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Enhancing multimodal literacy
through community service
learning in higher education

Janaina Minelli de Oliveira*

Department de Pedagogia, Facultat de Ciencies de 'Educacio, Universitat Rovira i Virgili, Tarragona,
Spain

This Curriculum, Instruction, and Pedagogy (CIP) article outlines the pedagogical
design of a course that uses Community Service Learning (CSL) to foster
undergraduate students’ multimodal literacy development. The article draws on
a social semiotics approach to learning and communication and aligns with
progressive pedagogical designs that prioritize learners’ active participation.
The course syllabus, methodological procedures, and assessment strategies are
described. CSL serves as a means for higher education teachers to embrace civic
and social responsibilities, promoting values such as solidarity and generosity
through their teaching. This article examines the challenges and benefits
associated with CSL and offers insights to inspire higher education teachers to
adopt pedagogical designs based on creativity, solidarity, and generosity.

KEYWORDS

digital literacy, multimodal literacy, community service learning, higher education,
communication skills, social engagement

1 Introduction

The current global scenario requires citizens who critically exercise democracy (Landry
and von Lieres, 2022), effectively communicate across differences (Shcherbyna et al,
2024), and build knowledge to promote the political, social, cultural, and educational
development of their regions (Cevallos Borja et al., 2015). The education system must
evolve from one that serves the industrial society to one that prepares learners to function
in the knowledge society (UNESCO, 2013). Developed countries participating in the global
knowledge economy have become dependent on the creation and exchange of intangible
forms of production such as information, entertainment, services, and knowledge (Ruiz-
Gonzalez et al., 2015). Educational systems capable of producing individuals skilled in
symbolic creation are strategic. A rapidly developing globalized technological society
requires the new generation to be proactive, expressive, agile, self-disciplined, and creative
(Singer, 2012).

However, educational reform should not be used to uphold neoliberal capitalist
systems submissively. This is because not all the transformative potential in education
is captured by neoliberalism, the flexible accumulation model of modern capitalism, or
market demand (de Oliveira and Gallardo-Echenique, 2015). According to Kress (2011),
determining how education can empower learners to live productive lives on individual
and social levels is more essential than merely engaging learners to satisfy the requirements
of the economic agenda. It should be noted that Kress' (2011) phrase “living productive
lives” is related not to “the creation or consumption of products” but to achieving the
sustainable development goals (SDGs) of “Health and Wellbeing” as part of the 2030
Agenda (Echegoyen-Sanz et al., 2024). This implies prioritizing human needs for personal
fulfillment and emotional wellbeing as non-negotiable values that form the basis of
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educational purposes. A compelling argument exists against the
“commercialization” of creative, transformative, and innovative
thinking, highlighting the need for the judicious use of creativity
in education to achieve the SDGs in the 2030 Agenda (Craft, 2005;
Craft et al., 2008).

Knowledge societies, Community Service Learning (CSL),
multimodal literacy, and social semiotics are key terms relevant to
the conceptual framework of this Instruction, and Pedagogy (CIP)
article. Knowledge societies prioritize and value the ability to locate,
generate, process, transform, distribute, and use information to
create and apply knowledge for human advancement. They need
a social vision incorporating solidarity, plurality, inclusion, and
participation (UNESCO, 2005). CSL is an educational experience
in which students take part in a planned service project that
addresses needs in the community and then reflect on the
experience to learn more about the course material, develop a
deeper understanding of the discipline, and strengthen their sense
of civic duty and personal values (Bringle and Hatcher, 2009).
Multimodal literacy is a term that comes from a pedagogical
approach (Kress, 2003, 2006; Jewitt and Kress, 2003; Jewitt,
2006, 2008) that questions traditional frameworks in the face
of the challenges presented by the digital age. It draws on
social semiotics, a theoretical framework that examines how
meaning is created and communicated through social practices,
focusing on the interplay between language, visual elements,
and context (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2001). Walsh (2010, p.
213) defines multimodal literacy as “... meaning-making that
occurs through the reading, viewing, understanding, responding
to, producing and interacting with multimedia and digital texts.”
A basic assumption of the multimodal literacy approach is that
“both learning and sign-making are dynamic processes which
change the resources through with the processes take place—
whether as concepts in psychology or as signs in semiotics—and
change those who are involved in the processes” (Kress, 2003,
p- 40). How knowledge is represented, and the mode and media
chosen is a crucial aspect of knowledge construction, making
representation integral to meaning and learning more generally
(Jewitt, 2008).

