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Foreword

We are pleased to share, for the third consecutive year, the Annual Report of the
European Observatory of Service-Learning in Higher education (EOSLHE). As in the previous year,
this 2021 has been accompanied by uncertainties and complicated situations for the educational
environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but it has also provided numerous opportunities
to develop Service-Learning projects according to the new social challenges. This year, EOSHLE's
work has continued to develop intensively through the mapping of experiences and their
dissemination, the development of research and participation in scientific events. From all this,
beneficial fruits have come out, collected both in this report and in other documents that will
see the light in the near future. Regarding the role of EOSLHE, it is very remarkable that to date,
104 shared experiences from 19 different countries have been collected (overcoming the
challenge that had been proposed at the beginning of the year). And in terms of experiences to
respond to the situation of the COVID-19 pandemic, 34 experiences from 14 countries have
already been collected. All these data are of vital importance to understand the development of
service-learning in Europe, and are the reason for the existence of EOSLHE, created thanks to
the collaborative work of the European Association of Service Learning in Higher education
(EASHLE) and its Spanish namesake, the Association of University Service-Learning (ApS-U).
This annual report, therefore, includes two sections related to the analysis of these two
mapping processes, and provides interesting data for future studies. Thus, we hope to
contribute to making visible the very important role that the European universities are playing
in the education of competent and engaged citizens, and to encourage many others to join in
the development of service-learning projects and the promotion of its institutionalization in the
European context.

Pilar Aramburuzabala
President of EASLHE

Berta Paz Lourido
Vice-Director of EOSLHE
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Preliminary executive note

This report is based on two exploratory descriptive studies, using qualitative, nominal,
and ordinal variables. The aim is not to compare countries, nor to establish a correlation
between variables or to determine the operational models of service-learning in the European
context. This report includes several figures representing different variables, showing
percentages that could indicate certain trends. Whenever possible, an attempt is made to raise
open questions based on current literature highlighting areas for further development in future
studies. The Observatory's pioneering work in data collection leads us not to a deductive stance,
but rather to the induction of components, dimensions, concepts, hypotheses about servicelearning in Europe. The report refers to just one possible interpretation of the data, others
remain open to a broader audience, raising topics of interest for the next conferences and
meetings on service-learning. Undoubtedly, we are confident this Annual Report will contribute
to further the development of service-learning in Europe.

“...the task of the educator is to determine the effects of
the present experience upon future experiences and to
ensure those experiences will be educative by specifying
the direction of growth” (Giles, 1987:88).

Service-learning can be considered as “a course-based, credit-bearing educational
experience, in which students participate in an organized service activity that meets identified
community needs and reflects 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” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995:112). Educational concepts such as
participation, community, and civic responsibility are embedded in a definition that holds in
tension the dimensions of theory and practice, the individual and society (Goodlad, 1988). These
tensions are rooted in John Dewey’s primacy of the concept of experience that connects
education and personal experience along an experiential continuum and interaction (Dewey,
1938).
Although John Dewey did not specifically call for service-learning, much can be
developed from his works to support it (cf. Hironimus-Wendt & Lovell-Troy, 1999). In line with
Sigmon (1979), since the learnings are elicited from the service, those doing service and those
being served receiving would both learn from the experience. Service-learning is ultimately
social and communal, interactive, and reciprocal. Consequently, service-learning providers
should pay attention “to the interaction between the server and the served, between past and
present experiences, and to the service-learning transactions that are part of the learning”
(Giles, 1987:89).
During the twentieth century, these experiences have carefully integrated the
experience of partnering with community members into the overall teaching and learning
process (Bringle & Clayton, 2021). Experiences that foster the development of civic learning skills
including political knowledge and critical thinking, communication skills, public problem solving,
civic judgment, civic imagination and creativity, collective action, coalition building, and
organizational analysis (Battistoni, 2002, 2013).
In order to ensure rigour for the learning derived from the experience of service, Bringle
and Clayton (2021) stated that service-learning has to be designed with the aim of facilitating
the development of those overarching skills as part of or in addition to any other particular civic
learning objectives. The way to do it seems to be by immersing learners in settings, processes,
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Contextual and methodological
considerations of the Annual Report on
service-learning experiences

The European Association of Service-Learning in Higher Education (EASLHE) recognizes
service-learning as a situational relationship among all stakeholders but especially between
students and community. Promoting civic engagement and critical reflexion on the needs and
service provided is at the core of EASLHE’s mission. It also acknowledges the value of enhancing
students’ personal experiences along an experiential continuum of interaction, reciprocal
learnings, partnering with the community, and curricular embedding.
For that reason, EASLHE challenges different beneficiaries to move towards mutual
consent for crediting students' participation in service-learning experiences, designing tools for
evaluating those experiences, appointing national service-learning individuals and institutions
for promoting it in higher education curriculums, as well as policies, operational guidelines,
tools, and criteria for its development and evaluation.
One of the methods EASLHE considers useful to face these challenges is by disseminating
information and knowledge based on service-learning experiences research, which is one of the
goals of the EOSLHE. In this sense, between January 2020 and October 2021, two surveys have
been conducted with the aim of collecting data for promoting and supporting service-learning
in different European contexts as well as to provide results for dissemination in research and
educational forums or publications. The reinforcement of individual and institutional projects,
the improvement of policy recommendations and initiatives as well as the advocacy of servicelearning development in higher-education institutions would be among the long-term impacts
of these type of research.
Previously to the implementation, the design of the questionnaire was based on
European literature review. Working objectives were determined in order to capture the
different characteristics that could serve to understand the projects’ approach and specificities.
The first survey was conducted between July 2019 and October 2021 (28 months in length)
(Basic Questionnaire for mapping Service-learning experiences). This questionnaire was
designed to map and collect detailed data regarding service-learning experiences in Europe. The
second survey was conducted between January 2021 and October 2021 (10 months in length)
(Mapping Service-learning response to COVID_19). This questionnaire was specifically
developed to collect service-learning experiences in times of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Respondents were asked to share service-learning experiences that have been implemented or
were currently being implemented in their institution in response to the pandemic.
These studies were developed as online surveys and were conducted through the
website www.eoslhe.eu for wider diffusion. The software used was Gravity forms, a WordPress
form plugin for creating contact forms. These two online questionnaires were self-administered.
Both were composed of 32 questions, including a brief summary of the service-learning
experience. In the case of the Covid-19 survey, questions asked also referred to preventive
strategies to mitigate future pandemics through global collaboration. The majority of questions
were close-ended, most compiled nominal data, while a small number collected ordinal data.
Many items required a one-option response, whereas a few allowed for multiple choices. Most
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and interactions in which the learning aspects are present and can be critically examined,
thereby comparing, and contrasting diverse worldviews (Stokamer & Clayton, 2017).

Full anonymity was maintained, and the completion of the survey was voluntary and
unrestricted. Non-probabilistic techniques were used for the selection: the convenience
technique, the snowball system, and capture in target places (Cayuela et al., 2020). Two lists of
email addresses were compiled and the link to the survey was distributed. The members of the
Academic Committee of EOSLHE also filled out the survey regarding their own service-learning
experiences and disseminated the questionnaire link through their own contact networks, thus
operating as satellites across different regions of Europe.
The survey on service-learning experiences was disseminated at international
conferences, working as target places to collect experiences: (a) at the 2nd European Conference
on Service-learning in Higher Education (Antwerp, Belgium, September 19-21, 2019); (b) at the
3rd European Conference on Service-Learning in Higher Education held on July 14-15 2020 as a
virtual conference.
During the year 2021, EASLHE has implemented several mailing campaigns, especially
one in July to commemorate that 100 service-learning experiences milestone. In addition,
EASLHE organised the workshop “Place your S-L experience on the map!” to collect experiences
at the X National Congress and IV International Congress for Service-Learning in Higher
education held by the University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and the University of La Laguna
(Canary Islands). Furthermore, it published regular posts on social networks such as Facebook,
Twitter, and LinkedIn where the European Observatory appears as @EOSLHE.
In line with Cayuela et al., (2020), “in the process of cleaning the database, all records
that did not meet the definition of a service-learning experience were excluded from the study.
Missing data were recaptured as far as possible by enquiring the interviewees again or searching
for additional information on the Internet” (p. 10). For the purpose of these reports, researchers
focused on describing the participants, institutions, technical characteristics, service
perspective, and assessing differences by type of institution and by type of course.
A descriptive statistical analysis of the variables defining the characteristics of the
experiences was carried out. For the variable "discipline", responses from "Open to different
disciplines" or "Other" were re-encoded either in the second or third response option or based
on the abstract provided. All statistical analyses were performed using Microsoft Excel for
Windows, Version 2008, and IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26. With regards to the brief
summaries, a content analysis was made (Bardin, 2008). This type of analysis takes into account
three interconnected components (phenomenon, theory, and data) and it’s developed through
codification and categorization processes and their underlying logical mechanisms: induction
and deduction. The analysis of the brief summaries was developed as a full paper for the II
GLOBAL SYMPOSIUM UNISERVITATE (annexe 1).
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of this collection was about the design, implementation, or evaluation of the experiences, the
student's interaction with the final beneficiaries, the main disciplines and service areas of the
experience with regards to representativeness or importance, experience configuration,
ownership, faith or non-faith-based experience, and the type of community partners.

