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Abstract 
 

In recent times, service-learning has emerged as a popular community-based instructional 

pedagogy. However, scholars have a sharp contention about the role of service-learning as a 

community engagement paradigm in higher education. Furthermore, limited studies exist on 

service-learning as a transformative instructional pedagogy in higher education. This paper 

addresses this gap in the literature by presenting an analytical review on the potential of service-

learning as a transformative pedagogy in higher education. A traditional narrative review method 

was used to survey on the theme of the study to establish a theoretical framework and draw 

conclusions. An extensive survey of existing literature was conducted on the role of service-

learning as transformative pedagogy in higher education. This research may help answer the 

following two critical questions: What are internal and external limits to service-learning in 

higher education? To what extent can service-learning replace the traditional mode of teaching 

and learning in higher education successfully? The review shows that service-learning is a 

critical transformative pedagogy that helps achieve the boarder goals of higher education in a 

more effective way. The review further informs that service-learning is a community 

engagement approach that can also be used as a teaching method for achieving specific civic and 

democratic goals of higher education. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Service-learning has become a popular critical pedagogy. It is a credit-bearing and experiential 

educational method that allows students to collaborate, develop a sense of civic responsibility, 

gain new knowledge and skills by reflecting on the service acidity, and provide service to the 

community (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). It is an educational method that connects community 

service objectives with academic content (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). It benefits both the student 

and the community. For example, students find learning opportunities, and the community gets 

the service (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). It is a structured program based on self-reflection, self-

discovery, acquisition, and comprehension of values, skills, and knowledge (Mortari & 

Ubbiali, 2021). Studies have documented the service-learning benefits such as flourishing 

leadership skills, problem-solving skills, interpersonal skills, social and moral development, 

and civic responsibility and teamwork skills (Culhane et al., 2018).  

 

Higher education embeds service-learning as a prime engaging paradigm (Tian & Noel, 2020). 

In particular, it has achieved the status of becoming the standard-bearer for civic renewal and 

community engagement (Berle, 2006). This is a beautiful affirmation of the progress of service-

learning as an engaged pedagogy for the last three decades (Bell et al., 2000). In addition, 

scholars have declared it a philosophy and pedagogy due to its typical nature of linking 

classrooms with the communities (Salam, et al., 2019). Furthermore, Ernest Boyer (1996) has 

termed it the 'scholarship of engagement' as it connects research and teaching to foster 

individual and community change (Colbeck & Michael, 2006; Harkavy, 2006).  

 

Service-learning has earned a unique reputation being a solid community engagement 

pedagogy in the academic world (Bryant et al., 2011; Butin, 2010; Melchior, 2000). It has 

successfully bridged the long-prevailing gap between theory and practice of traditional 

teaching and learning in higher education (Antonio et al., 2000; Rhoads, 1997). One of the 

significant contributions of service-learning is linking academic content with community 

service within a framework of respect, reciprocity, relevance, and reflection (Berle, 2006; Liu, 

1995). As a result, it has gained tremendous popularity in the last two decades as a form of 

active and experiential civic pedagogy in higher education. Numerous writers have even called 

this a community engagement movement because it successfully integrates traditional learning 

with community experience, develops students' academic achievements and cultural 

competence, and fosters a just and inclusive world (Tijsma et al., 2020; Morgan & Streb, 2001; 

Varolta, 1997).  

 

Research has revealed that higher education institutions have realized the potential of service-

learning for creating sustainable partnerships with local communities and is being considered 

a robust predictor of students' deep civic learning (Saeed & Ahmed, 2021; Butin, 2005; Furco, 

2002). Current higher education institutions seem more inclined toward adopting collaborative 

approaches, learning models, and standardized practices as techniques for effective teaching 

and learning. This aim could be best achieved through service-learning because, as a 

collaborative practice, service-learning allows higher education institutions to expand their 

practices and priorities beyond the traditional boundary wall of classrooms into the 

communities. The service activities can be effectively aligned with collaborative community 

practices (Hartley et al., 2005).  

