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Introduction: Service-Learning (SL) is an innovative teaching-learning proposal
with an increasingly wide application in higher education. Previous studies show
its potential to generate positive personal, academic, social and citizenship
outcomes among students who participate in it. But studies that help understand
in depth its real impact, particularly in comparison with more traditional teaching-
learning contexts, are still scarce.

Method: This study explores the effects of Service-Learning on 122 university
students, who were attending Psychology (n = 80), Social Work (SW; n = 19) and
Applied Foreign Languages (AFL; n = 23) degree courses. These participants were
organized into service-learning and traditional teaching-learning groups and
assessed on expectations and impact of the service-experience, development of
social and civic skills, and life goals.

Results: Results show significant differences between pre- and post-tests in
life goals, namely an increase in hedonistic and wellbeing goals for Psychology
students, political, hedonistic, religious, personal development, and wellbeing
goals for SW students, and social and wellbeing goals for AFL students. Students
in Psychology and AFL increased their expectations with the service and students
in the AFL developed more pro-social behaviors.

Discussion: These results are encouraging for the expansion of this transformative
teaching-learning practice to courses of different scientific areas, although with
some specificities, with the purpose of contributing to a more responsible, critical
and participatory society in the creation of the common good.

service-learning, traditional teaching-learning contexts, expectations and impact, social
and civic skills, life goals

Introduction

Service-Learning (SL) is an experiential teaching-learning methodology that combines
academic learning with community service (Celio et al., 2011) with the goal of enhancing
learning, teaching civic responsibility, and strengthening communities (Fiske, 2001).

Previous studies, including very recent findings, have highlighted its relationship with
several benefits for the participating students, including gains in these key domains (Celio et al.,
2011; Salam et al., 2019; Folgueiras et al., 2020; Lin and Shek, 2021; McDougle and Li, 2023):
attitudes toward self, school and learning, civic engagement, social skills such as teamwork and
adaptation to new situations, academic performance, and life satisfaction. The SL experience
seems to be associated with positive emotions such as interest, enthusiasm, inspiration, and
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determination, which are maintained throughout the experience
(Opazo et al,, 2018). Other authors also highlight SL as a significant
experience impacting participants’ life goals by focusing on
contributing to “the common good” (Opazo et al., 2018).

In addition to the students, who can benefit personally, socially,
and academically, the SL programs have also shown (e.g., White, 2001;
Conway et al.,, 2009) a positive influence on the community receiving
the services and on the educational institution hosting the program.
The use of this methodology is meaningful in a context where,
particularly in the last two decades, there has been a growing emphasis
on the transformation of higher education in Europe, with the
promotion of an active and democratic citizenship through formal
higher education being a primary concern (Ribeiro et al., 2021). SL
has proven to be a powerful didactic methodology to achieve these
ideals, becoming a widespread strategy in schools around the world,
with an exponencial growth of contributions over the last 20 years
(Queiruga-Dios et al., 2021; Sotelino-Losada et al., 2021) as opposed
to more traditional teaching-learning models (e.g., Opazo et al., 2018;
Prado et al., 2020).

SL is based on the theoretical proposal of Dewey (1938), an
American educator and philosopher who strongly influenced
movements for the renewal of education in various parts of the world.
His theory (“learning by doing”) proposes that individuals reflect on and
use prior knowledge from personal experiences to achieve authentic
learning, leading to new ways of seeing education as an active
connection between knowledge and experience through engagement
and reflection on the world beyond the classroom. It proposes to
increase students’ understanding of the content learned and, at the same
time, to promote the fulfilment of community needs (Salam et al., 2019),
since — in Dewey’s conception - the world constitutes an ever-changing
reality, and it is only through action that it is possible to know it. It is
therefore up to educational institutions to provide this action,
suppressing the obstacles of the community as much as possible.

Thus, through SL, students find very specific opportunities to
apply their knowledge and skills in projects developed outside the
university setting that aim to benefit the community or a certain group
of people with a specific need (Waldner et al., 2012). This experiential
learning, potentially beneficial for all stakeholders (Henry and
Breyfogle, 2006; Tijsma et al, 2020), allows students to apply
theoretical knowledge in a “real world” context, enhancing their
understanding about theoretical concepts and promoting multiple
skills and personal growth (Salam et al., 2019). In a very recent study,
Lin et al. (2023) highlight the potential benefits of the SL experience
even if conducted online (e.g., life satisfaction and leadership skills)
and suggest the perceived benefits may vary for students depending
on their psychosocial skills and learning experiences.

Following the first studies in our country (Veiga et al., 2021; Pais
et al., 2022) seeking to understand the effect of the practice of SL
experiences in Higher Education in Portugal, the present research
aims to explore the effects of the use of this pedagogical model on
students from a Portuguese university attending three different
courses (Psychology, Social Work and Applied Foreign Languages) in
the 2021-2022 academic year and organized into an experimental
group (with SL experience) and a control group (without SL
experience). Students were assessed at the beginning (February) and
end (May) of the semester (pre-and post-test) on the following
dimensions: expectations toward service-learning, perceived impact
of the experience, development of civic and social skills, and life goals.
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Research goals and hypotheses

The present study aims to evaluate the impact of the SL experience
in three distinct courses, as opposed to tractional teaching-learning
contexts. To achieve this goal, the following research hypotheses
were developed:

HI: In each course, participants in both groups (experimental and
control) show no differences at pre-test on the subscales regarding
expectations and impact of the service-learning experience vs
learning in course units, civic and social skills, and life goals.

H2: In each course, participants in both groups (experimental and
control) show significant differences at post-test on the subscales
regarding expectations and impact of the service-learning
experience vs learning in course units, civic and social skills, and
life goals. These differences are favorable to the experimental group.

H3: In each course, there are no significant differences from pre-to
post-test in the control group on the subscales regarding
expectations and impact of the service-learning vs learning
experience in course units, civic and social skills, and life goals.