The focus was on European higher education institutions, more specifically on servicelearning teachers, academic authorities, or administrative personnel. This research did not work
in terms of sampling. Due to time limitations, no prior test was implemented. In the final
questionnaire draft, four basic categories were taken into account to analyse service-learning:
institutional, student, faculty-curricular, and community terms. The next chapters offer a
descriptive presentation of the main findings regarding service-learning experiences and the
service-learning Covid 19 responses obtained. This is followed by an update on e-servicelearning and good practices in Europe. The last chapter is of a reflexive nature, focusing on the
research developed, pointing out to the limitations and implications thus opening new pathways
for future studies.
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In times of confinement, the high number of virtual meetings, as well as the excess
workload for the teaching staff and managers made it difficult to allocate time and disposition
for answering the surveys. Due to that, the link to the questionnaires was sent three times to all
possible respondents. EASLHE members were asked several times to publicize both surveys and
to raise awareness in service-learning providers so they could respond and appeal to others to
do the same.
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PART 1
FINDINGS OF SERVICE-LEARNING
EXPERIENCES AND COVID-19 RESPONSES
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“For service-learning to survive (...) we must look to those
thinkers of merit who might provide us with sound
conceptual grounding that can direct practice” (Sheffield,
2005:53).

Following the procedure previously described, between January 2020 and October2021
the Observatory of Service-Learning in Higher Education (EOSLHE) collected a total number of
103 Service-Learning Experiences and additionally 31 Service-Learning Covid-19 responses.
Results by country are presented below (Fig. 1 and 2): nineteen countries reported ServiceLearning Experiences, rating from (1) Albania, Bosnia-Hercegovina, Finland, France, Lithuania,
Slovakia, and Switzerland, to (42) Spain, (12) Belgium, and (10) Portugal. In the case of Covid-19
Service-Learning Responses, (15) countries reported experiences, Spain, Italy, Check Republic,
and Portugal presented most.
In both cases Spain leads the number of experiences reported in the observatory’s
surveys, therefore, it would seem this country is at the forefront of S-L experiences. The level of
response could be a reflexion of different national policies to promote S-L in the European
context. However, the data collection procedure itself is not exempt of bias, as the academic
staff and researchers’ willingness to publicize their experiences and respond to the surveys
might be related to career recognition (Fig. 3 and 3a). Some further questions arise on why there
are more S-L Experiences and S-L Covid 19 Responses reported to EOSLHE from some countries
than from others. Could that be due to the strength of existing historical networks and
associations? Or is it because they are reported to national networks instead of EOSHE? The
results are presented in absolute numbers and so do not take into account the number of
universities in each country. All in all, there does seem to quite a disparity of awareness of S-L
and readiness to respond to the surveys in some countries over others, with Spain standing out
particularly.
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Findings of service-learning experiences and Covid-19
responses
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Previous studies (Mažeikienė, 2019) described Spain as an exceptional situation, as the
total number of publications in comparison with other countries is extremely high. Publications
regarding S-L published in the European context between January 2019 to October 2021 (Fig. 2)
were the following.

From 106 scientific publications found at the European level, it is noteworthy that 52%
where of Spanish origin, 9% Italian, 6% Austrian, 5% British, and 4% Portuguese. Even
recognizing that the number of publications identified in each country may be inaccurate, still
the proportion is very significant, with 60% being from Spain and Italy. Many articles were
published in English and compiled in Scopus and Web of Science databases. It is also remarkable
how many conferences are dedicated to service-learning in Spain, bringing together academics
and researchers McILrath, Aramburuzabala and Opazo (2019a).

1. Respondent’s profile
From the analysis of the data (Fig. 3-3a), the vast majority of the respondents were the
academic staff followed by leaders/managers and researchers. The remaining respondents
where researchers, students, administrative staff, also classified as “Other” i.e. assistants,
voluntary or not.
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Is this scientific data representative and proportional to actual S-L development in Spain
and Europe? Or is it merely showing where S-L is being thoroughly reported and where it is being
under reported in the surveys? Whatever the contributing factors, it seems necessary to
continue efforts in giving greater visibility to under reported experiences, to emphasize their
value in articulating European commitment to democracy and society through S-L in higher
education.

Long term commitment is crucial to foster civic engagement in terms of mutuality,
solidarity, and diversity - three relations that must be established if S-L is to be practised
successfully (Sheffield, 2005). The role of the coordinators/ leaders of S-L projects can be seen
in a functional perspective, providing cohesion, and aiding a harmonious interconnection of the
working parts.
This necessary functional connection may be promoting the connectedness of the
students to the wider social environment, challenging them to think critically about their S-L
experiences. Building on these ideals it can be suggested that, in light of Bryer (2014), the
information provided by the respondents can be useful to understand if and how S-L projects
are being effective in teaching students how to be socially connected with others. If so, it would
be important to understand how far these projects are also fostering the students’ political
intelligence in pursuing individual and collective interests within governing and political
processes. The interconnectedness of teamwork can be a mirror for the same dynamic and
intent in society.

2. Main institutional findings
The following data spans years (2013-2021) for S-L experiences and (2019-2021) for
Covid-19 S-L reports. The total number of students involved in S-L experiences were 8,963
(n=102), and 1,418 (n=31) in Covid-19 projects. The approximate number of final beneficiaries
were 101,454 (n=102) and 7,158 (n=31), respectively. From these results we can highlight the
importance of institutionalizing S-L at universities. Different aspects have been outlined in
recent years such as becoming more inclusive, fostering the social role and civic engagement of
students (Rusu, 2019).
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A large section of respondents was responsible for S-L project management (Fig.4). This
is relevant for future studies, as it assures continuity of the projects and involvement of key
participants committed to service-learning in each country.

With regards to the type of institutions that participated in these questionnaires the
most numerous were universities (86% in the case of S-L experiences, n=102; 97% in the case of
the covid-19 S-L responses, n= 31) (Fig. 5). The benefits of university-community engagement
have been documented for both the communities and for the educational institutions
themselves. Additionally, as a result of their engagement in service-learning projects,
universities may improve relationships and their reputation with communities, enhancing their
profile and status (Farmer, Perry & Ha, 2016). In other words, it can be said European higher
education institutions are implementing S-L as a way to provide services of generation, use,
application and exploitation of knowledge and other university capabilities outside academic
environments (Molas-Gallart et al., 2002). European higher education institutions are adding SL as a way to put society at the centre in addition to the first two missions of education and
research. Thus, fostering an openness of the universities to initiate exchange outside the
scientific system, and to find answers to social issues (Mahrl & Pausits, 2011).
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Initially, the thought was to break down these numbers by comparing them in the form
of groups of countries. But given that the number of experiences collected in Spain is so much
higher than what has been collected in other countries, the authors chose not to follow a
comparative trajectory in this and in the other variables. If taking the path of comparing different
countries, the operationalisation of the variables of this research would have been very difficult.
On the other hand, even if the authors were dealing with better homogeneity rates in terms of
the number of responses between different countries, the fact that the social, political,
economic, cultural, linguistic, geographic, religious, and educational conceptions and realities
are so different, it would just increase the bias of conclusions and future recommendations.
Therefore, from now on, the remaining considerations that will be made relative to the
behaviour of the other variables, will not be undertaken in comparative terms of reference to
the percentages obtained by each country individually, but in a global form.

Institutions were supportive with regards to design, implementation, and management
of Service-Learning Experiences (n=95) and Covid-19 S-L Responses (n= 31) (Fig. 6). Institutional
support is crucial for the development and success of service-learning and particularly for
students’ perception that their service work has a higher impact “and that their life purpose can
benefit others” (Moran, 2019:85).

Students who perceive to have less institutional support tend to have less confidence in
the framework in which S-L is developed. As McIlrath, Aramburuzabala and Opazo (2019a)
stated, the future of S-L, its growth and its wider development can only be effective “if the right
conditions exist including the development of the project, funding, support, and networking
among actors “(p. 6). These data are quite basic and do not allow us to identify the commitment
of European universities with S-L.
Nevertheless, it remains a hopeful trend. Based on the literature (Christian, 2018; Geier,
2018), further questions could be: (a) Is this rate of support indicative of higher education
institutions providing faculty development for the empowerment and trust of students, campuscommunity coordination and governance, and scholarships to prepare students as ‘planetary
pilots’ or global citizens?; (b) Does this mean that higher education institutions are engaging the
active civic players in society, and instilling a greater depth of democratic learnings and values?
In relation to a generic vision of the universities that have participated in these surveys
the majority are state and non-faith-based institutions (Fig. 7-8).
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Other benefits of service-learning are related to students’ employability attributes and
training capabilities (Mtawaa, Fongwa & Wilson-Strydom, 2019). Opportunities to start novel
relationships between non-university partners and the higher education sector strengthen their
relationships (Resch, 2018).
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Rate of S-L projects that have continuity in the following year (Fig. 9). More than 70% of
the respondents stated that their institutions decided to run these projects the year after (78%,
n=99; 71%, n=31, respectively). This rate of continuity may be seen as evidence of seeking
stability, meaningfulness, and mature partnerships between all stakeholders involved across
time. As Bringle and Hatcher (1996) have stated previously, it may signify those mutual needs
are being met and that collaboration, advocacy, and formal and informal participation are being
accomplished. This phase is important to establish an institutionalization that offers continuity
of service-learning programs in European higher education” (Aramburuzabala et al., 2019).