Educators embracing an awakened attitude are committed to
fostering a peaceful present and future. They prioritize sustainable
and equitable models of human development and recognize that
learning transcends academic pursuits and encompasses spiritual
and emotional growth by transforming learners reality and
interactions with others. This approach contrasts with education
for reproduction, which assumes the stability of cultural and social
forms (Kress, 2011). Many teaching practices rely on reproducing
social and cultural forms, doing things the way they have always
done, and expecting students to learn. Sullivan (2011) asserted that
educators often conform to expectations by settling for monotony
and perpetuating a prescriptive mentality that views learning as
uniform and predictable.

Achieving social transformation requires pedagogical designs
that depart from content reproduction-focused pedagogies. This
CIP article presents the pedagogical design of a course that uses
CSL to engage undergraduate students in multimodal literacy
development. It provides information to inspire higher education
teachers to embrace pedagogical designs based on creativity,
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solidarity, and generosity. Higher education often serves neo-
liberal economic models, educating students to meet market
requirements. This CIP article is a scholarly invitation to higher
education teachers to adopt pedagogical designs that educate
students to question and ultimately transform the capitalist
market system.

2 Pedagogical framework and
principles

of
communication as a closed circuit between the sender and

Theories communication initially  understood
receiver, establishing a symmetrical relationship between the one
encoding the message and the one deciphering it (Charaudeau,
2006). However, from a social semiotics approach, communication
depends on interpretation and not on the initial creator of
the message or its elaboration (Kress, 2019). Learners engage
in semiotic work when actively interpreting their educational
resources. Thus, according to Kress (2019), learning is a
semiotic process involving transformative commitment based
on global interest.

Progressive pedagogical designs prioritize students’ active
participation by considering it essential for effective learning
(de Oliveira et al,, 2015). Students can autonomously search for,
select, and analyze information when guided and supported.
Furthermore, they transition from passive consumers to
active knowledge producers by sharing insights derived from
interpretation processes through various modalities, such as verbal
language, sound, and images (de Oliveira et al., 2009). To achieve
this, higher education teachers must develop pedagogical designs
that challenge students and provide them with contemporary
analog and digital tools (de Oliveira and Gallardo-Echenique,
2015).

It is essential to foster students multimodal development
and enable their participation in knowledge societies, thereby
mitigating the risk of marginalization. Archer (2014) considers a
multimodal approach to have the potential to make classrooms
more democratic and inclusive, thereby enabling marginalized
students’ histories, identities, languages, and discourses to be
visible. Only by intentionally retreating from the excesses of a
highly regulated, performance-based audit culture can emphasize
creativity in higher education be promoted daily. In this regard,
she argued that ideologically engaged multimodal creative learning
is crucial in forming wise futures that ensure just and sustainable
models of human growth.

When considering the role of creativity in education, it
is relevant to consider that there are different rhetorics of
creativity (Banaji, 2011), which fall into two paradigms: a paradigm
of competition or a paradigm of collaboration (de Oliveira
and Gallardo-Echenique, 2015). In a paradigm of competition,
creativity is pivotal in economic production and enterprise. The
socio-economic circumstances behind the educational interest
in creativity receive special relevance (Shaheen, 2010). In this
tradition, investment in creativity directly addresses the neoliberal
need to restructure capital to generate new products and exploit
intellectual property possibilities. In a collaboration paradigm,

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1448805
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

de Oliveira

researchers and educators deliberately approach education matters
from a social and cultural perspective, satisfying the demands
that place human needs for personal fulfillment and emotional
wellbeing as non-negotiable values based on educational purposes.

The literature urges higher education teachers to promote
creative semiotic work that opens alternatives to reinforcing
capitalist neo-liberal structures. Tseris and Jamieson (2024) drew
on creative pedagogies to support critical thinking, openness to
learning, and engagement with multiple forms of knowledge in a
mental health social work curriculum. They reported that students
could embody analysis of power and knowledge with heightened
confidence and enthusiasm for exploring multiple paradigms
in mental health and engaging with more just and expansive
possibilities in their future practice. Similarly, Mendelowitz and
Govender (2024) explored the nuances of critical, imaginative,
and affective entanglements by examining students’ decisions to
redesign advertisements and theorize their process. They found
that students engaged within various combinations of creative-
affective, critical-affective, and critical-creative moves across
different assignments that required analysis and imagination,
evoked emotions, and made a significant contribution toward
doing literacies in transformative ways. de los Rios (2022) explored
a curricular unit that allowed young people to use new media
technologies to tell important stories about themselves and their
social worlds during heightened anti-immigrant sentiment in the
United States. They demonstrated how Latinx young people contest
racist narratives, reclaim their identity, and author new spaces for
solidarity. In the learning experience, the students utilized podcasts
to promote creativity and self-expression and connect personal
experiences to broader pressing discourses about immigration,
language, racialization processes, and resistance.