H4: In each course, there are significant differences from pre-to
post-test in the experimental group on the subscales regarding
expectations and impact of the service-learning vs learning
experience in course units, civic and social skills, and life goals,
with higher results at post-test.

H5: There are no significant differences between the three courses
in the experimental group (SL) in the pre-test on the subscales
related to expectations and impact of the service-learning vs
learning experience in course units, civic and social skills, and
life goals.

He6: There are no significant differences among the three courses
in the experimental group (SL) in the post-test on the subscales in
the variables related to expectations and impact of the service-
learning vs. learning experience in course units, civic and social
competencies, and life goals.

Methods
Participants

A total of 122 undergraduate students from the Faculty of Human
Sciences at the Universidade Catélica Portuguesa (UCP; Lisbon
campus), enrolled in the academic year 2021/2022, participated in this
study. These students were attending the Psychology degree in the Ist
(n=36), 2nd (n=20) or 3rd (n=24) year of the course, the Social
Work degree in the 1st (n=7), 2nd (n=6) or 3rd (n=6) year, and the
Applied Foreign Languages (ALE) degree in the 1lst (n=9), 2nd
(n=11) or 3rd (n=3) year. In the control groups (CG) there was no
previous contact of the students with the SL methodology. The
experimental groups (EG) were attending for the first time a course
unit using the SL methodology. Table 1 presents the characteristics of
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the students comprising both the experimental and control groups
per course.

Instruments
The research protocol consisted of a total of 4 separate sections:

(i) Expectations regarding the learning-service experience: ten
items, with a 5-point Likert response scale (1=Strongly
Disagree and 5= Strongly Agree), that aim to assess the impact
of the learning-service experience (or of the course units of that
semester, in the case of the control group) on a set of
knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes (e.g., Be more
responsible for my learning). Exploratory factor analyses
indicate that the items are grouped into two subscales: learning-
related expectations and service-related expectations which
explain 39% of the total variance. The assessment of internal
consistency indicated a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.71 for learning-
related expectations and 0.86 for service-related expectations.

(i) Impact of the learning-service experience: ten items, with a
5-point Likert response scale, which intend to evaluate the
perception of the impact that the learning-service experience
had on oneself (student) and on others (e.g., The service has
contributed to better understand the contents of the curricular
unit) - completed only by the experimental groups at the post-
test. The exploratory factor analysis indicated the existence of
a single factor, which explains 48% of the total variance. The
assessment of internal consistency indicated a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.90.

(iii) Civic and social skills: twenty items (CUCOCSA; Santos-Rego
etal., 2021), with a 6-point Likert response scale (1= Strongly
disagree and 6 = Strongly agree), which aim to assess the extent
to which the student considers having a set of competences
(e.g., I am able to work cooperatively with other people). In the
original version of the instrument the items are organized into
four subscales that explain a variance of 50.96%: pro-social
behavior (¢=0.79), teamwork and relationships with others
(a=0.70), intercultural competence («=0.73), and leadership
(@=0.72).

(iv) Life goals: thirty-three items (Major Life Goals; Roberts and
Robins, 2000), with a 5-point Likert response scale (1=Not at
all important and 5 = Totally important), which intend to assess
to what extent a set of goals are valued by the student (e.g.,
Make my parents proud). The exploratory factor analysis
performed at this sample indicated the existence of nine
factors, which explain 54.75% of the total variance with alpha

TABLE 1 Characterization of experimental and control groups, per course.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1185469

reliabilities ranging from 0.68 to 0.84: economic, aesthetic,
social, relationship, political, hedonistic, religious, personal
development, and wellbeing.

Data collection procedure

The decision to include the Psychology, Social Work, and Applied
Foreign Languages courses was based on the implementation of a
phased and voluntary teaching methodology across multiple
campuses, schools, study cycles, and courses at UCP. In the 2021/22
academic year, the only bachelor’s degree in the Faculty of Human
Sciences that did not incorporate this methodology was Social
Communication. Therefore, we strongly believe that by including
three distinct courses from diverse scientific fields (humanities, social
services, and behavioral sciences), we can enrich the discussion on the
impact of service-learning.

Students in the experimental groups were attending curricular
units in the 2nd semester of the 2021/22 school year using the SL
methodology, through which had the opportunity to learn and deepen
some of the planned programmatic contents, while applying them by
providing a service to the community.

In the Psychology course, the curricular unit was Educational
Psychology, in which there was collaboration with a private
organization that aims to achieve social action, health care, education
and culture objectives, as well as the promotion of quality of life,
particularly for people in situations of social and professional
vulnerability. Students were integrated in the project “Boost me up!:
Promoting and supporting engagement, learning and wellbeing,” which
consisted of preparing workshops on topics such as self-knowledge,
exploring the world, developing social and emotional skills, and
promoting wellbeing among the institution’s users. The target-group
was composed by students of alphabetisation, hairdressing, and
elderly support courses. The university students were organized into
six distinct groups, with each group being responsible for developing
a workshop on one of the topics. Each workshop lasted 1h and
included a brief presentation followed by a set of dynamics/activities
appropriate to the target-group. Two groups of students were also
responsible for the organization of a visit to the university.