The institutional support may be in terms of assistance, training to community partners
and their members to become interdependent, empowered, and self-reliant today and into the
future. This rate of continuity may signify S-L projects might be generating interest, presenting

In line with the term of being ‘truly educative’, taking into consideration the work of
Giles and Eyler (1994) about the theoretical roots of S-L, it would be worth asking:
(a) What kinds of S-L experiences are more likely to be educational?
(b) Is there an appropriate sequence of S-L activities?
(c) What life histories and developmental biographies can be developed to illuminate a kind
of S-L continuum influencing civic-engagement behaviours?
(d) Do different S-L experiences have different impacts because of individual
characteristics?
(e) Can these characteristics of both the individual and the S-L experiences be identified?

3. Disciplines involved in service-learning
Three of the questions surveyed were about asking the respondents to identify the main
discipline areas of the S-L experiences in terms of representativeness or importance. From a list
of 27 disciplines provided, the respondents had to choose the first, second and third areas
performed by the S-L projects1.
These disciplines are grouped into generic areas (Fig. 10). Education, business, and
economics represent (35%). However, when we observe the results of Covid-19 issues, the
increase in medicine & health and psychology (30%) are the ones to stand out. Education
remains high at (20%), whilst the areas of business and economy suffer a drastic drop. Other
areas such as theology remain similar in both. It is yet to be known whether the pandemic
limited the areas of business and economy or whether they were simply not reported.
Although traditionally it is considered that S-L is still insufficiently present in European
universities (Meijs, Maas & Aramburuzabala, 2019), it is nonetheless becoming ever more used
in different disciplines. This curricular diversity may indicate that an increasing number of
academic staff not only know S-L but are actually implementing it into their daily teaching, with
the involvement of community partners. It also may indicate a growing collaboration between
disciplines and universities, and faculty strategic development.

1

List of disciplines: Arts - Humanities - Performing Arts - History - Languages and Literature - Law - Philosophy Theology - Information and communication - Social Sciences - Anthropology - Archaeology - Business Studies Economics - Human geography - Political science - Psychology - Sociology - Education - Biology - Natural sciences Chemistry - Earth sciences - Space sciences - Physics - Computer Science - Mathematics - Formal sciences - Statistics Engineering and technology - Applied sciences - Medicine and health. The option ‘Other‘ refers to the disciplines of
social work, communication, social responsibility consulting, dentistry, development, migration studies, physical
education and sport. The option ‘Open to different disciplines’ added public management, social services and social
justice.
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problems that awaken new curiosity, creating a demand for information, and possibly covering
a considerable time span which can foster development - the four necessary criteria for projects
to be ‘truly educative’ (Cf. Dewey, 1933).
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In light of Zani and Guarino (2019), such diversity indicates S-L concerns more than the
discipline of education experts alone, but “it is closely aligned with values and ethos of other
disciplines and other areas of knowledge” (p. 170). As a consequence of being used throughout
so many disciplines and curricular units, the types of S-L opportunities can be almost endless. In
this way, the sustainability of S-L integrated into higher education will be further guaranteed
given the growing number and quality of human, environmental and economic resources
available locally.
Ultimately, it is possible to envision creating an interprofessional learning environment
for students that helps them to form connections with the community and between students
across different disciplines. Based on this data, such curricular diversity might be engaging
students in a didactic path of integration of linearity and nonlinearity, objectivenesssubjectiveness, creativity, and critical thinking. It might be integrating students in knowledge
transfer among related disciplines, and bridge-building by stressing the importance of
applicability and translation of research papers across different communities. It might also be
engaging students in comparing and contrasting course lecture material across subjects, and so
on.
The curricular diversity might increase the probability that higher education staff will
produce research on S-L and that from each discipline there will be more publications. There will
be a greater number and more specialized contributions to the scientific knowledge of S-L,
deepening the understanding of S-L as a global phenomenon and explaining different aspects of
its practice, especially across Europe where it was lacking (Cayuela et al, 2020:8).
Another relevant finding refers to the positioning of S-L within the curriculum it stems
from. From our findings (Fig. 11) it is clear that Service-Learning Experiences were mainly
configured as a part of a subject matter and then as a S-L course. However, in order to fulfil the
mission of promoting S-L in higher education in Europe and to foster scholarly activities related
to it, the curricular configuration of S-L should follow the path of becoming a faculty priority
rather than merely parts or tasks of one sole subject matter.
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Service-Learning as a course may offer more instructional and didactical advantages in
the first place to fulfil its social mission. It would have more longevity along with the curriculum,
pedagogical organization, leadership and management and community outreach services. As a
course, S-L might have an in depth imprints on participants as well as foster visibility in the
community. This might increase the attention of the researchers as well as of the policy-makers
and thus social funding. In the light of what has been said for decades with regards of conditions
for learning, and following Gagné (1977) and Glaser (1984), one may ask several questions.
Among them, a) Would the S-L course foster the achievement of higher levels of knowledge? b)
Can service-learning projects that are part of subjects permeate the entire educational
curriculum?

4. Student findings
Most of the students in both surveys were undergraduates, followed by master
students, and finally PhD students (figure 12).

One of the positive factors of being mandatory is that service-learning reaches all
students, including those who would never participate voluntarily, and may have its greatest
impact on students who are least inclined to participate by choice (Chan et al., 2017). In this
sense, the downside of it being voluntary according to Hébert (2008) could be that S-L might
reproduce social problems and inequalities already existing at the individual or community level,
and of neglecting an analysis of the structural determinants of those social inequality. On the
contrary, from other’s perspectives mandatory S-L can be seen as an ‘involuntary servitude' and
they insist, caring for others and civic-mindedness cannot be forced (Chan et al., 2017). Since
mandatory service-learning can undermine the sincerity of students serving others and
diminishing their willingness to serve in the future. Added to that compulsory service-learning
enrolment may reduce the quality of the service, negatively affecting students’ experience, the
learning and the service provided. But as Chan et al., (2017) concludes, if mandatory servicelearning is well-designed and implemented, integrating rigorous study with meaningful service
and deep reflection, it might benefit all students. The learning challenge seems to be finding out
the way to ensure that the mandatory service-learning requirement is “a truly transformative
and rewarding experience for students to achieve the intended intellectual, social, civic and
personal learning outcomes”, and not just another hurdle for graduation (Chan et al., 2017:8).
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, service-learning experiences were lived more inperson than online or mixed (Fig. 14). During lockdowns and restrictions due to the pandemic,
education became more dependent on online communication. But as Rusu (2020) cites, this
“represents strong challenges in terms of planning and implementing direct in-person
volunteering and Service-Learning activities in Higher Education Institutions in Europe and
around the world” (p.36).
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According to figure 13, the majority of students enrolled on a voluntary basis, rather
than as mandatory. In this regard there are diverging views on the benefits of service-learning
being either voluntary or mandatory (Osler & Pandur, 2019).
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As to be expected, the previous graph clearly indicates that during the pandemic, in
order to face the world’s dramatic changes from outdoor to indoor lives, the online format
became the norm. However, to translate or develop a service-learning project into an online
format requires specific frameworks that include a critical vision. These frameworks are
intended to incorporate dialogical relationships, cross-contextual reflections, and to position
oneself as an ally, with the aim of allowing higher education institutions and the community to
re-prioritize relationships, humanity, and to reflect on professionals’ roles utilizing the online
interacting space (Derreth & Wear, 2021).
To facilitate this process, service-learning providers must pay attention to the fact that
some students may be facing a “shortage of technological supplies, poor internet connection,
and also the lack of motivation” (Ymeri & Sejdiu, 2021, p. 82).
Because of the shift from in-person to online, the learning process and the outcomes
also change. Gresh et al. (2021) reminds service-learning providers to be pedagogically critical,
develop anti-oppressive frameworks, and provide guidance “for shared-decision making and
power-sharing necessary for progress towards a socially just and an equitable distribution of
benefits and burdens” (p. 256).
Service-learning providers should be sensitive to education conditions when training for
all the parties involved, coordinating technological options with the community partner,
producing explanatory memorandums for students and community partners, scheduling pre-set
meeting times to enhance communication, and implementing strategies to facilitate group
interaction. It is also important to advance e-service-learning (e-SL) pedagogy, to seed funding
for e-SL development or research, and fellows’ programs for faculty (Waldner, McGorry &
Widener, 2012). Consistent with the previous results with regards to project format, the
student’s interaction is also greater during the Covid-19 period, reaching (58%), as identified
below (Fig. 15).
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It is important not to forget the concept of primacy of interaction, following John Dewey,
but also “attention must be given to the interaction between the server and the served, between
past and present experiences, and to service-learning transactions that are part of the learning”
(Giles, 1987: 89). This implies that service-learning experiences must exist in a dialogical
situation where both server and served are met by the other. This interaction calls for the notion
of mutuality, which implies that service-learning providers have to require intense and regular
encounters between the server and the served. Through these regular encounters, it is expected
that the power relationship that exists between students and the served can soften and
ultimately be eliminated, and the served no longer will be the "served", but instead, the
communitarian connections and the feeling of being part of, will replace the "served"
relationships (Sheffield, 2005).
Being face-to-face means that service-learning providers are fostering learning
situations such as transactions between the individual (learner) and the environment. Such
transactions make the acquisition as well as application of knowledge dependent on the context,
calling for time on the task and reflective thinking as an active, persistent, and careful
consideration to become transformational (Bringle, Clayton & Price, 2009). Face-to-face servicelearning experiences are “a valuable practice towards the strengthening of the notions of civic
engagement, collaboration, partnership, and the relevance of citizenship in modern times”
(Aramburuzabala et al., 2019:232).