When planning and conducting pedagogical interventions,
higher education teachers decide from various alternatives: they
determine the content, presentation methods, activities, and
learners’ roles. Each decision reflects their identity and worldview.
Additionally, these decisions provide students with cues for
interpreting the information, although they do not dictate their
responses. Students, too, actively select what they want to learn
from the options provided, even if they choose not to participate.
Their choices vary depending on their interests, maturity, and prior
knowledge. Therefore, teaching and learning are design processes
that inform learners’ choices and adapt to their interests.

3 Social engagement

Multimodal composition pedagogy poses a paradigm shift in
higher education (Olivier, 2021). This new pedagogy is warranted—
grounded in the value of generosity rather than competitiveness
(de Oliveira et al, 2015, 2016). From a methodological point
of view, this new instruction paradigm promotes a student-
centered model of teaching and learning, explores the potential
of interactivity and the disjunction of time and space, and
enriches the learning experience with different modes (de Oliveira
et al., 2009). Social relations are established among teachers and
students and knowledge is restructured based on solidarity. Co-
creation practices become an opportunity space to re-image higher
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education, question the status quo, and envisage a different kind of
society (Wallin, 2023).

Students perceive community and solidarity pedagogies as
innovative and value approaches that foster community-centered
learning, interdisciplinary methods, and experiential education
for tackling broader societal and economic challenges (Ciolan
and Manasia, 2024). Freire (2008) states that educators must
commit to the world by fostering humanization, responsibility
toward others, and engagement in history. Solidarity and generosity
underpin a pedagogy dedicated to social transformation and
liberation from systems of domination. In this regard, Kioupkiolis
(2023), Mufioz et al. (2022), Frankenberger et al. (2018), and
Boucher (2016) illustrate how solidarity and generosity have
been successfully integrated into educational practices, reinforcing
a paradigm of transformative learning practices. Padros-Cuxart
et al. (2024) explored how educational transformative practices
based on friendships, support, and solidarity can prove successful
in settings beyond traditional educational environments, helping
individuals to establish positive relationships that help them
face challenges.

Freire (2008, p. 79) stated, “No one educates anyone, no one
educates oneself: men educate each other mediated by the world.”
Similarly, Kress (2019) emphasized engagement as integral to the
definition of learning, describing learning as a transformative
commitment driven by individuals’ focus and principles, which
leads to the evolution of their semiotic/conceptual resources.

Freire (2002) argued that educators are pivotal agents of change.
However, he emphasized that they must approach their actions
with love. This facet of change is often rejected by proponents of
change solely for the pursuit of wealth. According to Freire, love
is the key to authentic change, manifested through a commitment
to freedom achieved through dialogue and the transformation
of all individuals subject to various forms of domination. He
defined “love” as an essential education component, stating that
“there is no education without love. Love involves fighting
against selfishness. He who is not capable of loving unfinished
beings cannot educate. There is no imposed education, just
as there is no imposed love. He who does not love does
not understand others; He doesn’t respect them” (Freire, 2002,

p- 8).

4 Learning environment and
objectives

The activities outlined within the course framework presented
in this CIP article affect the development of three transversal skills
(CT) of the Rovira i Virgili University skills map:

CT1. Efficiently managing information and knowledge
through the efficient use of ICT.

CT?2. Critically, creatively, and innovatively solving problems
within the field of study.

CT3. Demonstrating responsibility, initiative, and the ability
to work independently and as a team.

This study aims to describe Multimodal Literacy, a component
of the “Communicative Skills” course taught in the 1st year of
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education degrees at the Faculty of Educational Sciences and
Psychology of the Universitat Rovira i Virgili. It carries six
European credits and serves as the first module of the 12-credit
course. The degrees offered include Early Childhood Education,
Primary Education, Double Degree in Early Childhood and
Primary Education, Social Education, and Pedagogy. This module
is structured with two theoretical and four practical credits, spread
over 15 sessions within a 4-month timeframe. These sessions
encompass various activities, including an introductory session,
syllabus development sessions, group project presentations, and a
final reflection and closure session. The course syllabus comprises
five topics:

i) Digital identity and intellectual property.
ii) Multimodal literacy.

iii) New learning methods in the digital age.
iv) Assertive communication.

v) Safe Internet practices and cyberbullying.

