outcomes?

The population considered in this systematic review is
engineering courses; the intervention is SL in engineering;
comparisons are methods and tools for assessing SL in
engineering; the outcome is SL assessment tools in engineering;
and finally, the context is higher education.

This review is structured as follows: “Methods” section details
the search method and the procedures that were performed to
conduct the systematic review and to get the results; “Results”
section summarizes the results of the review, including answers
to the research questions. Finally, “Discussion and conclusion”
section includes a discussion of this study.

METHODS

We searched three different databases: Scopus, Science Direct,
and Education Resources Information Center (ERIC). The
ERIC database is the only one (from the three chosen)
devoted entirely to education. We decided to add Scopus
and Science Direct databases because there is currently
a great number of faculty and researchers working in
educational research and publishing articles indexed in
these databases. The results showed that this election
was appropriate.

The search was conducted for published journal articles,
book chapters, conference articles, or dissertations until 2019
in the context of higher education and specifically related to
engineering students.

Figure 1 shows the graph of the publications from 1990
to 2019, after searching only “service-learning” (in the title,
keywords, and abstract) in the three databases. Results from
Science Direct are not as relevant compared with the rest. We
have not included other searching words such as community
service and community engagement, because we wanted to
center on the academic work where service is developed toward
the community. The SL experience seeks to extend student
learning beyond the training classroom, adapting the educational
objectives to the needs of the communication partners. On
the other hand, community service aims to improve reciprocal
learning (Thomson et al., 2011).

With this initial search, we found that it is not common to
develop SL projects in scientific, technological, and engineering
areas; and it is even less common to use this pedagogy in
engineering courses at universities. Thus, from 5,993 results
related to SL in the Scopus database, most of the activities
were done in social science areas (46.46%) and the remaining
articles are distributed in the rest of the areas with a smaller
percentage: engineering (9.25%), computer science (6.32),
environmental science (1.15%), mathematics (0.85%), chemistry
(0.59%), physics, and astronomy (0.17%).

The search flow conducted for this study is detailed in
Figure 2. The inclusion criteria for this search were the following:

(1) The study considered SL articles in higher education and
engineering studies.

(2) Non-English results were discarded because English is the
most widespread in scientific publications.

(3) The study included results related to SL assessment.

After these inclusion criteria, the final number of articles is
156, where:

(1) English results about SL. Total number = 5,998 (Scopus) +
2,187 (Science direct)+ 5,922 (ERIC)= 14,107.

(2) Results in higher education and engineering studies. Total
number = 315 (Scopus) + 18 (Science direct) + 106 (ERIC)
= 439. To develop the search, as each database has its
own queries format, filters, and technical specifications,
we restricted the subject areas to engineering, proceeding
as follows:

⋆ In the case of Scopus, the search included the limitation
to the exact keyword “Engineering Education” and
subarea “Engineering.”

⋆ In the Science Direct database, the advance search
included “engineering education” as title, abstract,
or keywords.

⋆ For the ERIC database (through EBSCOhost), the search
was done by adding “engineering education” as “DE
Descriptors [exact].”

(3) We made an exhaustive search for assessment or evaluation
in the title, keywords, and abstract. Finally, the total number
of articles that were considered for the systematic analysis,
without 35 duplicates, was Total number = 123 (Scopus) +
33 (ERIC)= 156.

From those 156 results, we conducted a new filtration considering
the title and abstract contents. By doing this, 36 articles were
discarded because they were based on one of the following:

• Conference proceedings book: Proceedings were not included
because specific articles from them are already included in the
results. The number of excluded results: 3.

• Disciplines that were not related to engineering: English
pedagogy, second language learning, “Fill-in Worksheets”
tool, microbiology, and future secondary school teachers. The
number of excluded results: 5.

• Proposals were not directly linked to university students: SL
activities targeted at K-12 educators and students, related to
STEM disciplines. The number of excluded results: 7.