 

The service-learning has currently positioned itself in the higher education as transformational  
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community-based learning approach (Lindholm et al., 2005). More than one thousand 

postsecondary memberships of the campus compact are committed to community service, civic 

engagement, and service-learning in higher education worldwide. Enormous research has 

suggested that service-learning is a beneficial pedagogical intervention for promoting a more 

comprehensive range of outcome variables such as academic achievements, civic engagement, 

diversity attitude, and so on (Jones et al.,2005). This practice has become a recognized marker 

in higher education. Due to this, it has attracted the attention of scholars, practitioners, and 

students from multiple disciplines of higher education towards its exciting pedagogical 

opportunities (Driscroll, 2008; Butin, 2006).  

 

The service-learning paradigm has gained the interest of scholars concerning its legitimization 

and institutionalization in higher education (Resch et al., 2020). However, rather than 

attempting its merits, researchers have shifted their focus on the modes and means by which 

service-learning can be integrated as a viable academic methodology in higher across 

disciplines (Hartley et al., 2005; Furco, 2002). Moreover, many researchers have called for a 

more public participatory scholarship to extend further the Boyers' call for 'scholarship of 

engagement' in higher education, which is academically rigorous, engaged, helpful, and 

responsive (Colby et al.,2007a and 2007b; Ramaley, 2006). This paper suggests that, unlike 

the traditional practices, the theory and practice in the higher education are turning to new 

dimensions such as collaboration, engagement, and partnership. This paper therefore 

investigates this area using the service-learning as a collaborative and engaged paradigm 

(Lough & Toms, 2018). 

 

For this purpose, this paper attempts to answer the following questions: What are the internal 

and external limits to service-learning in higher education? How do different perspectives 

explain the possibilities of service-learning to help achieve higher educational goals within a 

disciplinary context? How can service-learning be used as critical pedagogy in higher 

education? Scholars have attempted to find answers to these from various perspectives at 

different levels of education. In the backdrop of this, although previous studies have 

extensively explored the outcomes perspective of service-learning, very few studies have 

ventured into the conceptualization of service-learning from its technical perspective as 

community engagement civic pedagogy in higher education (Mitchell, 2007). Therefore, the 

primary objective of this paper is to review the technical standpoint of service-learning as a 

critical paradigm in higher education and explain its conceptualization from a technical aspect. 

Also, this article attempts to challenge some of the assumptions about service-learning as a 

critical pedagogy in higher education. 

 

This study has used the narrative analysis approach (see, e.g., Butina, 2015; Esin, 2011) for 

answering the following research questions: What are internal and external limits to service-

learning as critical pedagogy in higher education? To what extent can service-learning replace 

the traditional mode of teaching and learning in higher education? How do different 

perspectives explain the possibilities of service-learning to help achieve higher educational 

goals within a disciplinary context? 

 

Narrative Analysis is a qualitative investigative approach that helps analyse current scholarship 

on a topic. In addition, it helps establish a theoretical framework and clear focus or context for 

the research (Greenlaglgh et al., 2018). 
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2.  Theoretical framework  

 

The concept of service-learning emerged from the experiential educational thoughts of John 

Dewey in the early 60s in general and Robert Sigmon and William Ramsey in the late 1970s. 

Since then, service-learning has gained wider popularity as an experiential teaching method for 

fostering civic growth and contributing to the community through organized service (Warren-

Gordon & Graff, 2018). John Dewey considered experience and practical engagement the 

foundation of effective learning and development. Further, Dewey believed that students will 

learn better citizenship skills when they are engaged in community service-learning 

(Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2020). Dewey argued that students' experiences in traditional education 

are not effective due to their inadequate connectivity to real-life situations. It means that 

students need active learning that focuses on knowledge and practice (Gruslytė, 2020). Being 

an experiential learning pedagogy, service-learning best facilitates the materialization of this 

goal. Dewey's theory of experimentalism provides some understanding of the process of 

service-learning. He connected service-learning to social philosophy, the issues of citizenship, 

community and democracy. He explored very close relationship between learning and service. 

His famous pragmatic philosophy associates knowledge with action and individual to society, 

which was further articulated by his theory of experimentalism. Thus, his educational thoughts 

provide basic principles for civic participation and democracy which further cemented the 

concept of service-learning (Folgueiras et al., 2020). 

 

As mentioned above, service-learning became popular during the last two decades. In the mid 

of 1980s, it was rapidly practiced in college campuses with a national drive to promote a sense 

of service among the school graduates (National Commission on Service Learning, N.D). 