In the Social Work (SW), the project was developed in the course
unit of Social Work and Social Administration. The main objectives
included making a participatory organizational diagnosis and
designing a strategic plan for sustainability, choosing a single axis of
affirmative and participatory action, as a collaborative work between
students and associative leaders/responsible of the services chosen as
partners. The class was divided into four working groups

Psychology course Social work Applied foreign languages
EG CG EG CG EG CG
n 24 (3rd year) 56 (36 1st year +20 6 13 (7 1st year +6 2nd 9 14 (11 2nd year +3 3rd
2nd year) year) year)
Sex 83.3% female 85.7% female 100% female 84.6% female 83.3% female 88.2% female
Age 20.83 (SD=0.817; 20.38 (SD=6.28; 20.60 38 (SD=0.894; 19.92 38 (SD=2.47; 20.20 (SD=1.305 20.18 (SD=0.981;
Min-Max =20-23) Min-Max = 18-58) Min-Max =20-22) Min-Max =18-27) Min-Max =19-22) Min-Max =20-22)
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corresponding to each SL partner organization. The four NGOs
selected were: (i) day care center with activities for adult people with
physical or mental disabilities, whose focus of strategic intervention
consisted in identifying partnerships for inclusion from the measure
of socially useful activities; finding local companies and services to
integrate these people in useful activities for their respective users; (ii)
residential response institution as a measure of institutionalization for
children and youth removed from their families, whose focus was to
identify strategic partnerships for funding and sustainability of a day
care project that can integrate children from the entire community
including those flagged by the Court for the Protection of Children
and Youth; (iii) senior academy - educational and socio-occupational
forum for elderly men and women, in which students worked to
enhance the knowledge of the elderly and intergenerational
coexistence as a way to strengthen social ties between generations;
and, (iv) socio-occupational forum for adults, men and women with
mental illness, whose main action focused on analysing how art
workshops can be shared with other groups in the community,
bringing together people from inside and outside the institution.

In the Applied Foreign Languages (AFL), the Translation for
Equality and Inclusion project was developed within the scope of the
Generalist English Translation, a 1st year course. The partner was an
association that aims at promoting equality of speech and inclusion
practices. The intervention of the “translators” (students) would
represent an added value for the dissemination of the association’s
work across borders, spreading the support to the foreign community
living in Portugal. The methodology consisted in dividing the students
into teams, as if they were a translation agency. A project guide was
made available to the students, with the designation of the teams and
the division of tasks. Translation deadlines (English-Portuguese and
Portuguese-English) and final revision were defined by each team. It
would be the Team Leaders’ responsibility to deliver the final work to
the professor. This work was essentially collaborative and took place
outside the classroom and outside class time, providing students with
a more practical context and approach close to their future
professional reality.

Students in the control groups were attending course units
scheduled for the 2nd semester of the 2021/22 school year, and none
of them were using the SL methodology. Participants of all groups
completed the pre-and post-test questionnaires in a classroom setting,
in the presence of the researchers. The average completion time was
20+ 15min.

Data analyses procedure

Data were processed using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 23 for
Windows) and Jamovi (version 2.3.18 for Windows). Descriptive
statistical analyses which included measures of central tendency and
measures of dispersion were performed. Additionally, inferential
statistical analyses were conducted to examine differences between
groups and evaluation times. U Mann-Whitney tests were used to
compare the experimental and control groups of each course, while
Wilcoxon tests were employed to analyze the pre-test and post-test
variances. Kruskal-Wallis was used to analyze differences between the
experimental and the control groups of all courses. The effect sizes of
all the statistical analyses were also calculated, non-parametric tests
were chosen due to the limited number of participants in the various
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groups. Statistical significance was determined by a value of p of less
than 0.05.

Results

Expectations of the service-learning
experience

Regarding the Psychology course, results indicate there were no
differences between pre-and post-test in both subscales for the
experimental group. In the control group, there were differences
between the two assessment moments in the Learning-related
expectations, with a decrease in the results at post-test (Z=-2.699,
p=0.007; r=0.495). In terms of comparison between the experimental
and control groups, differences were found at pre-test, in the Learning-
related expectations (U=443.500, p=0.019, r=0.328) in favor of the
control group, and in the Service-related expectations in favor of the
experimental group (U=348.500, p=0.006, r=0.402). Also at post-
test, there were differences between groups in the Service-related
expectations in favor of the experimental group (U=357.000, p=0.005,
r=0.403).

Regarding the Social Work course, in the experimental group,
differences were found, in both variables, toward a decrease at post-
test (Z=-2.201, p=0.031, r=1.00; Z=-1.997, p=0.046, r=0.905). In
the control group, there were differences between the two assessment
moments in the Learning-related expectations, with an increase at
post-test (Z=-2.441, p=0.018, r=0.944). There were also differences
between the experimental and control groups at post-test, in the
Learning-related expectations (U=4.00, p=0.003, r=0.889) in favor of
the control group.

As for the Applied Foreign Languages course, in the experimental
group, differences were found in the Service-related expectations,
toward a decrease at post-test (Z=-2.207, p=0.036; r=1.00). In the
control group, there were differences between the two moments in the
Service-related expectations, representing a decrease at post-test
(Z=-2.955, p=0.004; r=1.00). Differences between the experimental
and control groups were registered both at pre-test (U=3.00, p <0.001,
r=0.929) and post-test (U=15.00, p=0.021, r=0.667), but only in the
variable Service-related expectations, and in favor of the experimental
group (Table 2).

The comparison between the results of the three experimental
groups (Psychology, Social Work, and Applied Foreign Languages)
indicated that there were no statistically significant differences
between groups at pre-test, either in the Learning-related expectations
or Service-related expectations. There were statistically significant
differences in the Learning-related expectations [X* (2)=11.068,
p=0.004, £2=0.316] between Psychology and AFL and between SW
and AFL at post-test, with worse results for AFL; but not in the
Service-related Expectations.

Impact of the service-learning experience

The comparison between the results of the three experimental
groups (Psychology, Social Work, and Applied Foreign Languages)
indicated statistically significant differences between courses.
Specifically, differences were found at: the service performed
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TABLE 2 Service-learning experience vs. the experience in the different curricular units.