• Activities, courses, and studies that did not add value
to the research questions, such as, internationalization
activities at the university (not related to SL), faculty
workshops on LTS, EWB (note related to engineering
students or faculty), game-based learning, a reform of
chemical engineering undergraduate curriculum, and
general assessment of Accreditation Board of Engineering
and Technology (ABET) professional skills (without the
specific characteristics of SL). The number of excluded
results: 18.

• Monographs and reviews general SL activities and
experiential learning. These search results were related
to general aspects such as SL pedagogy in engineering,
SL reflection, and the institutionalization of SL, with
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FIGURE 1 | Graphical representation of the graph of the number of publications from 1990 to 2019, after searching for “service-learning” in Science Direct, Education

Resources Information Center (ERIC), and Scopus databases.

no relation with assessment. The number of excluded
results: 3.

After screening for inclusion, the final number of publications
was 120. These publications are indicated with an asterisk in the
References Section.

RESULTS

There is a great difference between the number of articles
published about SL in different countries. Of 120 articles, 93%
were published in the USA. This is the country where SL
started and probably where this methodology is most prevalent.
Moreover, 75.20% of the results were published in conference
proceedings of the American Society of Engineering Education
Annual (ASEE) Conference & Exposition. This conference is
organized every year (since 1893) mainly in the USA, but
sometimes in Canada.

We have also analyzed the authors of those articles, and we
found that Bielefeldt participated in 14 publications, Swan in
13, Oakes in 10, Paterson in 9, Duffy in 7, Barrington and
McCormick in 5 publications each, Karmer, Pierrakos, Thomson,
and Zlotkowski in 4, Canney, Dewoolkar, Matson, and Tsang in
3, 35 authors participated in 2 publications and 233 authors only
appear once.

The big difference in country allocation could lead to the
conclusion that SL has been implemented and is being carried
out as part of the university studies in some countries. It has
become an institutional pedagogy. However, SL projects are
developed inmany other places. Thus, for example, the European
Observatory of Service-Learning in Higher Education, in the
2019 Annual Report, analyzed active SL projects in different
European countries. In this report, 11 SL projects developed from
Erasmus+ or H2020 proposals were mentioned (Cayuela et al.,
2020). On the other hand, in Latin America, it is common for
projects to be developed outside the university environment, with
most of the pioneering programs being developed in primary and
secondary schools (Redondo-Corcobado and Fuentes, 2020).

The ABET criteria is another reason (maybe the most
important) to include SL in engineering curricula in USA
colleges, faculties, and universities. ABET EC 2000 set the
following requirements for engineering universities (McCormick
et al., 2008): (a) an ability to apply knowledge of mathematics,
science, and engineering; (b) an ability to design and conduct
experiments and analyze and interpret data; (c) an ability
to design a system, component, or process to meet desired
needs; (d) an ability to function on multi-disciplinary teams;
(e) an ability to identify, formulate, and solve engineering
problems; (f) an understanding of professional and ethical
responsibility; (g) an ability to communicate effectively; (h)
the broad education necessary to understand the impact of
engineering solutions in a global and societal context; (i) a
recognition of the need for, and an ability to engage in, life-
long learning; (j) a knowledge of contemporary issues; and (k)
an ability to use the techniques, skills, and modern engineering
tools necessary for engineering practice. Taking into account that
all accreditation systems [e.g., CDIO Proposal (Crawley, 2001;
International Project Management Association, 2006), Tuning
Project (González and Wagenaar, 2003), and Tuning Latin
America, 2013] are in agreement (Queiruga-Dios et al., 2020),
this interest in incorporating SL into the engineering curriculum
could be extended to other nations.

From the 120 articles, 28 included ABET (129 times). Some
articles that will be detailed later in this review defined different
tools to measure if these (a)–(k) criteria are achieved by students
during SL activities.