5. Service areas and community findings
The projects registered indicate the different areas in which service is provided. They
can generally be grouped according to their purpose of improving the quality of education,
reducing inequalities, and promoting good health and well-being (Fig. 16). Gender equality,

If we compare both graphics, it is notable that in S-L during the Covid-19 pandemic,
health projects occupied almost a quarter of those listed (24%). It would seem service-learning
in higher education is encouraging educators and students to reduce inequities and provide
solutions to social problems (Hébert, 2008).
According to Mtawa & Nkoma (2020) service-learning is recognized as a facilitator of
social agency, making students more aware of social inequalities, and to think and act towards
the making of a fairer society through various forms of civic actions and duty. Also, those from
privileged backgrounds are helped to reflect on their position in society, and question issues of
race, class, and gender in ways they may not have faced in the past (Hébert, 2008).
When service-learning pairs community service experience with student reflection and
classroom discussion it is transformational. This focus is likely to improve their ability to work
with their communities and is reflected in the quality of their research. Then one can ask: (a)
Can we infer that higher education institutions are putting education into a meaningful and
transformative context when students use the skills and knowledge from the formal academic
curriculum to better our world? (b) Does it mean that higher education institutions are engaging
students in their education, increasing academic performance to develop globally competitive
citizens, and transforming our communities into vibrant centres of democracy?
The focus on good health and well-being tends to facilitate student learning outcomes
whereby they become more insightful of factors that impact human health and contribute to
reducing health disparities, i.e. socioeconomic, behavioural, biological, environmental, and
other factors (Mason & Dunens, 2019). By emphasising reciprocal learning and reflexive
practices, service-learning experiences might help to ensure that undergraduate students
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cultural diversity, peace, justice, strong institutions, and sustainable cities and communities
were important aims of the services offered.

The most representative community partners are non-profit organizations, educational
centres, and associations (Fig. 17). The churches, foundations, civic centres, and public
administration also play their role.

The data shows that the relationships between these organisations, faculties and
students provide institutional evidence of a three-way coupling to create and build diverse,
reciprocal, and enduring mutual partnerships that support both the academic goals and
community interests (cf. Bringle & Hatcher, 2000). Regarding this topic Houle et al., (2005)
stated that one emerging difficulty on the service side of S-L was that non-profit organizations
found it hard to recruit students with enough time and resources to conduct volunteer work.
The lack of guidance could have been one of the reasons why service failed in the past.
Nowadays, it looks like non-profit organisations are more prepared to take part in servicelearning partnerships, and accompany students (cf. Plante, 2015).

6. Final considerations limitations and future research
This Annual report presents the data obtained during the last year, however it is also
interesting to see the evolution of the observatory since its creation in January 2019. For
example, the Annual report for 2020 was based on 82 service-learning experiences whereas this
year there are already 103 projects, which is more than a 20% increase. This tendency is
remarkable and brings recognition to the areas of education innovation and social
transformation.
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pursuing public health courses enter their adult lives well prepared to make positive
contributions to global health (Cashman & Seifer, 2008).

Regarding the next directions, previous literature highlights the need for further
research to embed service-learning into higher education institutions. Among others, Streb and
Morgan (2001) state the importance of deepening the knowledge of how service-learning
influences youth’s and students’ attitudes. More recently, Meijs, Maas, and Aramburuzabala
(2019) refer to “the need to unlock the full range of factors that might impede
institutionalization of service-learning in higher education institutions in Europe”, for that
purpose “more research is also needed to examine the influence of the different factors and
how these interact with each other” (p. 227).
It is also necessary to improve the universities’ level of social responsibility, including
the need to foster in-depth discussion about the role and objectives of the university extension,
because traditionally these extension projects were outside of the curriculum (Pereira & Costa,
2019). Regarding the methods to obtain information about the impact of service-learning
Whitekiller and Bang (2020) recognized the importance of using qualitative or mixed methods
in order to capture the totality of service-learning and the influence of students’ attitude
towards others.
Debra, Kozak, and Ray (2020) highlight the importance of considering sociodemographic
variables in the analysis of the impact of service-learning in students, faculty, and community
partners. Therefore, in spite of the advances in service-learning investigation worldwide is
relevant to further explore existing needs (McIlrath, Aramburuzabala & Opazo, 2019a). In the
words of Cayuela et al., (2020) “there is a lack of studies contributing to a better understanding
of service-learning as a global phenomenon and explaining different aspects of its practice,
especially across Europe” (p.8).
In terms of European higher education institutions, the EOSHLE has been conducting
research on the mapping of service-learning experiences. And thus, the objective of this report
was to describe the main findings of the institutions, faculties, students, and communities
relative to service-learning experiences and Covid-19 responses.
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Regarding the report and as previously said this study has several limitations. Besides
those already mentioned, from a conceptual point of view, the two questionnaires present
terms that can generate imprecise answers, such as when asking about the main disciplines or
service areas. What was meant by 'main'? Which are the most contextually valued? While it
provides interesting findings, a larger study would be necessary for more cohesiveness in the
field of European service-learning. As the health crisis caused by Covid-19 has affected
classroom methods and, therefore, the implementation of service-learning projects, more
research needs to be done to understand how and to what extent this exceptional situation has
impacted the initial forecasts for the development of the study. Despite these limitations, these
results serve as a timely response to the call for understanding European higher education
service-learning experiences and responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1. e-Service-Learning: from its conceptualization to its development during
the pandemic
The e-Service-Learning (e-SL) originated from the delivery of technology-supported
distance education when faculty felt they should actively engage students in the online learning
process (Marcus et al., 2020; Waldner et al., 2012). Thus, by incorporating Service-Learning (SL)
into the course, they could fulfil this gap, since it is a pedagogy based on experiential learning
through technological mediation (Albanesi et al., 2020; Salam et al., 2019; Sparkman et al.,
2020).
Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic the research on e-SL has expanded significantly,
in conjunction with the immersion of teaching into the online dimension (Stefaniak, 2020). For
the e-SL implementation, the major challenge was related to closely linking the methodology
with digital technologies, when most faculty were already experiencing major difficulties in
transferring their teaching courses to the virtual environment. Gangwani & Alfryan (2020) have
defined it as the largest online movement in the history of education, but as Hollander et al.
(2020) point out, the lack of training of faculty in the use of technologies has made the scenario
even more complex.
From a methodological-didactic perspective, although e-SL is not a direct consequence
of the pandemic, the role of technologies in this pedagogy is still not fully explored (Salam, 2019;
Turnley, 2007). As Faulconer (2020) argues while traditional SL involves discipline-specific
pedagogical choices that influence the design and implementation of the activities, e-SL requires
a generalized framework for all types of online services; specifically, to understand how projects
can develop in terms of virtual design and how and to what extent technology can be included
in the projects.
In this line, a recent study by Sandia-Saldivia & Montilva-Calderón (2020) presents a
model that identifies the fundamental aspects that characterize the relationship between e-SL
and technologies, starting from the definition of virtual learning space by Alves et al. (2016). The
authors defined it as an interaction environment hosted on data networks, without spatiotemporal limits of use and oriented to support teaching-learning processes that integrate a set
of digital resources and tools to foster interaction among students, teachers and content. In the
virtual learning space, the functioning of the set of digital technologies can be expressed in terms
of independent architectural layers that communicate with each other to provide a set of
functions to the actors in the entire system. According to Sandia-Saldivia & Montilva-Calderón
(2020) the layers include:


the basic technological components (Server, digital infrastructure and devices); the
Internet and World Wide Web services;
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the set of educational technologies oriented to support e-SL processes (which vary
by project such as collaborative technologies, data management technologies,
communication technologies, visual technologies, etc.);



the set of executive online teaching and learning functions; the set of executive
online service functions (e-SL);



and finally the human component – faculty, students, partners/community
members etc. – that thanks to the lower architectural layers can interact through
executive functions within the overall system and achieve the dual educational and
social intentionality of e-SL.

Several universities across Europe have attempted to work with their students through
e-SL within a system as defined above (Albanesi et al., 2020; Culcasi et al., 2021a). The aim of
this paper is to understand where Europe stands right now in terms of e-SL implementation;
whether universities have stopped at the basic technological and educational challenges or have
managed to overcome the difficulties and implement successful projects; whether and how
students and faculty have interacted with communities; whether the community, broadly
understood, can become 100% web-based while respecting the “digital proximity” perspective;
what social needs have been addressed in the projects, whether they have had a link to COVID19, and what the impact have been.