5 Theoretical sessions

The flipped-class methodology was used for theoretical
sessions. On the virtual campus, students were assigned readings to
complete at home. Face-to-face classes were dedicated to debating
and exchanging ideas. The students took multiple-choice exams
as a task associated with the theoretical sessions. These exams are
designed to assess the reading and understanding of the mandatory
texts and are conducted at the end of each of the five items on
the syllabus.

6 Practical sessions

In practical classes, students performed group and individual
activities that challenged them to translate their theoretical
reflections into tangible outputs. Individually, students created an
e-portfolio. In groups, they developed a project based on CSL.
Students receive weekly work scripts through the virtual classroom
forum, enhancing their autonomy as they navigate learning spaces
like the University Learning and Research Resource Center. Many
tasks require a quiet environment for completion, which the
center provides.

7 E-portfolios

E-portfolios are digital collections of student work that
showcase learning achievements, skills, and reflections, often
used for assessment purposes. They promote semiotic work that
favors transformative pedagogical approaches, allowing students to
become content producers and not mere information consumers.
They provide an appropriate platform for integrative learning
that allows students to visualize the relationships between
various concepts learned throughout the course and beyond
(Thomas, 1998; Syzdykova et al., 2021). E-portfolios also provide
opportunities for students to reflect on their learning experiences
and assess how these experiences are linked to everyday practice
(Alzouebi, 2020).
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In their e-portfolios, the participating students must create
four entries through guided reflections: (1) who I am, (2) who I
would like to be, (3) my professional future, and (4) what I learned
from the CSL experience. The E-portfolio is evaluated through co-
evaluation, which is defined as students measuring the learning
achievement of their classmates. This is part of the formative
assessment in the teaching-learning process, as it regulates and
improves students’ learning. Three classmates evaluate each student
and the e-portfolios of three classmates, with 85% of their grades
corresponding to the average of the evaluations received by their
peers and 15% corresponding to their grades as evaluators.

8 Community service learning project

CSL provides a dynamic source of innovative instruction by
imbuing university students with responsibilities from a fresh
perspective (Smith et al., 2013). As students’ skills are used to
benefit society, these duties take on a social role in addition
to serving their own educational goals. Tijsma et al’s (2020)
analysis of the literature highlighted three essential steps in the
implementation of CSL: (1) aligning course objectives and formats,
(2) establishing a relationship with the community partner, and (3)
defining a reflection and evaluation strategy.

The Universitat Rovira i Virgili maintains a catalog of CSL
projects and entities. A “Social Project Market” is promoted by
the university Social Commitment Office. Both activities allow the
establishment of collaborations between university teaching staff
and non-profit organizations to promote CSL projects within the
framework of university courses.

In the framework of the Multimodal Literacy CSL project,
students work in groups of four or five to create, in the
order of collaborating with non-profit organizations, four
communicative pieces:

e Infographic: The digital tools used are free online tools, such
as Canva and Genially.

e Podcast: The digital tool used is Podcastle or another app that
offers free access.

e Video: The software used is Shotcut, HitFilm, Clipchamp, or
others with free access.

e Comic: The tool used is Pixton.

To perform these tasks, groups of students receive continuous
and personalized guidance from the teacher of the Multimodal
Literacy module and personalized tutoring from collaborating
non-profit organizations. In the 2022-2023 academic year, the
project involved six entities and 107 students, while in the 2023-
2024 academic year, it involved 19 entities and 182 students.
Service-learning projects must be validated at the university by the
Academic and Teaching Policy Commission.

The non-profit organizations participating in the CSL project
during the 2023-2024 academic year are listed in Table 1, along
with a short description of their action areas.

The learning outcomes pursued in the Multimodal Literacy
module are as follows:

e Conceptualize the process of literacy in a more complex way.
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TABLE 1 Non-profit organizations participating in the multimodal
literacy module CSL project during the 2023—-2024 academic year.

Non-profit
organization

Atzavara-arrels

Areas of action

Interculturality, social cohesion, and
communicative action

AFANOC

Association of Family and Friends of
Oncological Children of Catalonia

Una Finestra al M6n

Defense and dissemination of the cause of the
Sahrawi people

Ocell de Foc Young people’s mental health to promote
autonomy and independence

Ennatura’t Outdoor physical activity, training, and
health service

Esplai blanquerna Promotion of an integrated and inclusive

society

Fundacié Topromi

Improving the quality of life of adults with
intellectual disabilities

Fundacié Onada

Training and work integration for people
with disabilities

Center de Noves Oportunitats

Training and incorporation into the world of
work and education for young people aged
between 16 and 24 years who are not

studying or working.