General Character of the Corpus in Terms
of Categories of Published Articles
In this systematic review, results were split into two
different categories:

(1) General/SL results: General aspects of SL, including more
theoretical aspects and reviews, deepening of SL pedagogy,
and some results from analyzing experiences developed in
different academic years (where the name of the project is
not included in the article).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 629231155

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Queiruga-Dios et al. Service-Learning Assessment in Engineering Education

FIGURE 2 | PRISMA flow diagram for the search developed during the review process (Moher et al., 2009).

(2) Projects: This category included SL projects and the work
that is proposed or developed for a specific project. This
refers to literature that included specific studies about one
or more projects. These articles included, in some cases,
information about assessment methods.

Although most of the articles are related to specific SL projects,
the main difference between both categories was that the first one
does not include the name or title of the project.

General/SL results included, among others, the following
topics: general views of Engineering for Developing
Communities (EDC), which integrated social needs into
the engineering courses and proposed new courses where SL was

implemented (Bielefeldt et al., 2005; Ropers-Huilman et al., 2005;
Duffy et al., 2007; Dukhan and Schumack, 2009; Green et al.,
2009; Lucena et al., 2010; Hayden et al., 2011; Vernaza et al.,
2012; Whitman and Mason, 2013; Balascio, 2014; Hayford et al.,
2015; McLean et al., 2018); the technology integration framework

for SL (Salam et al., 2019); studies to analyze the impact of the

experience on students, faculty, and/or the affected communities

(Mehta and Enger, 2004; Bauer et al., 2005; Zoghi and Pinnell,
2005; Banzaert et al., 2006; Schaffer et al., 2007; McCormick
et al., 2008, 2010; Duffy et al., 2009; Huyck et al., 2009; Swan and
McCormick, 2009; Paterson, 2010; Wiggins et al., 2011; Reynaud
et al., 2013; Love et al., 2014; Armstrong et al., 2019); attitude
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toward SL between male and female students (Tsang, 2001;
Thompson et al., 2005; Tucker et al., 2013; Lens and Dewoolkar,
2015); analysis of ethics, civic, and social responsibility (SR)
attitudes through SL (Williams, 2002; Zoltowski et al., 2013;
Bielefeldt and Canney, 2014) and classroom discussions and
critical reflection articles integrated into the ABET assessment
plan (Newbolds et al., 2017); specific programs, such as
EPICS program, designed for the integration of undergraduate
engineering students from different engineering disciplines
and from different educational levels, and SL incorporation
throughout a College of Engineering (Service-Learning in Civic
Education, SLICE) from University of Massachusetts Lowell,
which is integrated into the mandatory first-year curriculum and
has as its goal to serve as an introduction to engineering design
for freshmen with limited technical backgrounds in engineering
(Oakes et al., 2001; Immekus et al., 2005; Dutta and Haubold,
2007; Burack et al., 2008; Foster and Spivey, 2012; Bielefeldt et al.,
2013; Cummings et al., 2013; Underwood, 2013); and others.

The remaining 52 results were part of the Project category.
They included the implementation, development, and
experiences in specific projects such as projects for school
students (Wang et al., 2012; Ansari et al., 2013) or in local
historical society (Douglas, 2017); engineering projects (Duffy
et al., 2008; Birdsong, 2012; Najmr et al., 2018); and outreach
projects (Ocif andMarshall-Goodell, 1996). Several projects were
developed related to sustainability or environmental protection,
for the community, or to improve the quality of life in several
different contexts and countries (Christensen and Yurttas, 2009;
Hayden et al., 2010).

We found a few projects directly related to engineering
curriculum: more shop floor operations and lean manufacturing
that are difficult to teach in a classroom setting (Miles et al., 2005);
projects in three different technology companies of varied size
and within diverse product sectors (Stockman et al., 2017); and
a local infrastructure report card to increase awareness of the
infrastructure (Roberts et al., 2007).