Interestingly, by 1999, more than 32% of the public schools worldwide had integrated service-

learning in their courses (National Commission on Service Learning, N.D). The popularity of 

service-learning grew to the extent in 2003 that World Reports Magazine had listed many 

colleges and universities in the US incorporating service-learning in their courses (Gruslytė, 

2020). Moreover, apart from Dewey, service-learning also derives from the works of Jane 

Addams and Dorothy Day. Addams established a helping center for the poor called Hull house. 

Dorothy, a social activist, fought for the rights of the disadvantaged. Due to the efforts of these 

activists, the concept of service-learning began to take roots as an educational practice in the 

early 60s and finally appeared in the 70s. Later on, many organizations, such as the National 

Student Volunteer Programme and National Centre for Service-Learning, adopted it because 

of its many benefits as an educational method (Taylor & Kahlke, 2017). Among all the theories 

that contributed towards the development of service-learning, the experiential learning theory 

of David Kolb provides a fundamental foundation on which the grand edifice of service-

learning stands. Like Dewey, Kolb also explains that learning occurs through experience. It is 

a cycle that comprises action, reflection, exploration, and thinking. This cycle allows students 

to construct new knowledge from experience. Service-learning also includes a process in which 

planning, implementation, reflection, and reporting provide a basis for learning and 

development (Folgueiras et al., 2020).  

 

The Piaget's concept of education also emphasized service-learning practice. According to him, 

an individual interacts with the environment and constructs meaning out of the experience. 

Piaget calls this accommodation. He emphasizes it as helpful in discerning the process of 

service-learning (Hildenbrand & Schultz, 2015). Similarly, Erickson posited that interaction 

with the environment is central to the psychosocial development of individuals. The famous 
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Brazilian educator Paulo Freire also contributed to service-learning. His educational goals 

included the political transformation of individuals and society through literacy, education, 

critical reflection, and collective social action. His educational philosophy stresses experience, 

growth, inquiry, communication, mediation, problem-solving, raising awareness, and 

transformation. All this provided theoretical enrichment to the concept of service learning 

(Berasategi et al., 2016).   

 

The above discussion clearly shows that much of the theory related to service-learning 

programs have evolved from the experiential learning models. Experiential learning is a 

process through which a learner constructs knowledge, skills, and values from experience 

(Folgueiras et al., 2020). Thus, service-learning enables the students to apply their learning in 

the community, get expertise, construct and reconstruct their knowledge. For example, in 1938, 

Dewey presented his experiential learning theory that explained the different stages in the 

problem-solving process: encountering the problem, defining the problem, collecting 

information, assessing information, developing a hypothesis, testing the hypothesis, and 

drawing conclusions (Lorenzo & Lorenzo, 2019). According to Dewey, the main aim of 

education is developing students' reasoning capacities and problem-solving skills. This 

thinking is based on the theory of constructivism. Constructivist learning stresses the utilization 

of experience, collaboration, and reflection to assist learners in confronting problems and 

solving them. Research has revealed that students become motivated when learning improves 

their abilities to solve real-life problems. Dewey also empathized with a learning environment 

promoting problem-solving and innovation. Though learning is an individual experience, 

studies have shown that people learn by interaction with others and in collaborations (Conner 

& Erickson, 2017).  

 

3.  Service-learning in higher education: An analysis  

 

A significant paradigm shift has occurred due to rapid industrialization, democratization, 

marketization, and globalization (O'Grady, 2000; Paul, 2006). Specifically, these developments 

have posed new limitations and possibilities to higher education and the communities. This has 

caused a fundamental drift and rethinking among researchers, scholars, and practitioners about 

the values and mission of higher education. In addition, the trend has further created anxiety 

among scholars about higher education's renewed goals and role regarding the public good and 

community development (Bensen et al., 2007; Colby et al.,2007b; Kezar et al., 2005; Zemsky 

et al.,2005; Kirp, 2003). This rethinking has further intensified due to the increasingly lowering 

position of traditional education (Pompa, 2002). As a result, people, communities, 

stakeholders, and practitioners alike question the ability of conventional higher education to 

deliver effectively to the increased needs of the current times (Pompa, 2005). On the other 

sides, there is a general expectation among all the stakeholders regarding the increasing 

weaknesses in the existing higher education practices to develop required abilities and 

capabilities among the students. The widespread allegations on the traditional higher education 

are its inability to establish a sense of inquiry, critical thinking, civic engagement, and social 

responsibility among students (Vaughn & Seifer, 2008; AAC&U, 2007).  