2. Research objectives
To broaden comprehension about European university development of e-SL during the
pandemic a qualitative exploratory study was needed. The research aimed to emphasize the
practical and social dimensions of technologies for student collaboration with the community
during e-SL projects, enhancing an in-depth study previously developed by Turnley (2007).
Indeed, this author had mainly focused on the role of communication technologies in
technical communication courses. Here we want to frame the technology integration concept
as a distinct concern for the e-SL approach. To this end the questions that guided this exploratory
study were:
1) What social needs related to COVID-19 did the e-SL projects address? and,
consequently, what solidarity goals have been stated?
2) How were the e-SL projects developed in terms of virtual design?
3) How and to what extent is technology involved in the e-SL projects?
4) How is the new interaction with the communities in an online environment and what is
the extent of the projects’ impacts?
Major contribution of this study is to help faculty and researchers that are interested in
applying and studying e-SL regarding what is the current situation in this field, thus providing
more in-sights and suggesting future directions of action and research.
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3.1 Resources
The exploratory study focused on projects collected by the European Observatory of
Service-Learning in Higher Education (EOSLHE) accessible through an interactive map within the
Observatory’s website (https://www.eoslhe.eu). All European universities can upload their
projects on the platform; the data is processed and then published.
To this end, EOSLHE has defined a Service-Learning experience as a specific practice that takes
place during an academic semester or year, in which students share common SL objectives and
assessment activities. As of November 2021, the EOSLHE interactive map offered a total of 137
projects divided into two distinct sections (see Fig.1): “Service-Learning Experiences”, and
“Service-Learning Experiences in response to COVID-19”.

Figure 1. State of the art EOSLHE interactive map - November 2021.

3.2 Screening and analysis Plan
Firstly, a screening process was used to select projects. The authors included only
experiences that were based on the higher education context. The selected projects should also
show that they integrated technology during SL; thus, they must be explicitly e-SL. Next, each
project was evaluated on a set of exclusion criteria, namely: they did not integrate technology
during SL (exclusion criteria 1); the project description did not provide sufficient information to
understand how the e-SL activities were carried out (exclusion criteria 2); the information
uploaded on the EOSLHE interactive map refers to SL related activities, not to SL or e-SL project
(exclusion criteria 3).
Secondly, the remaining experiences resulted from the screening process (see Fig. 2)
then went through the third process: a qualitative analysis. At this stage, authors independently
examined all the e-SL projects according to different categories of interest.
Analysis was focused on specific areas that related to formulated questions. The data
were extracted by reading through the context information first then the full project (in-depth)
to identify appropriate themes and subthemes according to the chosen categories.
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3. Method
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Figure 2. Flow diagram detailing the selection process.

4. Findings
A final set of fifty projects were included as part of the corpus of analysis for qualitative
synthesis. Of these 50 selected experiences:
●

20 projects came from the “Service-Learning Experiences” section. These were
implemented in 5 countries: Belgium, Italy, Portugal, Spain and Ukraine;

●

30 projects came from the “Service-Learning Experiences in response to COVID-19”
section. These were implemented in 15 countries: Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, Czech Republic, Finland, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Portugal,
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Ukraine and the United Kingdom.

At total number of 87 projects were eliminated because they did not meet the inclusion
criteria described above, namely: n=52 for the exclusion criteria 1, n=19 for the exclusion criteria
2, and n=17 for the exclusion criteria 3.

4.1 Descriptive overview of selected European e -SL projects
The selected 50 projects involved 28 universities from 15 different European countries
(see Fig. 3), related to 23 disciplinary areas – main academic fields: Education 34%, Psychology
28%, Economics and Business 22%, Medicine and health 16%, Communication 12%. 31 projects
linked service activities with more than one discipline (62%) and 5 declared themselves

Figure 3. Geographic areas of the 50 e-SL projects collected up to November 2021 (own elaboration).

At a descriptive level, it is interesting to note the composition of the analysis corpus with
respect to the type of solidarity service and the type of implementation model adopted.
Regarding point one, four types of service have been highlighted in the literature
(Berger, 2003) that can be found in the selected projects:

1. Direct Service-Learning: involves students and the community in field-based activities with
direct interaction. In our body of analysis 58% of projects were Direct-SL. For example, in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, a group of social psychology and education students had direct
service interaction with kids from a Home for children and youth without parental care
(face-to-face before COVID-19 and online during the pandemic) to read and play together
and to support them with school work.
2. Research-based Service-Learning: involves students in research activities to collect and
process information of public interest that can have an impact on reality. In our corpus of
analysis 20% of projects were Research-based SL. For example, a group of medical and
sociology students from the Netherlands conducted and then shared an international
research study on COVID-19. At the local level they investigated, among others, the
strategies to avert loneliness among young people and how religious faith can help in coping
during the pandemic. At the global level they investigated among others, the ways to fight
misinformation and its spread during COVID-19 pandemic.
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interdisciplinary (10%). A total of 1,993 students were involved in e-SL activities, operating in
projects that included a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 400 people.

4. Indirect Service-Learning: involves students in a community service without a direct
relationship with the beneficiaries of the community, which is considered as a whole. In our
corpus of analysis 8% of projects were Indirect SL. For example, a group of education
students in Spain created educational material for primary school children, in order to help
schools to compensate, as far as possible, for the lack of schooling caused by COVID-19.
The material created was made available free of charge so that all teachers who needed
it could use it. Figure 4 shows the distribution of service types in our body of analysis.

Figure 4. Distribution of service types in the analysis corpus (own elaboration).

Regarding the model adopted to implement e-SL – independently of the technology –
in our body of analysis, projects can be traced to 3 emerging model types in the literature (see
Fig. 5), defined according to the students’ more or less central role in the design process (Culcasi
2021):
1. 76% are Top-down model type: the university or faculty member sets up a prestructured project in collaboration with a community partner, in which students
participate in service activities that have curricular connections to their course of study;
2. 16% are Bottom-up model type: students choose a social problem to address and
establish relationships with a community partner to carry out a project related to their
area of study;
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3. Advocacy Service-Learning: involves students in activities aimed at raising awareness,
promoting action and increasing consciousness about issues of public interest. In our body
of analysis 16% of projects were Advocacy SL. For example, a group of communication
students in Italy created an awareness video aimed at a target audience between 16 and 30
years old on the topic of Eating disorders (DCAs), delving into its relationship with the canons
of beauty of contemporary societies, its effects on physical health and psychological
functioning, and its paths to diagnosis and treatment.

Figure 5. Distribution of the type of implementation SL model in the analysis corpus (own elaboration).

4.2 Question 1: What social needs related to COVID -19 did the e-SL
projects address? and, consequently, what solidarity goals have
been stated?
Analysed e-SL projects responded to different needs of people and organizations. Most
of the projects were connected with COVID-19, or they responded to a problem or issue whereas
with COVID-19 there was a need to search for new strategies or solutions to a social problem.
The analysed projects also prove that SL can be used to help different target groups in different
areas by using the potential of knowledge and skills of university students. The summary is in
Figure 6:
●

The most frequent e-SL projects (11 projects) were focused on searching for solutions
to social and psychological consequences of a pandemic caused by COVID-19 aimed at
different beneficiaries: students, elders, lonely people, people in social housing, or the
general public. The projects tried to solve social isolation, loneliness, fear of COVID-19,
sleep disorders, need for psychological support, anxiety, emotional discomfort, and lack
of social contacts. One project tried to explore the COVID-19 and its consequences;

●

The second group of the projects (7 projects) tried to reduce inequalities of vulnerable
groups. Students interacted with different vulnerable groups in these projects: people
in poverty, youth at risk, people in prison, people with HIV, and Syrian women. They
tried to help with housing, overcoming discrimination, developing entrepreneurial skills,
overcoming poverty, and integration into the labour market;

●

The third category of e-SL projects (7 projects) was related to access to education and
leisure time activities during the COVID-19. In these projects, university students tried
to help with the lack of digital resources in schools, develop digital and computer skills
of different target groups, and help with the home schooling and extracurricular
programs;
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3. 8% are Middle-down model type: the university or faculty member suggests some
opportunities for collaboration; students choose the community partner and together
they define service and learning goals.

Health issues were in focus in six e-SL projects. These projects contributed to solving the
problem of oral health of people with disabilities and eating disorders of young people.
Students also helped develop skills in basic life support and work strategies following
the principles of infection control;

●

In six e-SL projects, students provided direct or indirect support for non-profit
organizations. They prepared the communication plan and strategy for organizations,
elaborated promotional materials, and helped organize a fundraising campaign. One
project helped with networking in a specific area;

●

Three e-SL projects were using technology solutions to solve specific problems in
communities;

●

Two e-SL projects addressed the problem of human trafficking; two other projects
reacted to cyberbullying; two projects tried to contribute to intercultural tolerance. One
project dealt with cultural heritage, another one with the access to religious activities
during the pandemic; one focused on animal protection and one on civic engagement.

Figure 6. Social needs in e-Service-Learning projects (own elaboration).