This list of projects is quite long as suggested by Dennis and
Hall (2007), who claimed that “One of the most critical tasks
associated with service learning is selecting an appropriate project
with the correct magnitude and technical complexity that will
insure success in the achievement of the outcomes of the program”
(p. 5). Any of these published projects could give an idea to a
reader about a new proposal for addressing SL activities.

A table with detailed information about all the search articles
is included in Supplementary Material.

Main Courses Where SL Is Implemented in
Engineering Degrees
The most common curricular model for SL in the reviewed
literature was implemented in first-year courses as part of
engineering introductory courses. However, SL is also commonly
used in senior courses and, to a lesser extent, in the second and
junior courses (nine results showed the use of SL in courses of
graduate students). From the search result, 114 articles contained
information about the level of students and 21.93% were related
to all undergraduate years, 28.5% to first-year students, 10.53% to

sophomore, and the same percentage to junior students, 17.54%
corresponded to senior students, and the remaining 10.53% are
projects developed by graduate students.

The way in which SL is implemented is through a curricular
approach, cocurricular activities, SL-based courses, or also
through extracurricular activities or SL programs, such as SLICE,
or Engineers for a Sustainable World (ESW) project. When SL
is integrated into existing courses or new courses are defined
to implement this pedagogy, we consider a curricular approach.
Cocurricular activities may be outside of class time, including the
development of a capstone project or a research proposed by a
teacher. Finally, extracurricular projects mean activities that may
or may not be linked to the studies. Although SL is an activity
integrated into credit-bearing courses, in many cases, projects
can pass between curricular and extracurricular activities (Oakes,
2004; Bielefeldt et al., 2009).

Several introductory courses implemented SL as innovative
pedagogy. These included Introduction to Engineering
(Meadows and Jarema, 2006; Kazmer et al., 2007; Dimitriu and
O’Connor, 2008; El-Gabry, 2018), Introduction to Engineering
Design (Zoghi and Pinnell, 2005; Dutta and Haubold, 2007;
Bernardoni et al., 2009), Introduction toMechanical Engineering
(Tsang et al., 1996), Introduction to Materials Engineering
Design I, II, and III (Harding et al., 2010), Introduction to Civil
Engineering and First-Year Engineering Projects (Bielefeldt,
2006a), Introduction to Engineering I, and Community-based
Engineering Design Project I and II (Reynaud et al., 2013). Apart
from these, there were other engineering courses where SL was
used and is being used. Some of them are Civil Engineering,
Materials Science and Industrial Engineering (Ansari et al.,
2013), Environmental (Bielefeldt, 2006a), Chemistry (Najmr
et al., 2018), Renewable Energy Engineering (Gleixner et al.,
2011), or Studio and Laboratory courses (Cowan et al., 2013).
Capstone senior design courses (Bielefeldt et al., 2007; Dennis
and Hall, 2007; Lens and Dewoolkar, 2015) were also part of
these sets of disciplines where SL is implemented.

After this detailed information about the courses in which
SL is implemented in engineering, there was no course where
SL could be considered the most frequently used pedagogy.
It was usually implemented in different courses, but it was
least common in core engineering science courses or specialized
courses in upper levels. SL was considered most appropriate
for design courses (Bielefeldt et al., 2012). Nevertheless, in
some SLICE programs, SL was integrated into core courses,
and it involved engineering theory, methods, and skills, such
as statistics, thermodynamics, heat transfer, fluids, circuits, or
dynamics (Duffy et al., 2009). From the search results, 61.90%
corresponded to existing courses, 19.05% to SL programs such
as EPICS or SLICE, 9.52% to cocurricular components, such as
capstone projects or other research, and the remaining 9.52%
were related to new SL courses.