Papageno Association of Professionals in Suicide
Prevention and Postvention

APSAS Association for Suicide Prevention and
Survivor Care

ACPS Catalan Suicide Prevention Association

Ecocolmena Help take care of bees, wild pollinators and

the environment

Complex Educatiu

Tarragona Educational Campus
(CET)—space dedicated to the field of
education

Cooperativa I'Escamot

Active mobility and local development

La Bastida More empowered individuals, more cohesive
communities, and a socially committed
territory

Athena Association of families of boys and girls and

young individuals with high ability in the
province of Tarragona and Terres de I'Ebre

Cooperativa El Far

Visibility of groups that usually do not have a
voice

Cooperativa Fet Tarreco

Training with a feminist and transformative
perspective.

e Develop digital competence.

innovation capacity.

the university.
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Apply critical, logical, and creative thinking to demonstrate

Work independently with responsibility and initiative.
Work in a cooperative team and share responsibilities.
Advanced use of information and communication technology.
Manage information and knowledge.
Express oneself correctly and write in the official language of

05

10.3389/feduc.2024.1448805

Assessment is done through hetero-evaluation (evaluation by
the instructor) and co-evaluation strategies (peer evaluation).
Students’ learning outputs are evaluated using two hetero-
evaluation and one co-evaluation strategy. The hetero-evaluation
tasks are:

e Five multiple-choice examinations account for 30% of the
course grade. At the end of each topic of the course syllabus,
students take a multiple-choice exam to check their reading
and understanding of the theoretical reference readings.

e The CSL Project accounts for 40% of the course grades.
Groups of four or five students use any free online platform
for web development; they create a webpage displaying the
communication pieces created for the non-profit organization
with which they have collaborated on their project.

Finally, the e-portfolios account for 30% of the course grade and
are assessed using the co-valuation strategy described in Section 7.
The Moodle “workshop” tool is used to assign random e-portfolios
for evaluation and automatic calculation of qualifications. A rubric
is used to guide the peer evaluation, which allows for generating a
quantitative grade to which students can add qualitative comments
to offer more information to their evaluated peers. The rubric is
shared with the students at the beginning of the course to make
them aware of the evaluation criteria and strategies.

9 Results to date

The Social Commitment Office of the Universitat Rovira i
Virgili uses a survey to assess the validated CSL experiences.
In the 2022-2023 academic year, ~107 students participated in
the Multimodal Literacy Project, yielding 84 responses. During
the 2023-2024 academic year, ~182 students participated in the
project, resulting in 145 responses. The groups comprised first-
year students aged 18-21 years. In 2022-2023, the average overall
satisfaction with the Multimodal Literacy course was 9.14, with
a deviation of 0.8 (Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.61; Table 2). However,
despite efforts to expand the number of entities for personalized
attention, the average overall satisfaction dropped to 8.04 with a
deviation of 1.54 in the 2023-2024 academic year. Communication
challenges and differences in work rhythms with some non-profit
organizations posed difficulties for some students. Consequently,
their experiences varied, with more negative evaluations in some
cases. The increase in participating non-profit organizations also
heightened the potential for unpredictable situations, which created
tension in adhering to the academic calendar.

The satisfaction survey ends with a non-mandatory open-
ended question where the participants can make clarifications,
observations, or suggestions. Most responses in this field positively
assessed the 2022-2023 and 2023-2024 academic year teaching
experiences, highlighting different aspects of its implementation.
The students highlighted a wide range of topics, including
how much they enjoyed the course methodology, how much it
enriched their personal and professional lives, and how much
they felt their communication and digital abilities had improved.
Consistent with the findings of Bringle and Hatcher (2000) and
Ribeiro et al. (2023), CSL exhibited the potential to promote
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TABLE 2 Assessment survey of the multimodal literacy course CSL project.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1448805

Assessment dimension 2022-2023 2003-2024

M M
Tasks developed by the students
T'have done the proposed tasks. 9.91 0.29 9.59 0.41
The tasks done have had a direct relationship with my academic training. 9.18 0.64 8.35 0.80
I have put into practice the knowledge acquired throughout my studies. 9.18 0.56 8.24 0.84
The CSL experience has been a training supplement. 9.55 0.51 8.7 0.75
Relationship with the university faculty and the organization
T have received information, communication, and support from the university teaching staff. 9.0 0.48 8.69 0.68
I have received supervision and support from an external non-profit organization in the development of tasks. 9.14 0.99 8.38 1.01
General assessment of the CSL experience 9.14 0.80 8.04 1.54

students’ holistic development beyond academic content and
integrate the development of specific and generic skills while
students provide a service to the community. Drawing on a socio-
cognitive perspective of critical discourse analysis, five semantic
macrostructures can be elicited from the student responses: (i)
Satisfaction and Enjoyment; (ii) Personal and Professional Growth;
(iii) Challenges and Difficulties; (iv) Critical Awareness and Social
Responsibility; and (v) Methodological Effectiveness. Semantic
macro structures refer to the overall, global meanings of discourse:
“They are mostly intentional and consciously controlled by the
speaker; they embody the subjectively most important information
of a discourse, express the ‘overall’ content of mental models
of events (...)” (Van Dijk, 2009, p. 68). Below are examples of
observations that highlight students’ subjective experiences. The
original quotations were either in Catalan or Spanish; a translation
is provided.