Course  Subscales Experimental Control group
group (EG) (CG)
Pre- Post-  Differences Pre- Post- Differences Differences @ Differences
test test pre and test test pre and pre-test post-teste
Mean Mean post-test Mean Mean post-test - EG and - EG and
(SD; (SD) (SD) (SD) CG CG
Mdn)
Learning-
17.08 17.54 18.22 17.29
related —1.132 (0.258) —2.699 (0.007) 443.500 (0.019) 591.000 (0.709)
(2.08) (1.96) (1.44) (2.16)
Psychology expectations
Service-related 27.68 25.23 25.23 24.10
—0.459 (0.647) —1.343 (0.179) 348.500 (0.006) 357.000 (0.005)
expectations (2.63) (3.72) (3.72) (4.30)
Learning-
18.50 14.83 17.33 18.75
related —2.201 (0.031) —2.441 (0.018) 17.50 (0.069) 4.00 (0.003)
(0.138) (2.04) (1.61) (1.29)
Social work expectations
Service-related 27.67 21.33 25.33 22.54
—1.997 (0.046) —1.573 (0.116) 27.50 (0.421) 28.00 (0.322)
expectations (2.66) (2.34) (5.18) (2.53)
Learning-
lated 1817 1917 0.816 (0.414) 1673 17.00 0.032 (0.975) 24.00 (0.071) 27.50 (0.119)
i relate: =0. . =V . o . . .
Applied (2.23) (0.753) (1.57) (3.01)
foreign expectations
languages Service-related 28.50 22.83 23.93 19.53
—2.207 (0.036) —2.955 (0.004) 3.000 (<0.001) 15.00 (0.021)
expectations (1.97) (1.47) (2.27) (3.18)
Learning- 17.5 (2.05) 17.36 —0.332 (0.740) 17.01 17.45 —1.143 (0.253) 1402.500 (0.589) 1384.500 (0.737)
related (2.21) (1.59) (2.30)
Total expectations
Service-related 27.82 22.26 —4.900 (0.000) 25.01 20.51 —6.549 (<0.001) 723.500 (<0.001) 942.00 (0.005)
expectations (2.48) (2.16) (3.76) (3.36)
contributed to better understand the contents of the curricular unit [X>  Life goals

(2)=7.104, p=0.029, £ =0.209] between Psychology and Social Work
and between Languages and Social Work, and To what extent did your
life purpose change as a result of the Service-Learning experience? [X*
(2)=6.540, p=0.038, £>=0.187] between Languages and Social Work,
with results always more favorable for the AFL course (Table 3).

Civic and social skills

Regarding the Psychology course, no statistically significant
differences were found relating to civic and social skills, both in intra
and inter-group comparisons.

As for the Social Work course, there was a statistically significant
difference in the Leadership subscale in the experimental group, with
a decrease in the results at post-test (Z=-2.060, p=0.039; r=0.100).

And finally, in the Applied Foreign Languages course, there was a
statistically significant difference in the post-test between the
experimental group and the control group in the subscale Pro-Social
Behavior (U=20.000, p=0.040, r=1.00), in favor of the experimental
group (Table 4).

The comparison between the results of the three experimental
groups (Psychology, Social Work, and Applied Foreign Languages)
indicated that there were no statistically significant differences
between them in social and civic skills, considering both the pre-and
the post-test.
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Regarding the Psychology course, the experimental group showed
statistically significant differences between pre-and post-tests in the
religious goals, toward an increase (Z=-2.496, p=0.013; r=0.660). In
the control group, there were differences between the two assessment
moments in six of the nine subscales (relationship, political, religious,
personal development, and wellbeing goals). The differences in the
relationship (Z=-3.347, p=0.001, r=0.497), hedonistic (Z=-5.207,
p<0.001; r=0.818), personal development (Z=-4.103, p<0.001;
r=0.720), and wellbeing goals (Z=-4.120, p<. 001; r=0.772) were
toward a decrease, while the differences in political goals (Z=-5.637,
p<0.001, r=0.922), and religious goals (Z=-4.103, p<0.001, r=0.667)
were toward an increase. As for the differences between groups, in the
pre-test there were two differences in favor of the control group, in
social goals (U=449.500, p=0.018, r=0.331) and religious goals
(U=450.500, p=0.019, r=0.330). At post-test there were differences
on four subscales, two in favor of the control group - political goals
(U=273.500, p<0.001, r=0.586) and religious goals (U=355.500,
p=0.001, r=0.461) and two in favor of the experimental group -
hedonistic goals (U=152.000, p<0.001, r=0.749) and wellbeing goals
(U=441.000, p=0.015, r=0.332).

The Social Work course showed no statistically significant
differences between pre-and post-tests in the experimental group. It
does, however, revealed statistically significant differences in the
political goals (Z=-2.590, p=0.10, r=0.879) of the control group, with
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TABLE 3 Impact of the service-learning experience.

10.3389/feduc.2023.1185469

Item/course Applied foreign Psychology Social work  Differences between
languages M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) courses (df = 2)

The contents of the course unit were useful for the service

4.00 (0.632) 3.75(0.737) 3.00 (0.632) 5.992 (0.050)
performed
The service has contributed to better understand the contents

4.00 (0.000) 3.78 (0.850) 2.83(0.753) 7.104 (0.029)
of the curricular unit
The service is useful for my academic path 4.50 (0.548) 4.08 (0.830) 3.67 (0.516) 4.087 (0.130)
The service-learning experience contributed to my

4.17 (0.753) 3.96 (0.859) 3.33(0.516) 3.622 (0.163)
development as a person
The service-learning experience contributed to my

3.83 (0.408) 3.92 (0.717) 3.50 (0.548) 1.858 (0.395)
development as a citizen
The service-learning experience contributed to my

4.33(0.516) 4.08 (0.654) 3.50 (0.837) 4.639 (0.098)
development as a future professional
To what extent has your life purpose changed as a result of

3.67 (0.516) 2.62(1.013) 2.33(1.211) 6.540 (0.038)
the service-learning experience?
To what extent is the service you performed relates to your

4.00 (0.000) 3.17 (1.090) 3.17 (1.211) 5.257 (0.072)
life purpose?
To what extent do you consider that being involved in

4.00 (0.632) 3.62(0.924) 3.17 (0.983) 2.235(0.327)
activities to help others is part of your identity?
To what extent do you think your service in this course unit

3.67 (0.516) 3.75 (0.794) 3.33(0.516) 1.847 (0.397)
has helped others?

an increase at post-test. As for differences between groups, these were
verified at post-test in political (U=9.000, p=0.008, r =0.769),
hedonistic (U=8.500, p=0.011, r=0.764), personal development
(U=12.000, p=0.019, r=0.692) and wellbeing goals (U=13.000,
p=0.019, r=0.667), always in favor of the experimental group.