Assessment Tools to Assess SL Activities
Like all educational contexts, SL assessment is a vital activity
to evaluate the quality of student learning and to determine
the learning outcomes acquired by students, including their
engagement and improvement. Moreover, in the case of SL, the
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ways of learning do not allow traditional modes of assessment,
such as tests or quizzes (Cummings et al., 2013). Within
engineering education, SL is generally conducted via PBL; thus,
this approach is often referred to as project-based service-
learning (PBSL) by its practitioners (Bielefeldt et al., 2009).
Written reports, interviews with students, surveys, a portfolio,
or a multimedia presentation are some of the assessment tools
usually used for PBL (Frank and Barzilai, 2004). Assessment
activities have been used to measure the impact of SL on
students, faculty, and the community (less) and also to measure
the impact of specific projects and their contributions to the
community (Bielefeldt, 2006b). Assessing the SL activity from
the point of view of the student, as SL is a pedagogical tool
(Toncar et al., 2006), is most important. Assessment methods
have been more commonly conducted in course-based SL
than cocurricular/extracurricular SL activities. When analyzing
assessment methods and assessment results, the nature of the
course must be considered. They are different in compulsory or
not compulsory or curricular or cocurricular courses. Assessment
of student learning in extracurricular projects may lead to
greater integration of these activities into credit-bearing courses
(Bielefeldt et al., 2009).

One of the techniques most commonly used to assess SL
activities was written surveys to get the opinions of students,
to get the interests of faculty, and to improve SL programs.
These surveys provided a different type of information that varied
greatly in length, complexity, time to be conducted, previous use
in engineering education, or other contexts (Banzaert et al., 2006;
Bielefeldt, 2006a; Bielefeldt et al., 2009). Some of the surveys that
were used in SL in engineering studies were:

• Community Service Attitudes Scale (CSAS) (Bauer et al.,
2005).

• Survey-based on ABET/National Academy of Engineering
(NAE) criteria with additional open-ended questions (Ansari
et al., 2013).

• Engineering Professional Responsibility Assessment (EPRA)
(Bielefeldt and Canney, 2014).

• The STAR (situation, task, action, and result) method of
behavioral interviewing (Balascio, 2014).

• Service-learning Benefit (SELEB) scale (Toncar et al., 2006).

• The academic profile of the Educational Testing Service
(Mehta and Enger, 2004).

• Cooperative Institutional Research Program’s (CIRP)
freshman survey, and the “Your First College Year” (YFCY)
survey from the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI),
and the BarOn Emotional Quotient inventory, which are
implemented to assess leadership (Mehta and Enger, 2004).

• The Draw an Engineer Test (DAET) (Portsmore and Swenson,
2012), which focuses on the responses of students who answer
the question “What does an engineer do?” (Knight and
Cunningham, 2004).

• Cross-Disciplinary Functioning survey (CDFS) (Schaffer et al.,
2010).

• Other surveys were conducted before (or in the middle) and
at the end of the SL project (Birdsong, 2012). Some of these
surveys include identical pre- and post-test questions (Brand
et al., 2019).

TABLE 1 | Search results related to surveys (SV), reports (RP), and Presentations

(PT) related to the learning outcomes that are measured (R, recruiting/retention/

diversity; P, post-educational professional performance; T, technical skills; S,

non-technical skills; K, knowledge; or A, attitudes).

R P T S K A

SV 16 14 22 43 19 50

RP 3 4 6 11 6 8

PT 3 3 4 7 2 5

• Classroom Climate inventory (Tsang et al., 1996).
• The Michigan Organizational Assessment questionnaire

(Tsang et al., 1996).
• Job Satisfaction questionnaire (Tsang et al., 1996).
• The Engineering Ethical Reasoning Instrument (EERI)

(Zoltowski et al., 2013).

To summarize, 63 articles out of 120 have used surveys (questions
or questionnaires) to assess SL activities. So, this is the most
widely used method for this purpose.

Some other methods that have been used to assess SL were:

• To write a short or a long final project report made by students
summarizing their experience. This was used to improve and
reinforce the written communication skills in engineering
education (Bielefeldt et al., 2009; Birdsong, 2012; Balascio,
2014).