In the European Observatory’s interactive map, the main goals of the projects are linked
to the SDGs. Our body of analysis consisted of projects related to almost every SDG (see Figure
7), except Goal 2. Zero Hunger, Goal 9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure, Goal 13. Climate
Action, Goal 14. Life Below Water, and Goal 15. Life on Land. The most frequently cited SDGs
were:
●
●

Goal 3. Good health and well-being: in 27 e-SL projects;
Goal 10. Reduce inequalities: in 23 e-SL projects;
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●

Goal 4. Quality education: in 21 e-SL projects.

Figure 7. Distribution of the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) to transform our world in the 50
selected e-SL projects (own elaboration).

4.3 Question 2: How were the e-SL projects developed in terms of
virtual design?
To answer the research question of how e-SL projects developed in terms of virtual
design, we used the classification of Waldner and colleagues (2012) that identified 5 Types of SL
practices based on the different modalities of mixing the online and in person components:
1. In Traditional Service-Learning (tSL) service and teaching components are organized
entirely on-site;
2. In e-Service-Learning Hybrid Type I service is provided on-site, and teaching is organized
fully online;
3. In e-Service-Learning Hybrid Type II service is provided fully online with teaching fully
on-site. The lessons take place entirely in the presence, and the service usually involves
the creation of online resources as a response to an identified need;
4. e-Service-Learning Hybrid Type III is a blended format with instruction and service
partially online and partially on-site;
5. In Extreme e-Service-Learning (Xe-SL), 100% of the instruction and service is online.
There is no on-site component.
The results of our analyses are in Figure 8: most of the analysed e-SL experiences (48%
- 24 projects) were in the category of Extreme e-SL; the second biggest group was e-SL Hybrid
Type III (40% - 20 projects) organized as a mixed experience; four analysed e-SL experiences
were in the category e-SL Hybrid Type II (8%); in the last category of e-SL projects - Hybrid Type
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●

Figure 8. Typology of the Service-Learning projects according to the virtual design (own elaboration.
Source: Waldner et al., 2012).

4.4 Question 3: How and to what extent is technology involved i n
the e-SL projects?
Regarding technological “immersion” we analysed the 50 selected e-SL experiences
starting from the categorization of Culcasi et al. (2021b). In this classification, technological
interaction is defined based on the complexity in which technology and digital devices are
incorporated into the e-SL and based on the levels of competence in the digital, personal, and
social sphere required of students. The categorization defines 4 types of technological
interaction (see Figure 9). In detail:
1. Technological interaction type I – Instrumental channel: technology is basically the
medium to implement both the service and the learning components that, where it not
for a state of necessity, would occur without technology. As such, the learners do not
need any special technological expertise.
2. Technological interaction type II – Integrated channel: technology remains the service
and learning channel, but in this case, the inclusion of technology is the result of an
intentional design decision. As such, it requires students to be digitally literate in order
to fulfil the solidarity service.
3. Technological Interaction Type III – Instrumental Objective: technology is the service
and learning goal; it requires students to learn to use existing ICT tools related to their
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I were two experiences (4%). There is no experience of traditional SL in the body of analysis
because it was an exclusion criteria.

4. Technological Interaction Type IV – Integrated Objective: technology is the objective of
the learning and service components and also includes the creation of new digital tools.
Thus, students need advanced technological skills.
From a soft skills perspective, in the first type of technological interaction, students’
personal and social skills are crucial, while digital skills may be minimal. Conversely, in the last
type of technological interaction, technological skills are essential, while students’ personal and
social skills may be minimal.

Figure 9: Categorization of technology interactions in e-SL (Culcasi et al., 2021b).

In our corpus of analysis: the most widespread technology interaction type is the
Instrumental Channel – type I (26 projects) followed by technological interaction type II –
Integrated Channel (10 projects) and technological interaction type III – Instrumental Objective
(10 projects); finally, by technological interaction type IV – Integrated Objective (2 projects).
Thus, it seems that the potential of technologies in terms of interaction in e-SL projects is not
yet sufficiently exploited. The summary is in Figure 10.
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future career field while doing community service, but does not involve the creation of
new technological tools.
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Figure 10. Technological interactions of the 50 e-SL experiences (own elaboration).

Below we present a project for each of the types of technological interaction:

Technological interaction type I: Instrumental Channel
A group of Social Science students in Slovakia set up a helpline for lonely old people in response to
the pandemic situation.
●

The aim of the service was to help vulnerable people overcome feelings of isolation,
maintain social contacts and share their feelings;

●

The learning objective for the students was related to the development of communication
skills, empathy – important elements for their future professional practice – as well as the
development of personal and social responsibility.

Technological interaction type II: Integrated Channel
A group of Education students in Spain created teaching materials for elementary school children in
the area of reading and math, made available free of charge to instructors.
●

The aim of the service was to provide educational materials to overcome the lack of
schooling caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

●

The learning objective for students was to develop specific skills in creating instructional
units suitable for distance learning.

A group of Psychology and Communication and Digital Media Sciences students in Italy created an
Instagram page to orientate young people in the difficult entry into the labour world, all the more
accentuated by the pandemic situation.
●

The aim of the service was to create an online space for discussion to overcome the
disorientation related to the world of work, as well as to give advice on CV writing,
recruitment processes, interviews, etc.;

●

The students’ learning objective was to learn to collaborate with colleagues from different
areas by exploring the technological potential in their field and developing digital skills.

Technological interaction type IV: Integrated Objective
A group of Engineering Technology students in Belgium collaborated with a non-profit organization
to develop digital games for children with special needs.
●

The service objective was to develop a set of online games that would stimulate children
with special needs to acquire basic computer skills (clicking, dragging, moving the mouse
pointer, etc.);

●

The learning objective for the students was to develop practical skills in the field of
electronic-ICT.

4.5 Question 4: How is the new interaction with the communities in
an online environment and what is the extent of the projects’
impacts?
Although most of the projects analysed were Extreme e-SL (48%), it is necessary to
consider that we are not merely dealing with the digitization of processes that could also be
carried out face-to-face and that now – thanks to technology – are carried out virtually (GarcíaGutiérrez et al., 2020). The transition from Traditional SL to e-SL – including the “Extreme” form
– requires rethinking the concept of community. So we ask: What does the new interaction with
communities look like, and what are the project’s impacts?
In the literature, an increasing number of papers discuss the pros and cons of digital
interaction with the community; for example, as Garcia et al. (2020) points out, digital
interaction in SL offers the possibility of breaking geographical barriers to implement projects
with large-scale impact; on the other hand, as Culcasi et al. (2021c) state, students may
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Technological interaction type III: Instrumental Objective

A total of 32% of our corpus analysis projects targeted a web community. From this it
becomes apparent how the concept of web community is getting stronger, validating Ubbial’s
definition (2017): the community, as co-protagonist of solidarity activities, can be defined both
geographically and socially, up to and including web communities.
In this line, Rivoltella (2017) highlights how digital technologies are emerging as devices
through which to identify community problems and solve them. They are tools that function
both as devices of citizenship and as activators of sociality and relational networks at different
levels. The author describes the web community as another place, a parallel space in which
digital citizenship can be experienced. And this is thanks to technologies that, by virtue of their
ability to activate and maintain connections, the author defines: “community technologies”.
According to Rivoltella (2017) the community technologies are nothing more than the
final phase of the historical development of digital and social media. Indeed, in the first era of
this development, technological tools had as a key topic the overcoming of space-time barriers;
the so-called “technologies of distance” serve to speed up processes and to exchange
information without making people move.
In the second era, the focus becomes the technological environment correlated to a
massive “medialization” of the real environment (the screens in public places; the ubiquitous
availability of smartphones, tablets etc.; the automation of office work). The so-called “group
technologies” foster collaboration and sharing among people, and not only for remote work, but
also for onsite work (we can mention the content sharing applications, such as Drive or Learning
Management Systems: e-Learning platforms that allow users to use learning paths and interact
synchronously and asynchronously with other participants).
The latest era is precisely that mentioned above of “community technologies” whose
paradigm is the connective element. Media migrates within people’s lives, becoming an invisible
connective element that mediates our memory, our experience in the world, our relationships.
Castells (2017) defines them as real social synapses, prospecting a counter-intuitive idea, since
usually media are thought of as factors of weakening social connections (Rivoltella, 2018).
Similarly, with the neologism “onlife”, Floridi (2015) described the way we live in advanced
societies, neither completely online nor offline. This evolutionary transformation of media,
referred to as “mediamorphosis” by Rivoltella (2017), is illustrated in Table 1.
Linking this schematization of media development (Table 1) to e-SL, how e-SL can be
considered a natural evolution of traditional SL becomes evident, as it is based on the new digital
dimension that increasingly characterizes community life. In this line, e-SL projects that address
their service action to the “web community” target should be considered as concretely
addressing the lives of the people involved.
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experience difficulties in really understanding how many are the beneficiaries of a project
whether this is aimed at the broader web community and whether they interact digitally with
the community.

Media

Key Theme

Idea of technology

Conceptualization

First era

Tools

Second era

Environments

Third era

Connective element

Beyond place

Sharing

Technologies of
Distance

Group technologies

Collaborating

Contact

Community
Technologies

Table 1. The three eras of media in the process of mediamorphosis (source: Rivoltella, 2017 p.33).