9.1 Satisfaction and enjoyment

Many students expressed high satisfaction with the course
methodology and the overall experience, indicating that the course
was enjoyable and engaging. The students highlighted the dynamic
nature of the learning process and the enjoyment derived from
collaboration with non-profit organizations.

“This experience has been able to enhance my ability with
digital and editing platforms in a very positive way. I have learned
to make comics, to create a web page and its sections... It has been
an enriching experience in general even though the entity has not
been able to keep up with everything we were doing, I really enjoyed
carrying out this work.” (Academic year 2023-2024)

“I value the experience very positively, since knowledge has
been acquired in a very dynamic way. The learning has been very
enriching and being able to collaborate with an entity that can use
your work is a source of pride.” (Academic year 2022-2023)

“It’s an activity that is very good because it leaves the traditional
and is dynamic. We learn to work in a team, new technological
resources, and new knowledge.” (Academic year 2023-2024)

“I think that the CSL experience has been a very pleasant and
profitable opportunity to train and learn about a very unknown and
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invisible problem. It has been a very original way of learning, using
the students’ creativity and motivating them day after day and task
after task. I would have liked this experience to have been longer
and to have had more time to get to know the problem and the
organization in depth. However, I think it has served me well for
my professional future.” (Academic year 2023-2024)

9.2 Personal and professional growth

Students noted enrichment and

skills development beyond academic content, such as digital

significant  personal
competencies and teamwork. The following quotes are evidence of
students’ reflections on how the course impacted their views on life
and their professional aspirations.

“It has been a very good experience with which I have learned
many aspects of life and how to see life.” (Academic year 2022-
2023)

“It was a very enriching task. We had contact with another
entity all on our own, with the support of teaching professionals
from the URV (Universitat Rovira i Virgili) and the educational
complex, we carried out work to promote the cultural heritage of
the city from Tarragona.” (Academic year 2023-2024)

“An experience to awaken consciences.” (Academic year 2023-
2024)

9.3 Challenges and difficulties

Some students reported challenges related to communication
and coordination with non-profit organizations, which affected
their experiences. This semantic macro structure highlights the
complexities of managing CSL projects and the impact of these
challenges on student satisfaction. An aspect that hindered
students’ experience was the need for improved communication
with non-profit organizations. These organizations typically display
enthusiasm for a project when it is presented to them a few
months before its start date. However, when it is time for students
to seek answers from these organizations, challenges may arise.
Most associations lack professionalization, which indicates that
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volunteers tend to work during their free time. Meeting students’
support needs could prove challenging as the project progresses.
This is evidenced by the quotes below:

“I really liked the experience, we had problems when receiving
information from the entity but even so, I have learned a lot from
the activity and I think it is a very complete and creative way to
learn the concepts.” (Academic year 2023-2024)

“Very enriching experience, although communication with the
organization has been difficult at times.” (Academic year 2022-
2023)

“The participation and support from the external entity have
been somewhat missed, but I understand that these are complicated
dates, and they have not been able to participate as we expected.”
(Academic year 2022-2023)

“The little support from the entity has made the task difficult.”
(Academic year 2023-2024)

Owing to the additional complexity of the ongoing entity
evaluations, students occasionally felt that the time allotted to the
activities was insufficient.

“More time to carry out this work since it entails obtaining
feedback from the entity that in many cases was not available.”
(Academic year 2022-2023)

9.4 Critical awareness and social
responsibility

Several responses indicated that the course fostered a critical
understanding of social issues, particularly through engagement
with specific communities, such as the Saharawi people. This
semantic structure highlights the role of the course in promoting
civic engagement and social awareness among students.