Finally, the Applied Foreign Languages course showed no
statistically significant differences between pre-and post-test in the
experimental group. It does, however, indicated statistically significant
differences in political (Z=-2.373, p=0.018, r=0.714), hedonistic
(Z=-2.996, p=0.003; r=0.934) and wellbeing goals (Z=-2.362,
p=0.018; r=0.736), in the control group, with only the former
increasing at post-test. As for the differences between groups, there
are no differences at pre-test, and statistically significant differences at
post-test were found only in social goals (U=19.00, p=0.045,
r=0.578), in favor of the control group (Table 5).

The comparison between the results of the three experimental
groups (Psychology, Social Work, and Applied Foreign Languages)
indicated the existence of statistically significant differences between
courses in aesthetic [X* (2)=9.276, p=0.010, £2=0.265] between the
AFL and Psychology groups and religious goals [X* (2)=8.146,
p=0.017, £=0.233] between the AFL and Psychology; Social Work
and Psychology groups at pre-test. At post-test, there were only
differences between courses in social goals [X* (2) =5.992, p=0.050,
£2=0.176] between AFL and Social Work.

Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to explore the impact of using the
Experiential Service-Learning (SL) pedagogical model versus
traditional teaching-learning on students from a Portuguese
university, attending three different courses.
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As relevant results we highlight the increase in the service-related
expectations of the Psychology students who participated in the SL
experience, but not for the other two courses, which is partially in line
with the conclusions of previous studies (e.g., Mosakowski et al., 2013;
Winans-Solis, 2014) that show positive expectations and perceptions
about the participation in SL. Although caution should be taken when
interpreting inferential analyses with data obtained from each item
independently, as was the case, we highlight the apparent impact of
the SL experience on students, namely the recognition of the
usefulness of the curricular contents for the service performance in
the AFL students, the usefulness of the service for the understanding
of the curricular unit contents in Psychology and AFL students, and
the change in life purpose of the AFL students. In line with what was
recently highlighted by Pais et al. (2022), it also emerges from our
study that the contact with practical and real contexts of intervention
enabled by the SL experiences gives meaning to the academic
knowledge and skills they acquire throughout their training and
allows them - ultimately - to understand how they can develop their
professional activity in the real world. It is, therefore, suggested that
the SL experience, by combining theory with practice, enables
students to mobilize skills such as critical thinking, adaptability, and
flexibility to articulate different knowledge and perspectives, which is
also associated with the benefits and knowledge arising from an
experience of “service to others” which would not otherwise take place.

In the meantime, the increase in pro-social behavior in the AFL
students after conducting the SL experience is noteworthy. Previous
studies (e.g., Smith, 2008) highlight how this experiential approach
provides opportunities for participants to develop important
relationships with others, whom they help meet needs while
developing an “ethics of care” oriented toward social good and
strengthening civic engagement (Chiva-Bartoll et al., 2021; Ribeiro
etal, 2021). By observing the increase of pro-social behaviors only in
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TABLE 4 Civic and social skills.

Course  Subscales Experimental Control group
group (EG) (e(e)]
Pre- Post- = Differences Pre- Post-  Differences Differences Differences
test test pre and test test pre and pre-test — post-teste
Mean Mean post-test Mean Mean post-test EG and CG - EGand
(SD) ()] (SD) (SD) CG
Pro-social 36.33 36.59 37.35 37.25 538.500 (0.600)
—0.348 (0.178) —0.300 (0.764) 498.000 (0.080)
behavior (2.91) (3.42) (2.70) (2.58)
Teamwork and 560.000 (0.274)
13.00 13.13 13.41 13.51
relationship —0.539 (0.590) —0.250 (0.803) 544.000 (0.168)
i (1.32) (1.36) (1.33) (1.26)
Psychology with others
Intercultural 13.00 13.42 13.15 13.17 609.500 (0.668)
—1.195 (0.232) —0.250 (0.803) 653.500 (0.943)
competence (1.84) (1.18) (1.54) (1.53)
23.75 24.04 23.47 24.15 641.000 (0.939)
Leadership —0.650 (0.516) —1.152 (0.249) 609.000 (0.585)
(3.31) (2.73) (3.20) (2.90)
Pro-social 37.83 37.40 36.92 35.38 21.000 (0.289)
—0.184 (0.854) —1.424 (0.154) 37.500 (0.898)
behavior (1.47) (1.67) (3.23) (3.36)
Teamwork and 35.500 (0.765)
13.83 13.67 13.92 13.46
relationship —0.276 (0.783) —1.222(0.222) 32.500 (0.579)
(0.753) (1.03) (1.32) (1.20)
Social work | with others
Intercultural 13.33 13.50 13.69 13.85 29.000 (0.416)
—1.000 (0.317) —0.256 (0.798) 33.500 (0.639)
competence (1.51) (1.38) (1.38) (1.57)
25.00 22.67 24.85 24.46 30.500 (0.467)
Leadership —2.060 (0.039) —0.239 (0.811) 31.000 (0.924)
(4.00) (3.39) (3.16) (3.91)
Pro-social 37.83 37.83 35.35 33.56 20.000 (0.040)
0.000 (1.000) —1.848 (0.065) 29.500 (0.135)
behavior (2.14) (3.13) (3.90) (4.87)
Teamwork and 30.000 (0.203)
lationshi 1333 1330 0.184 (0.854) 1276 1219 1.033 (3.01) 44.000 (0.658)
i relationshi, —0. R —1. X A .
Applied P (1.03) (1.38) (1.82) (.01)
foreign with others
languages Intercultural 14.00 13.17 12.88 12.31 35.000 (0.367)
—1.633 (0.102) —1.208 (0.227) 33.000 (0.227)
competence (1.26) (1.70) (1.83) (1.81)
23.33 23.67 23.41 22.31 40.500 (0.590)
Leadership —0.365 (0.715) —0.552 (0.581) 45.500 (0.708)
(3.72) (3.01) (2.90) (3.73)
Pro-social 36.83 36.94 ~1.013 (0.311) 36.88 36.23 —1.788 (0.074) 1433.500 (0.580) 1193.000 (0.318)
behavior (2.66) (3.13) (3.11) (3.54)
Teamwork and 13.19 13.28 —0.349 (0.727) 13.36 13.25 —0.767 (0.443) 1382.000 (0.339) 1492.000 (0.906)
relationship (1.21) (1.30) (1.46) (1.50)
Total with others
Intercultural 13.22 13.39 —0.582 (0.561) 13.17 13.11 —0.386 (0.699) 1471.000 (0.732) 1415.000 (0.639)
competence (1.71) (1.18) (1.58) (1.64)
23.86 23.75 0.000 (1.000) 23.67 23.84 —0.601 (0.548) 1400.000 (0.611) 1488.500 (0.974)
Leadership
(3.41) (2.84) (3.14) (3.29)