As is easily assumed, e-SL in “mediamorphosis” has naturally a broader impact than
traditional SL. The impact is probably less defined in its boundaries and thus poses a challenge
in terms of impact quantification, but does not mean not having a specific group of beneficiaries.
Actually, the 16 projects that make up 32% of our body of analysis have a social impact at a
national (62%, or 10 projects) or international level (25%, or 4 projects) and to a lesser extent
an impact at a local level (12%, or 2 projects). At the other end of the spectrum, projects that do
not declare that they are designed for a web community (34 projects in the analysis corpus: 68%)
more often have a local impact (65%, or 22 projects), in some cases national (29% or 10 projects)
and in rare cases international (6% or 2 projects).
Thus, although we are reviewing all e-SL projects, it seems that the potential for e-SL to
overcome the geographic limitations of traditional SL only takes place to the extent that the
design of solidarity activities takes on the challenge of how to interact with the web community.
According to Tapia-Sasot (2021), technologies are destined to increasingly be part of SL,
and today no one doubts the importance of digital literacy for the development of innovative
proposals with a strong social implication.
Faced with the social difficulties we are experiencing, faculty and students – through eSL projects – are exploring new spaces, new tools and new ways to connect with the community,
while developing resilient and creative proposals to address social problems and learn from
them.
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Mediamorphosis

The aim of this exploratory study was to understand where Europe stands right now in terms
of e-SL implementation. With respect to the questions we have posed, we can conclude by
pointing out that:
1. Social needs: there is an effort by European universities to respond to the current
COVID-19 pandemic impacts in various areas (social and psychological consequences;
inequalities of vulnerable groups; education and leisure time activities; health issues;
and non-profit organizations support, among others). The projects are aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals, specifically: Goal 3. Good health, Goal 4. Quality
education, and Goal 10. Reduce inequalities.
2. Virtual design: there is a widespread development of Extreme SL projects whereby both
the service and instructional components are conducted completely online. Another
common virtual design mode seems to be the Hybrid Type III: a blended format with
instruction and service partially online and partially on-site.
3. Technological interaction: although there is more significant use of the online
environment in the various phases of the projects, the potential of ICT and the online
environment is not yet sufficiently exploited in e-SL. In the majority of the projects,
technology was employed as an instrumental channel, thus it is basically the medium to
implement both the service and the learning components. Only two projects used
technology as an integrated objective, i.e. creating new digital tools to solve specific
problems in communities.
4. Community: In e-SL a new concept of community is emerging with less defined but wider
boundaries. The exploratory study – supported by the relevant literature – also shows
how e-SL can be considered a natural evolution of traditional SL, as it is based on the
new digital dimension that increasingly characterizes community life. Thus, an e-SL
project for a web community should be considered as a concrete service addressed to
the target involved.
As Guanzon (2021) states, despite the various challenges associated with e-SL, European
universities during the pandemic period supported and improved projects through different
adaptation and research strategies; they maintained social connections and tried to achieve
project goals. In other words, this need to be able to adapt to the new challenges of social
interaction has resulted in students, faculty, and community partners acquiring new skills and
strategies to carry out solidarity actions towards society. European SL experiences have focused
on the enrichment of human life, trying to contribute socially, beyond the accumulation of good
grades.
This study has some limitations. First, the sample of experiences is small; moreover,
access to the projects is limited to what is briefly shared by universities on the EOSLHE platform.
On the other hand, this is one of the first exploratory studies on e-SL at the European level that
has highlighted interesting insights. Future research should explore the suggestions that
emerged from the exploratory study, especially in terms of student support for interaction with

47

5. Discussions and future perspectives
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the web community, trying to understand whether different ways of participation influence the
success of projects in terms of social and learning impact. Future studies should also explore the
relationship between e-SL and digital citizenship, in order to promote a pedagogy approach that
capitalizes on the potential of technology to both build knowledge and promote civic
participation. To conclude, we believe that e-SL is more than an interesting pedagogical
curiosity; rather, it represents the future of SL.
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THEME: Service-learning: experiences and institutionalization processes.
ABSTRACT:
Introduction: Over the last two decades, there has been a growing emphasis on the
transformation of higher education within Europe. A growing number of policy targets
and visions were established to create harmony and cooperation among European higher
education institutions/programmes/systems in order to compete internationally. The
promotion of active and democratic citizenship through formal higher education is a
primary concern. Service-learning (S-L) has proven to be a powerful didactic
methodology for achieving these ideals. S-L, which began to emerge within the US in the
1960s, has recently taken roots in Europe. Although there is a growing body of research
in Europe, little is known scholarly about the collective understanding of S-L within
Europe.
Objectives: The objective of this paper is to highlight some reflections that permeate SL European experiences, published in the European Observatory of Service-Learning in
Higher Education, between January 2020 and September 2021. These are reflections
regarding issues such as the contribution of S-L to the development of a culture of
political and civic literacy within higher education, and the response of S-L to European
Union policy, to the tripartite missions of higher education institutions, and towards
engagement with broader societal issues.
Methodology: A content analysis was made of 105 S-L experiences and summaries
collected by the European Observatory of Service-Learning in Higher Education.
Technically, a thematic analysis was developed counting the various valued items, in
which the coding unit was the phrase. The categories or rubrics, their components,
examples, and frequency of S-L valued attitudes towards EU policy, third mission, and
societal engagement are listed.
Results: The counting and percentages of the valued attitudes of S-L experiences were
collected to explore the guiding philosophy, historical roots, purposes, and underpinning
features of S-L, contextual factors affecting the practice of S-L in the partner institutions
and countries, and future challenges and opportunities.
Discussion: (questions that are addressed): (a) Is S-L a key approach in terms of
embedding a culture of political and civic literacy within higher education? (b) Does S-L
explore the issue of higher education social responsibility? (c) Is S-L responding to
European Union policy, to the tripartite missions and strategy of higher education
institutions, and towards engagement with broader societal issues?
Conclusions: (will focus on): (a) S-L, its growth and mainstreaming, that can be viewed
optimistically if the right conditions exist including the development of the project,
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KEYWORDS: Civic engagement; Social commitment; Social responsibility;
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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this full paper is to emphasize several reflections that permeate
European service-learning experiences, collected by the European Association of
Service-Learning in Higher Education (EASLHE), between January 2020 and September
2021. In line with EASLHE’s mission of promotion of sustainable human development,
this paper aims to address the contribution of service-learning to the development of a
culture of political and civic literacy within European higher education. To address it, the
authors focused on how such educational organizations are managing the tripartite
missions of teaching, researching, and engagement with broader societal issues.
This paper fits this symposium in the thematic axis of sharing and analysing
service-learning experiences and their contribution to the identity and mission of higher
education institutions. We hope that this contribution will facilitate exchanges between
specialists, authorities, faculty, and students from European higher education institutions
on the issues of social commitment and service-learning. The concept of experience is
central to service-learning. It can be considered as “a course-based, 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” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995:112). Echoing
educational situational concepts like participation, community, and civic responsibility,
this definition holds in tension the experiential dimensions of theory and practice, and of
individuals and society.
These tensions are rooted in John Dewey’s primacy of the concept of experience
that connects education and personal experience along an experiential continuum and
interaction (Dewey, 1938). Although John Dewey did not specifically call for servicelearning, much can be developed from his works to support it. Since the learnings emerge
from or are intrinsic to the act of service, those doing service and those receiving it would
undoubtedly learn from the experience. Two immediate implications to service-learning
providers can be placed. The first is that service-learning is ultimately social and
communal, and interactive and reciprocal. And consequently, service-learning providers
should pay attention to the interaction between who is serving and who is being served,
between past and present experiences, and to the transactions that are part of the servicelearning experience. By the twenty-first century, these experiences are the ones that
carefully integrate the experience of partnering with community members into the overall
teaching and learning process. Experiences that foster the development of civic learning
skills including political knowledge and critical thinking, communication skills, public
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funding, support, and networking among actors and actants; (b) S-L as a core strategic
pillar for developing deeper community-higher education partnerships and for
strengthening civic engagement across higher education; (c) The need to develop future
research to explore these connections and the potential that service-learning can play in
terms of increased civic, work-life and theoretical understandings and skills.