“I am very grateful to the subject of Communication Skills for
allowing us to get closer, discover and work with ‘Una Finestra la
Moén’ (A Window on the World). We have been able to learn about
the unjust situation that the Saharawi people have been living in
for years and we have been able to help the association through
the creation of various materials. In summary, it has been a very
enriching experience that has allowed us to have a more critical
view of the world.” (Academic year 2022-2023)

“It was a different experience, since we had to work with an
entity. The entity we chose was very interesting, since I learned a
lot and was able to listen to the experience of a volunteer, which
called my attention a lot.” (Academic year 2022-2023)

9.5 Methodological effectiveness

The students’ responses suggest that the teaching methods
employed effectively facilitated learning. The following quotes
indicate that the pedagogical strategies contributed to students’
positive experiences and learning outcomes.

“It has been a very positive experience and has contributed
significantly to my academic training, as it has brought us a
little closer to what our work could be in the future.” (Academic
year 2022-2023)
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“The APS experience seemed very interesting and important to
me, since, thanks to this project, I was able to learn more about
the foundation with which we collaborated, very related to my
future work, and we were able to see how they work and with what
values they do it. In addition, we learned in a dynamic and fun
way by performing the various communicative pieces.” (Academic
year 2023-2024)

10 Discussion and lessons learned

As described in this study, the teaching experience is complex,
requiring considerable labor and preparation hours. These
complexities increase with the additional planning, management,
coordination, and adaptability needed for CSL, simultaneously
involving large groups and numerous non-profit organizations.
Institutional support is essential for successfully implementing,
assessing, and certifying CSL. This support must be combined
with a strong commitment to advancing innovative and significant
teaching methods in higher education, a passion for teaching, and a
dedication to students. This does not refer to romantic love, but
rather, as Freire (2008) conceptualized, love is a commitment to
freedom through dialogue to transform the reality of those under
some form of domination. In this context, CSL enables students
to commit to humanizing individuals and taking responsibility for
humanity and history. In this project, the students were invited
to humanize themselves by examining the world views of the
participating non-profit organizations:

e The social cohesion activities promoted by Atzavara-arrels;

e The comprehensive psychosocial care for children and
adolescents with cancer and their families offered by Afanoc;

e The dissemination activities of the cause of the Saharawi
people, the history and present of oppression carried out by
Una Finestra al Mdn;

e The support, active and individualized listening to people who
are unwell implemented by Ocell de Foc and la Bastida;

e The awareness projects around the human need to defend
the environment promoted by Ecocolmena and to integrate
ourselves in it in a healthy way promoted by Ennatura’t;

e The work for the social and labor integration of people
with disabilities and the socio-labor insertion of people in a
situation of social vulnerability laid by Fundacié Onada, El Far,
and Fundaci6 Topromi;

e The projects for the promotion of an integrated and inclusive
society with special attention to people and sectors with
greater risk of exclusion by offered Esplai Blanquerna;

e The activities of attention to persons at risk of suicide, their
relatives, and the support to bereavement by suicide extended
by Papageno, APSAS, and ACPS;

e The pedagogical projects of Center de Noves Oportunitats and
the Complex Education;

e The clean and safe urban mobility proposal promoted by
Cooperativa 'Escamot;

e The guidance and support activities for families with high
abilities offered by Athena;

e Cooperativa Fet feminist

Tarreco implemented the

business model.
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As can be seen, the values of the participating non-profit
organizations reflect in practice the solidarity and generosity
that inform the theoretical framework of the pedagogical
design presented here. These are the values of pedagogical
approaches committed to social transformation and liberation
from domination situations. The non-profit organizations keep
continuous and individualized contact with the groups. They
instruct the students about the importance of their projects while
presenting them with different forms and strategies of social
resistance and improvement. Additionally, its critical perspective
toward the communicative pieces created by the students offers
an assessment by real end users of the students’ semiotic work,
resulting in a much richer learning experience. In some cases, non-
profit organizations require students to make frequent changes in
their communication pieces to transmit their projects and values
more accurately. In these cases, the students revised their work until
they reached a satisfactory result for both parties. This demanded
resilience from the students and became an opportunity to accept
constructive criticism proactively and with greater humility.

Apart from my traditional role as a university professor,
which T perform in theoretical and e-portfolio activities, I have
become a mediator in the CSL more closely related activities. On
the one hand, I must correctly communicate to the non-profit
organizations the expectations they may have of 1st-year students
enrolled in the Faculty of Education. On the other hand, I convey
to students that these are users who come from the real world,
not the protected environment of our classroom. Understanding
and meeting their needs requires communication skills that far
transcend those related to technology management, even though
these are necessary.