AFL students, we hypothesize that students in Psychology and Social
Work courses would already be — by the nature of their chosen
courses - more oriented towards an altruistic vision and action,
admitting a “ceiling effect” that constrains the existence of significant
increases at this level.

Regarding life goals, there was an increase in religious goals among
Psychology students after the SL experiment, but also in the control
group, in this case together with political goals. In the case of Social
Work students, it is interesting to note that the experimental group
stands out for the increase - compared to the control group - of
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political, hedonistic, personal development, and wellbeing goals. In the
case of AFL students, the increase in relationship, hedonic, personal
development, and wellbeing goals is highlighted, with significant
increases in the experimental group but not in the control group.
Comparing the three courses, after the SL experience, only differences
in social goals are evident, namely between AFL and Social Work.

In summary, the previously hypotheses were only partially
confirmed, that is, (i) in each course, participants in both groups
(experimental and control) showed differences at pre-test (H1) and
post-test (H2) in the subscales related to expectations of the
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service-learning experience vs. learning in the course units and life
goals, but not in the civic and social competences, and these
differences were not always in favor of the experimental group, as
initially predicted; (ii) in each course, contrary to what was
predicted (H3), there were statistically significant differences from
pre-to post-test in the control group, in the variables

TABLE 5 Life goals.

Course Subscales

Experimental
group (EG)

Pre- Post- Differences

10.3389/feduc.2023.1185469

Learning-related expectations and life goals (and in civic and social
skills but only for the AFL course); these differences showed an
increase or decrease depending on the variables under analysis; (iii)
in the Psychology course there were no differences from pre to post-
test in the experimental group on the variables relating to the
learning-service expectations and civic and social skills, but there

Control group

(CaG)

Pre- Post- Differences  Differences Differences

Economic goals

test

Mean

()]

2513

test

Mean

()]

26.000

pre and
post-test

test
Mean
(SD)

23.86

test
Mean
(SD)

24.78

pre and
post-test

pre-test —
EG and CG

post-teste
- EGand
CG

—1.501 (0.133) —1.783 (0.075) 582.500 (0.345) 499.000 (0.142)
(3.98) (3.41) (3.46) (4.07)
Aesthetic goals 7.58 7.92 877 8.75
—0.410 (0.682) —0.017 (0.987) 491.500 (0.056) 537.000 (0.185)
(2.17) (3.13) (2.70) (2.30)
Social goals 11.63 11.87 12.80 12.78
—0.689 (0.491) —0.007 (0.994) 449.500 (0.018) 464.000 (0.061)
(1.95) (1.94) (1.70) (1.70)
Relationship 16.87 17.35 17.00 16.09
—1.093 (0.274) —3.347 (0.001) 598.500 (0.434) 447.500 (0.089)
goals (2.40) (2.03) (1.78) (1.96)
Political goals 9.71 10.33 9.91 12.98
—1.361 (0.173) —5.637 (<0.001) 620.500 (0.586) 273.500 (<0.001)
Psychology (3.17) (2.66) (2.20) (1.83)
Hedonistic 12.88 12.90 12.59 10.25
—0.448 (0.654) —5.207 (<0.001) 650.000 (0.814) 152.000 (<0.001)
goals (1.70) (1.57) (2.07) (1.60)
Religious goals 4.58 5.25 5.75 7.07
—2.496 (0.013) —4.142 (<0.001) 450.500 (0.019) 355.500 (0.001)
(2.22) (2.45) (2.14) (1.57)
Personal
18.25 17.91 18.64 17.41
development —0.730 (0.465) —4.103 (<0.001) 564.000 (0.242) 500.500 (0.142)
(1.48) (1.95) (1.34) (1.65)
goals
Wellbeing goals 9.29 9.13 9.38 8.53
—0.884 (0.377) —4.120 (<0.001) 672.000 (1.000) 441.000 (0.015)
(0.999) (1.12) (0.799) (1.10)
Economic goals 27.00 26.17 26.92 30.00
—0.921 (0.357) —1.964 (0.050) 38.500 (0.966) 17.500 (0.058)
(3.29) (3.06) (4.82) (4.24)
Aesthetic goals 10.00 8.67 9.08 9.38
—1.633 (0.102) —0.498 (0.618) 25.500 (0.244) 34.500 (0.701)
(3.52) (2.88) (1.85) (1.89)
Social goals 13.17 13.17 13.38 12.69
0.000 (1.000) —1.189 (0.235) 33.500 (0.639) 34.500 (0.701)
(1.47) (1.47) (1.71) (1.93)
Relationship 22.83 22.83 22.31 21.31
0.000 (1.000) —1.793 (0.073) 37.000 (0.898) 25.500 (0.244)
goals (1.83) (1.72) (3.12) (2.18)
Political goals 11.00 11.33 11.15 13.62
—0.408 (0.683) —2.590 (0.010) 35.500 (0.765) 9.000 (0.007)
Social work (1.79) (1.37) (1.68) (1.33)
Hedonistic 13.00 13.50 12.46 11.08
—1.143 (0.257) —1.661 (0.097) 33.500 (0.639) 8.500 (0.011)
goals (1.90) (1.05) (1.90) (1.83)
Religious goals 7.00 6.83 7.08 7.04
—0.378 (0.705) —0.438 (0.661) 37.500 (0.898) 32.500 (0.579)
(2.00) (2.04) (2.36) (1.38)
Personal
18.33 18.83 18.08 16.69
development —0.736 (0.461) —1.855 (0.064) 38.500 (0.966) 12.000 (0.019)
(1.51) (0.983) (2.29) (1.80)
goals
Wellbeing goals 9.67 9.67 8.85 8.62
0.000 (1.000) —0.776 (0.438) 25.000 (0.244) 13.000 (0.019)
(0.516) (0.516) (1.28) (0.870)
(Continued)
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TABLE 5 (Continued)