In order to ensure the learning derived from the experience of service is rigorous,
service-learning should be designed in a way that facilitates the development of those
skills as part of, or in addition to, other civic learning objectives. The way to do it seems
to be by immersing learners in settings, processes, and interactions in which the concept
in question is present and can be critically examined, comparing and contrasting diverse
worldviews (Stokamer & Clayton, 2017). But, to achieve it, more research is needed.
The way to improve the level of social responsibility at university there is a need
to foster in-depth discussion about the role and objectives of the university extension,
because, normally, this extension has been outside of the curriculum. It should also be
recognized that more insight is needed regarding qualitative and mixed-method designs
in order to get a whole picture or to obtain a comprehensive understanding of servicelearning. More research is needed to explore the way demographic information from
students, faculty, and community partners could potentially interact to influence critical
service-learning outcomes. Many more examples could have been chosen, but these are
enough to transmit the notion that, since service-learning is a didactic-pedagogical
emergency at the European level, it is however little known at the academic level
(McIlrath, Aramburuzabala & Opazo, 2019).
There is a lack of studies contributing to get a better understanding of servicelearning as a phenomenon, and explaining different aspects of its practice, especially
across Europe. To face these challenges, one of the methods EASLHE found useful was
to disseminate information and knowledge based on service-learning experiences
research. In this sense, between January 2020 and September 2021, EASLHE has been
mapping service-learning experiences, with the aim of supporting service-learning
research and scientific publications, individual and institutional projects, policy
recommendations, and advocating service-learning development in higher-education
institutions.
Taking into account the primacy of experience in the context of the pedagogy of
civic duty, EASLHE understands that service-leaning is a methodology that immerses
participants in experiential learnings that will enhance their democratic education (in
terms of political and civic literacy). Such experiential learnings require students to live
progressive, humanistic, and radical service-learning experiences (Mtawa & Nkhoma,
2020). About these experiential learnings, there are entry questions that can be asked and
whose answers will help to understand which key tenets students are developing in the
context of civic engagement. For example, are European service-learning experiences
enabling students to develop awareness and obligation toward society? Is it allowing them
to learn and develop capacities to solve complex societal issues? Is service-learning
achieving the aim of cultivating students’ democratic values? Is it enabling students’
freedom to choose and act meaningfully? Are service-learning experiences acting as a
means to allow students to be proactive and bring about change for themselves and
others?
In order to understand the type of experiential learnings European service-learning
projects are addressing, it needs to extract the social meanings elaborated by the actors of
the service-learning practices.
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problem solving, civic judgment, civic imagination and creativity, collective action,
coalition building, and organizational analysis (Battistoni, 2013).

EASLHE is very clear that to answer the above questions, objectivity cannot be
achieved by reducing the facts of service-learning activities, but by recognizing their
subjectivity. Therefore, EASLHE assumes the search for answers will be made by
confronting the researchers' apriorisms with the meanings that the service-learning actors
attribute to their actions. For these reasons, the methodology of this work shifts in the
interpretive sense, being perhaps more phenomenological as the interest lies in
understanding reality in terms of the meaningfulness the actors attribute to the experience.
The research design took place in an emergent way with a low degree of
structuring, which consisted of asking respondents, via an online questionnaire, to share
with the researchers their brief summaries of the service-learning experience, mentioning
the social partner, service, learning objectives and the reflection processes. Still, the
respondents uploaded photos, videos, and/or documents in any language, concerning their
service-learning experiences.
Still, the respondents uploaded photos, videos, and/or documents concerning their
service-learning experiences, and did so in various languages. To draw a general profile
of the respondents, the questionnaire collected information about their title/position
whether they were or not in charge of the service-learning experience. Information was
also collected in terms of the type of institutions surveyed, their ownership, the type of
community partners, and the most representative areas of service-learning experiences.
For the purpose of this research, the service-learning experience was defined by the
description of a specific practice that took place within one semester or academic year, in
which participating students shared common service, learning goals, and evaluation
activities. Service-learning experiences occurred at the same time and within the same
class or subject.
Full anonymity was maintained, and the completion of the survey was voluntary
and unrestricted. Non-probabilistic techniques were used for the selection: the
convenience technique, the snowball system, and capture in target places. Two lists of
email addresses were compiled and the link to the survey was distributed. The members
of the Academic Committee of EOSLHE also filled out the survey regarding their own
service-learning experiences and disseminated the questionnaire link through their own
contact networks, thus operating as satellites across different regions of Europe. The
questionnaire was disseminated in international conferences, working as target locations
to collect experiences.
The variables in this questionnaire are of the nominal qualitative type and their
analysis was performed using percentages and counting of frequencies. As to the brief
summaries, a content analysis was made. This content analysis was performed in relation
to the constitution, and is, therefore, thematic. It allows access to the social
representations shared by service-learning practitioners. For each inducer word, the
corresponding induced word was listed. Simultaneously, new, particular, elements were
isolated originating a regrouping of the previous inductive words. In this process,
inductive words were not removed, and new ones were not added, as sometimes served
as a unit to understand messages, themes, meanings, and objects or referents present in
the summaries. With the data and information obtained, it was interpreted in the most
plausible and possible way in terms of what may or might be considered transformative.
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METHODOLOGY

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
From January 2020 to September 2021, EASLHE collected 105 service-learning
experiences from 20 different European countries. Those experiences took place between
2017 and 2021. The number of final beneficiaries was 102.248 people, and 7.815 students
took part in the experiences. Most of the respondents were academic staff, who were in
charge of the service-learning experiences.
The respondents act on behalf of higher education institutions that mostly were
universities, more were public (administered by the state), than private (not administered
by the state). The universities ran their service-learning projects based on partnerships
established mostly with non-profit organizations. These partnerships were developed in
order to implement service-learning projects with the aim of reducing inequalities,
improve quality education, good health and well-being.
Following EASLHE's definition of service-learning as an experiential educational
method in which students engage in activities addressing real human, social and
environmental needs, it is appropriate to appeal to the dimensions of experiential learning
in order to address service-learning induced words.
Based on the work of Mtawa and Nkhoma (2020), the researchers understand that
it would be congruous to establish a horizontal correspondence between the dimensions
of experiential learning, their key tenets, and service-learning practical expressions.
Consequently, concepts like responsibility, problem solving, self-actualization,
development, liberation, and transformation, can play the role of inducing words. In turn,
these words are matched by others that represent the most instrumental development of
the service-learning experiences. For example, awareness is constitutive of responsibility,
valued ends are constitutive of development, meaning is constitutive of liberation.
According to the researcher’s analysis of the summaries, it was founded that the
most mentioned inducing words were (in descending order) development, responsibility,
and problem resolution. Other words such as liberation and transformation were not
mentioned in any of the analysed experiences. In the list of 105 summaries under analysis,
around 60% of the respondents addressed service-learning issues in the form of
development (figure 1). This percentage is markedly higher than that verified with
responsibility, which was addressed on 23% of the projects.
Turning the attention to development issues, European service-learning projects
are being designed and implemented focusing most of the time on the development of
personal, social, and professional student skills (Table 1). These skills need to be learned
through education by engaging students as community servers.
As service-learning projects are designed by people to serve other people, the
development of personal and professional skills is central. As for professional skills,
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An analysis was made of their association concordant with the operationalization of the
concepts, seeking to explain the differences found. This work is fundamental to the
subsequent task of interpreting the observed facts and differences. In this research, the
authors did not base their work on testing the hypotheses.

Professional skills channel their development towards entrepreneurial and
innovative approaches. Most of these approaches have to do with solutions for the circular
economy, new strategies, practices, and policies, organizing agreed activities, efficiently
and effectively, and group work. Soft skills channel their improvement towards ethical
decision-making, learning by doing, and incorporating a practical and empirical pedagogy
into the daily routine.
The predicates of such routines are increased by the development of servicelearning contextual research and knowledge exchange (exchanging knowledge),
sometimes based on nature itineraries focused on the improvement of the quality of life,
reducing poverty and inequalities. Throughout community engagement, service-learning
projects foster local social change by researching small active social spheres.
The knowledge resulting from the researcher is exchanged with diverse social
partners with whom partnerships are developed. More than enabling students to develop
awareness and obligation for society, or acting as a way of allowing students to act and
bring about change for themselves and others, it seems that universities are running
service-learning projects aiming to establish democratic foundations for future
achievements in terms of social justice activism, social change makers, and thus fostering
the universities’ third mission. It seems that more than developing service-learning
projects aiming to participate in and contribute to the policy process, European
universities are fostering previous steps in the ladder of empowering students with skills
and knowledge to make the change. A service-learning project may be, therefore, a
comprehensive socio-educational endeavour, designed in a way that combines research
and teaching with civic engagement, continuously negotiating collaborations and
partnerships, staying permanently tuned and adapted to personal and social emerging
needs and sustainability issues.
CONCLUSIONS
Recognizing the content analysis of 105 brief summaries’ subjectivity, it seems
that universities have prioritized or become more focused on developing the personal and
professional skills of students over community service and on the impact these have on
society. Through service-learning projects, students seemed to have had the possibility to
enrich, integrate and develop themselves in terms of soft and hard skills, which are seen
as valued ends. That may mean that service-learning developed across Europe seems to
be used as a didactical methodology for increasing students’ capacity on personal
reflexivity and community leading and managing. That is to say that through servicelearning projects, universities are developing skills and set-practices in the students,
having as background guiding philosophies and historical roots, purpose in terms of social
responsibility, and democratic citizenship.
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European service-learning projects have been developing communication, teamwork,
creativity, good working relationships, mutual agreement. In terms of personal skills,
service-learning projects have been promoting empathy, solidarity, a climate of respect
and coexistence, and civic commitment. Whether they be personal or professional, they
are both taken as learning evidence, ie., behaviours that need to be seen in order for the
learning to be acknowledged.
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REFERENCES

Inducing word

Inductive words of the
first instance
Skills

Community
Development
Education

Organizations

Inductive words of the second instance
1 - Employability;
2 - Entrepreneurship & Innovation;
3 - Personal & Professional Essentials.
1 - Engagement;
2 - Small active;
3 - Local social change.
1 - Reducing poverty; Increasing quality of life;
2 - Contextual research;
3 - Community service and engagement practices;
4 - Learning from positive examples.
1 - Social sphere; Social services;
2 - Working together with community partners.
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Table 1: Correspondence between project development and service-learning practical
expressions