Notably, this teaching experience demonstrated that it is
expedient for each non-profit organization to work with one
or, at most, two groups of students. Furthermore, considering
unforeseen events, it must be ensured that the participating non-
profit organizations can respond to the demands of the students
whenever possible. An assignment sheet was created for the 2023-
2024 academic year to guide students and reduce their demands
from these organizations effectively. This sheet required each non-
profit organization to explain: (1) what message it wants each of the
communication pieces to transmit, (2) the target audience of the
pieces, (3) contacts (emails or telephone numbers) of informants
or interviewees, if any, and (4) reference documents needed for
the task. While this assignment form adds an extra task for non-
profits before the project commences, it effectively reduces student
demands during the project.

However, it is crucial to balance between prior planning and
allowing students to be creative. Excessive guidance can stifle
creativity. In this video, for example, a group of students worked
with AFANOC, an association supporting families of children
with cancer, and staged a dispute between cancer through self-
composed music and dance. The semiotic work in this piece
transcends digital skills, garnering empathy from the non-profit
organization and posing a deep sensitivity in communicating
its message. The cap seen at the end of the video is used
as a fundraiser by the entity to offer accommodation, among
other things, to families who come from centers far from the
hospitals specializing in pediatric cancer. These hospitals are
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located in large cities and are very expensive to rent. In the
particular case of this video, the non-profit organization made
a very open request to the students: “Present AFANOC. Create
awareness around pediatric cancer. Create involvement with
AFANOC.” The group of students united individual capacities
not usually evoked in a traditional approach. The students
examined their capabilities, feelings, and knowledge to determine
how to fulfill the non-profit organization’s request. In the video,
the students transmitted their newly developed vision of the
relationship between the effects of cancer, a family facing pediatric
cancer, and the non-profit organization that offers support to
the family.

While the case above details a success, some students may not
know how to investigate their abilities and sometimes do not see the
reward in doing so. In these cases, a more elaborate task orientation
and individualized tutoring by the teacher can help develop the
work. However, it is necessary to acknowledge that there are no
formulas to achieve the balance between planning and openness
that favors creativity. Very creative works are not the norm but
rather the exception. However, I argue that it is important to create
the conditions so that they can happen because of the learning
experience they entail. In the present experience, telling students
explicitly and repeatedly that they are expected to be innovative
and creative informs them that this is an important aspect of
their work, but it does not ensure that all groups will make the
effort, and many will fail to do it successfully. Students are told
that the non-profit organization’s demands are proposals and that
the non-profits will listen to them if they have creative counter-
proposals. While students need guidelines to follow the tasks and
calendar, the CSL experience, as described in this study, requires
flexible spaces and times to ensure that the organization does not
hinder creativity.

In practice, this flexibility translates into presenting both
students and non-profit organizations with a work calendar
permissive with each of the four partial work deliveries but
very strict with the deadline of the final format delivery that
consisted of a webpage presenting all the communicative pieces
created by each group of students. This poses challenges for
teaching management. During the 2023-2024 academic vyear,
~182 students participated in the project. Thirty-eight groups
were working with 19 non-profit organizations. This involved
delivering 152 communication pieces, each reviewed once, twice,
and sometimes many times by the non-profit organization until
the final result was satisfied. Being strict with a delivery date for
each communicative piece was incompatible with the coordination
and creation challenges students faced in the proposed tasks. To
overcome these difficulties, from the beginning of the course, the
students had at their disposal the ideal calendar for the partial
deliveries of the communicative pieces and the irrevocable deadline
for the presentation of the groups. The day of the exhibition
was the deadline for the final delivery of all communication
pieces in their final format. In groups of up to 20 students,
the procedures described here only mean flexibility and extra
patience from the higher education teacher. When we talk
about groups with up to 100 students, as is the case of the
degrees of Social Education and Pedagogy described in this CIP,
the challenges are exponential, always in direct proportion to
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the satisfaction experienced with their results on personal and
academic levels.

The broader implications of CSL on students’ personal,
academic, and professional development are well-documented
in disciplines as diverse as medicine (Nauhria et al, 2021),
nurse education (Marcilla-Toribio et al,, 2022), Computer and
Information Science (Yamamoto et al., 2023), music education
(Chiva-Bartoll et al., 2019), and teacher education (Khan and
VanWynsberghe, 2020). In line with previous studies, the
project described here shows that students noted significant
personal enrichment and the development of skills beyond
academic content, reported experiencing broader life views and
impact on their professional aspirations, expressed high levels
of satisfaction with the methodology, and developed a critical
understanding of social issues. Fluid communication among all
parts and calendar flexibility were the main challenges identified
in the project. I hope this CIP will encourage the academic
community to engage in pedagogical designs that re-image higher
education, question the status quo, and envisage a society that
puts creativity, solidarity, and generosity at the heart of the
learning process.
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