10.3389/feduc.2023.1185469

Course  Subscales Experimental Control group
group (EG) (e(e)]
Pre- Post-  Differences Pre- Post- Differences Differences Differences
test test pre and test test pre and pre-test — post-teste
Mean Mean post-test Mean Mean post-test EG and CG - EGand
()] ()] (SD) (SD) CG
Economic goals 29.33 29.00 28.35 29.67
—0.425 (0.671) ~1.070 (0.285) 41.000 (0.516) 40.500 (0.733)
(0.437) (2.76) (4.39) (3.44)
Aesthetic goals 10.17 9.67 9.53 10.67
—0.680 (0.496) —1.443 (0.149) 46.500 (0.759) 32.00 (0.340)
(0.408) (1.97) (2.58) (2.19)
Social goals 11.00 19.83 11.71 12.07
—0.322 (0.748) —1.029 (0.304) 42.000 (0.562) 19.000 (0.045)
(2.37) (0.752) (1.69) (1.49)
Relationship 21.33 20.67 19.29 19.13
—1.633 (0.102) —0.458 (0.647) 27.000 (0.101) 33.500 (0.381)
goals (2.66) (2.58) (2.39) (3.25)
Applied Political goals 10.87 10.33 9.76 11.67
—0.108 (0.914) ~2.373(0.018) 41500 (0.516) 29.500 (0.231)
foreign (2.33) (1.97) (1.89) (1.76)
languages Hedonistic 11.67 12.17 12.24 10.53
—0.828 (0.408) —2.996 (0.003) 40.500 (0.473) 20.500 (0.055)
goals (1.51) (232) (1.86) (1.68)
Religious goals 6.33 6.33 6.19 7.33
0.000 (1.000) —1.083 (0.279) 44.000 (0.802) 29.00 (0.235)
(1.37) (1.37) (2.58) (1.54)
Personal
17.00 17.33 16.82 16.67
development —0.412 (0.680) ~0.515 (0.606) 50.500 (0.973) 39.000 (0.677)
(2.37) (1.51) (2.58) (1.99)
goals
Wellbeing goals 9.50 9.67 —1.000 (0.317) 9.06 7.60 —2.362 (0.018) 43.000 (0.609) 10.000 (0.005)
(0.837) (0.516) (1.34) (1.59)
Total Economic goals 28.36 28.76 —0.785 (0.432) 27.15 28.85 —3.240 (0.001) 1319.000 (0.197) 1386.000 (0.961)
(4.05) (3.34) (0.401) (4.10)
Aesthetic goals 8.42 8.33 —0.616 (0.538) 8.97 9.19 —0.837 (0.403) 1370.000 (0.314) 1220.500 (0.110)
(2.52) (2.94) (2.56) (2.32)
Social goals 11.78 11.91 —0.378 (0.706) 12.67 12.64 —0.127 (0.899) 1169.000 (0.031) 1112.000 (0.042)
(2.01) (1.82) (1.76) (1.70)
Relationship 21.42 21.41 —0.769 (0.442) 21.19 20.20 —3.363 (0.001) 1496.000 (0.769) 1024.500 (0.024)
goals (2.61) (2.05) (2.66) (2.56)
Political goals 10.08 10.50 —1.183 (0.237) 10.07 12.84 —6.669 (<0.001) 1532.500 (0.930) | 665.000 (<0.001)
(2.85) (237) (2.10) (1.83)
Hedonistic 12.69 12.88 —1.093 (0.274) 12.50 10.43 —6.108 (<0.001) 1523.500 (0.889) | 411.000 (<0.001)
goals (1.72) (1.64) (1.99) (1.66)
Religious goals 5.28 5.69 —2.048 (0.041) 6.04 7.16 —4.196 (<0.001) 1226.000 (0.082) | 905.500 (<0.001)
(2.26) (2.29) (2.19) (1.53)
Personal 18.06 17.97 —0.108 (0.014) 18.20 17.17 —4.148 (<0.001) 1409.500 (0.426) 1043.500 (0.014)
development (1.67) (1.77) (1.91) (1.75)
goals
Wellbeing goals 9.39 9.31 —0.607 (0.544) 9.23 8.37 —4.632 (<0.001) 1415.000 (0.408)  789.500 (<0.001)
(0.903) (0.980) (1.01) (1.22)