• Ten minutes short interview (Bielefeldt et al., 2012).
• Presentation of a poster where students compared their results

with all of the other teams and were asked to explain technical
aspects of the project (Birdsong, 2012).

• Preparation and presentation of a report and oral presentation
to the class and community partner. Additionally, the students
provided the community partner with materials, data, and
final reports (if applicable) (Brand et al., 2019).

The assessment tools were analyzed related to the outcomes
of students (as shown in Table 1). The assessed features were
recruiting/retention/diversity (R), post-educational professional
performance (P), technical (T) and non-technical skills (S),
student knowledge (K), and attitudes (A). We found that
86 articles out of 120 included the learning outcomes that
were measured by the assessment tools in students. The most
measured outcomes were, in the order, A and S with 27.04 and
26%, respectively, and then T and K with 15.45 and 12.88%,
respectively, and finally R with 9.44 and P with 8.58%.

Assessment processes usually included student self-
assessments of achievement of learning objectives, summative
assessments where students indicated some of the most valuable
outcomes they learned, and the level of satisfaction of project
partners (Bielefeldt et al., 2009).

Several studies did not include the assessment technique
that was used to get results. But these results and
sometimes the consequences were included in those articles
(Bielefeldt et al., 2007).

On the other hand, students participating in an SL program
(curricular or non-curricular, for freshmen, sophomore students,
or as part of a capstone design course), no matter the
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type of activity, were evaluated via standard grading (written
exams, reports, presentations, or any other technique) (Bielefeldt
et al., 2009). In almost all cases, the assessment methods
that were used with students participating in SL activities
included the assessment of the knowledge, non-technical skills,
technical skills, attitudes, recruiting/retention/diversity, or post-
educational professional performance (Bielefeldt et al., 2009), but
all of them from the point of view of the student, i.e., without
theoretical questions about course curricula. We could conclude,
as was established by Toncar et al. (2006), that “no effective
instruments presently exist to measure students’ perceptions of the
benefits of service-learning” (p. 226).

Rubrics were used in several SL projects to ensure that the
students understand and meet the requirements of each module.
Students presented midcourse and end-of-course reports and
participated in questionnaires with these, and they received
feedback from the instructor and community partners before the
conclusion of the project (Carducci, 2014; Brand et al., 2019).

Structural equation modeling was used by Levesque-Bristol
et al. (2011) to examine the effectiveness of SL. They used
surveys to analyze the learning climate and positive forms of
motivation, civic skills, problem-solving, and appreciation of
diversity across more than 30 academic courses involving more
than 600 students.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study has presented a systematic review about SL in
engineering education, and specifically the way to assess SL
activities. As far as we know, this review has not been done before.

During SL activities, it is important to integrate the course
objectives with the service objectives and goals. As was
mentioned in some published articles, SL has demonstrated to be
a feasible way for improving professional skills and integrating
non-technical and non-academic areas into undergraduate
engineering courses (Oakes et al., 2002).

According to the categorization carried out on the corpus
of the article, although there was a large number of articles
included in the General SL category (which included articles
on theoretical aspects, reviews, and ideas about pedagogy), a
significant number of articles (around 44%) were related to the
planning, design, and development of SL specific projects in
different countries and communities. The use of SL in higher
education and in engineering courses is increasing. There is a
great difference between the number of articles published about
SL in different countries. The USA is, so far, the country where
SL is most widespread. This is related, presumably, to the interest
in the publication of the research carried out regarding the SL
projects. Some universities have established SL as a curricular
methodology in several courses with specific programs, such as
the EPICS program (Coyle et al., 2005; Cummings et al., 2013;
Zoltowski et al., 2014) and SLICE (Duffy et al., 2009). However,
as indicated, important SL projects have also been developed
in other European (Cayuela et al., 2020) or Latin American
(Redondo-Corcobado and Fuentes, 2020) countries, for example.
The increasing use of SL pedagogy in engineering is due to the

importance of acquiring social, professional, civic, and human
competencies. This need for service to society was also included
in the approval of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and the promotion of the improvement of the living conditions
of humanity. New social and economic theories seek more
moderate capitalism based on the common good, and for that
to happen, it is necessary for the new generations to be socially
responsible in the search for well-being and the sustainability
of the planet through their professional development. Moreover,
the value of the community is increasing with theories such
as communitarianism, where members are responsible for the
well-being of the rest of the members (Etzioni, 1996).