were for life goals; on the opposite, in the Social Work and AFL
courses, there were differences from pre to post-test in the
experimental group on the service-related expectations and on the
civic and social skills, but not on life goals. Moreover, these
differences were not always in the direction of higher results at
post-test (H4); and finally, the three courses in the experimental
group (SL) did not show, at pre-test, differences with the
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service-learning expectations, nor in civic and social skills, as
anticipated, but did showed differences in life goals (H5); and, as for
the post-test, there were differences between the three courses (H6)
in terms of the service-learning expectations (with more favorable
results for Psychology and SW), the impact of the service-learning
experience (with more favorable results for AFL students), and the
life goals (with more favorable results for SW and AFL).
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Thus, overall, the SL experience seems to have an effective impact
on many students, catalyzing their learning processes and psychological
development, expressed for example in their life goals, as evidenced also
in previous studies (e.g., Conway et al., 2009). Furthermore, the
apparent effect of SL on students’ engagement with social issues,
examples of which include pro-social conduct, social and political goals,
point — as in previous studies (e.g., Opazo et al., 2018) - to a potential
development of awareness of their agency in transforming social
inequalities. The focus on social and political goals leads us to consider
that students critically go further when they reflect on the social realities
they face, empowering them to develop a sense of mission and active
citizenship. Being part of an SL experience seems, in some way, and as
also pointed out by previous authors (e.g., Pais et al., 2022), to predispose
students to reflect on the impact that their actions can have on the
populations they serve, particularly when the objective is to empower
people. In other studies (e.g., Billig et al., 2005; Mcllrath et al., 2019),
students participating in SL experiences have demonstrated more
internalized moral standards, sensitivity to their communities and their
needs, and stronger beliefs that one can make a difference in the world.
From Reinders and Yourniss’ (2009) longitudinal study examining
elements of SL activities and how students experienced or interpreted
them, it is evident that — over time - having direct interactions with
people in need increases their perception of being helpful to others
which, in turn, leads to greater civic engagement.

Although the results have been less consistent than expected, they
support the use of the SL methodology and are in line with what is
proposed in the Declaracion de Bolonia (1999), emphasizing that
higher education institutions should train professionally competent
and socially responsible citizens, critical of injustice and communally
participative, in order to contribute to the improvement of society,
disadvantaged people and groups, and the environment.

Limitations and future research

The results of this study, although very exploratory, can be used to
guide decisions around curriculum development and implementation
of SL projects but should be interpreted in light of important
limitations. First, while relying on a longitudinal design and
comparison with control groups, the study used convenience
sampling, the number of participants should have been higher and
similar for the different groups, response rates were low (compared to
the total number of students) and, the SL methodology was applied in
two courses to 3rd year students and on the other course to 1st year
students. In addition, other factors such as time/maturation and other
courses the students were taking at the same time could have
accounted for some differences between the first and second
assessment moments (which may even account for some differences
found between pre and post-tests in the control groups).

Second, all assessments were based on students’ self-reports, so
the relationships between variables should be considered sparingly. It
would be interesting to be able to rely on the evaluation of others (e.g.,
professors, peers) about the changes related to the experience.
Furthermore, it is unknown how long the positive changes will persist,
since only two moments (i.e., pre and post-test) were evaluated.

The time elapsed between the pre-test and post-test moments
(February and May) may also be a determining factor for the results
obtained. Several authors (e.g., McLeod, 2003) have discussed the
“ideal time” that should separate these two assessment moments to
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capture the true change caused by the intervention and not the impact
of other factors such as memory, maturation, or life experiences.
Despite the limitations mentioned above, this study suggests that
SL can serve as an effective educational approach to strengthen diverse
student competencies, promoting — in academic terms — a more
holistic pedagogy that favors the integral development of the
participants, while allowing the university to go beyond its walls.

Practical implications

Despite its limitations, our study holds significant practical and
intervention-related implications that are highly relevant to educators
and those involved in shaping curricular possibilities in higher
education. By providing empirical evidence, our study confirms the
benefits of Service-Learning (SL) methodology in higher education.
Our findings reinforce that the implementation of SL in higher
education offers a compelling model for integrating academic learning
with community service. In the current landscape of global
educational trends, universities are uniquely positioned to address the
needs of students and society. They bear the responsibility of preparing
citizens who can drive change, engage in social and political action,
and carry academic knowledge. Their mission and resources allow
them to cultivate future leaders who can navigate the complexities and
diversities of the twenty-first century, fostering the conditions for the
development of well-informed and responsible individuals.

Understanding these processes can inform the development of
interventions that support and enhance the natural growth of
wellbeing or disrupt negative trends. Although the studies concerning
SL do not provide definitive answers, they do provide valuable insights
into potential possibilities. For instance, Martin and Kilgo (2015)
discovered that being part of a “structured learning community;,”
where coursework is completed with a consistent group of students,
predicted wellbeing over both one-and four-year periods. Additionally,
also important, academic achievement and wellbeing may have a
reciprocal causal relationship (du Toit et al., 2022).

Also, educators and institutions interested in implementing SL
programs, should consider that, when engaged in service activities,
students actively sought to establish a meaningful connection between
their classroom learning and its practical application in the real world
(Lietal, 2016). The improvements in their learning outcomes provided
positive reinforcement, allowing students to recognize the value of
their education. Concurrently, students gradually became aware that
their strengths and efforts made a difference and brought value to those
they served (Pinto and Costa-Ramalho, 2022). This perceived value,
both for themselves and the recipients of their service, played a crucial
role in shaping the meaning they derived from their service-learning
experiences. Students began to view service tasks as significant and
worthwhile endeavors, dedicating themselves wholeheartedly to such
activities. In essence, acts of charity and academic achievements both
contribute to students’ construction of meaning regarding service-
learning, expanding their perceived value to encompass not only their
academic gains but also the well-being of others.

From our practical work, extensive literature review and the
results of this study, we can thus suggest some good SL practices: (a)
learning and service goals should be intertwined and unified; (b)
student assignments, classroom activities and assessment are
purposefully structured to align and complement the experiences in
the community; (c) the community partnership is characterized by
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continuous collaboration, starting from the initial planning stages
until the project’s completion; (d) the experience is integrative,
fostering connections between students’ in-class and out-of-class
activities, and encouraging the integration of diverse perspectives and
knowledge from all participants; and, (e) the pedagogy is intentionally
crafted to be adaptable, allowing for dynamic situations and
responsiveness to the capacity-building needs and opportunities of
all individuals involved.
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