Detailed information about all the search results is included in
Supplementary Material.

Regarding the development of SL projects, it was found
that many of them have been implemented in engineering
courses, from freshmen to graduate students. The level where
SL was most extensive was in first-year courses, but it is
also used in all undergraduate courses and capstone courses,
where students develop research about their SL projects,
and in graduate courses. SL serves as an introduction to
engineering for first-year students with limited technical
backgrounds. Furthermore, these activities favor the engagement
of students and reduce dropout rates of engineering
studies. SL in the first year can provide a basis for an
engineering program building upon those early experiences
in later courses.

On the other hand, from the 120 articles analyzed during this
systematic review, 83 included the type of SL that was carried out
regarding the course or curricular characteristics.

Finally, concerning the assessment activities, most used
surveys (68.13% of 91 articles that include information about
the assessment tools). Surveys allowed assessing students
(75% of 98 articles), academics (8% of 98), and community
partners (15% of 98) outcomes, although these last two
actors were rarely taken into consideration in assessment
processes. In the case of students, the assessment impact
analyzed student knowledge, technical and non-technical skills,
attitudes, recruiting/retention/diversity, and post-educational
professional performance.

From these results, we can conclude that most of the
assessment systems did not include technical (engineering)
aspects of the courses. Only 29.9% of the assessment tools
reported were not surveyed. Although SL is considered a
curricular activity, technical aspects of the SL projects were
not reported because technical aspects are assessed out of SL
activities. No article in the literature reported using an exam to
assess knowledge and skills acquired in the SL program, because
these search results showed the outcomes of SL and not their
relationship with the rest of engineering topics and courses.

As future research, we plan to study university websites and
analyze whether they incorporate information about SL and what
type of information they include. It is common to use websites
and social networks while implementing SL activities and before
publishing results. Some higher education institutions participate
every year in local, national, or international projects where SL
projects are being developed. This is promoting the use of SL.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 629231159

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Queiruga-Dios et al. Service-Learning Assessment in Engineering Education

Moreover, several countries have different associations
for SL, such as the “European Observatory of Service-
Learning in Higher Education” in Ireland1, “Red Española
de Aprendizaje-Servicio” in Spain2, and “CLAYSS, Centro
Latinoamericano de Aprendizaje y Servicio Solidario”3

in Latin America. These associations include students
and faculty from different disciplines. This will improve
the quality of education through interdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary works.

Finally, the authors want to express that educating engineering
students with the SL pedagogy is investing in a better future for
society and humanity. This was the idea of the first community
service programs developed by the universities.

To this date, there are no studies like the one presented in
this study, which is a relevant topic for engineering education,
because project development is a key part of the engineering
curriculum. A deepening in the experiences of already completed
and ongoing SL projects and the assessment mechanisms of
students will allow the implementation of this pedagogy in more
universities. The limited use of activemethodologies in university
contexts is not very widespread. This is usually due to the lack of
time of the faculty, the absence of knowledge of other pedagogies,

1Available online at: https://www.eoslhe.eu/service-learning-in-ireland/ (accessed

November 13, 2020).
2Available online at: https://www.aprendizajeservicio.net/que-es-el-aps/ (accessed

November 13, 2020).
3Available online at: http://www.clayss.org.ar/ (accessed November 13, 2020).

and their benefits for the integral training of the student. In this
sense, the SL approach could complement the training of the
engineering student in the aspects and skills mentioned above.
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