 

The rapid expansion in service-learning in the last decade has created many questions about its 

ability to sustain the pressures of higher education and its challenges. In this regard, scholars 

ask many questions (Young et al., 2007). For example, first, whether traditional higher 

education can deal with the current challenges of the communities worldwide. Second, how far 
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has the current higher education responded effectively to the ever-increasing diverse needs of 

the communities due to globalization and its implications in varying forms? Studies have 

argued that service-learning, as a social moment, has long been tested and found not sufficient 

for rectifying the increasingly diverse needs of communities and addressing the complexities 

and problems of higher education in the current times (Head, 2007; Swaminathan, 2007; 

Schutz, 2006; Hogan, 2002). Literature has provided three reasons for rethinking in service-

learning about the role of higher education and community engagement. First, the current 

practices and strategies in higher education are being guided by the old assumptions, carried 

by the teachers, students, and communities alike, to produce scholars for the community who 

have 'knowledge of the world.' Second, practitioners have now developed a sense that an 

engaging and transformative pedagogical model is required to effectively deal with modern 

communities' expectations and multidimensional needs. Third, if service-learning did not 

effectively grapple with its technical issues, there is the likelihood that others would fill the 

gap. For example, there is a profound ongoing debate about the need for intellectual diversity 

in higher education. It is believed that the existing traditional model of higher education 

promotes only indoctrination rather than education (Borden, 2007). Other researchers (see, e.g., 

Baldwin et al., 2007; Paoletti, 2007) argue that service-learning being a transformative engaged 

pedagogy can bridge this gap in the theory and practice of higher education. They state that 

service-learning is a powerful form of experiential pedagogy that can lead to communities, 

students, and scholars rethinking their views on the larger vision of community engagement in 

higher education (Baldwin et al., 2007; Paoletti, 2007).  

 

3.1.  Service-learning defined 

 

Service-learning is a "course-based, credit-bearing educational experience that allows students 

to (a) participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community needs and 

(b) reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of course 

content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility" 

(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995: 112). Presently there is a growing awareness among scholars 

regarding the role of higher education institutions around the globe (Butin, 2010; Ellison & 

Eatman, 2008; Zlotowski, 1995). The result of such development is that higher education 

institutions have embarked on redefining and rethinking their responsibilities and commitment 

to community engagement for the civic development of citizens. This trend has intensified 

research on community-based learning. As a result, service-learning as a community-based 

engaged pedagogy has received much attention over the last decades (Eyler, 2000). For 

example, in 1990, the National and Community Service Act was enacted in the United States 

to increase civic participation in higher education. Later on, in 1993, Corporation for National 

and Community Service was formed to mobilize Americans for community service (Bryant et 

al., 2011; Lucas, 1996). 

 

More than 500 leaders in US higher education institutions have signed the President's 

Declaration on the Civic Responsibility of Higher Education. The essential purpose of this 

movement is to reinvigorate and highlight the civic mission of higher education (Campus 

Compact, 2005). Service-learning was primarily valued for its traditional role in promoting 

students' better understanding of theoretical concepts. However, more recently, it was realized 

that it could also offer other significant benefits, such as enabling students to explore 

connecting classroom theory to practical needs of the community in real-life situations. This 

helps reinforce students' critical thinking, communication, teamwork skills. However, service-
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learning's most vital long-term benefit is providing students a handy opportunity to connect to 

the community and identify their civic roles (Bryant et al., 2011; Campus Compact, 2003).  

 

These benefits mentioned above of service-learning have attracted the attention of researchers 

and practitioners. However, scholars have faced many limitations besides its benefits. For 

example, constructing and implementing service-learning is a time-consuming and daunting 

task in higher education. But research has revealed that these limitations can be overcome by 

searching out new possibilities. One such possibility is following specific approaches within 

service-learning theory (Bryant et al., 2011). For example, 'course portfolio' can be used as a 

'pedagogical model' to record students' reflections during the service activity for meeting the 

needs mentioned above. Reflection is a critical element of service-learning. Through reflection, 

students understand the deeper connections between the theory and practice of education. This 

further leads to a deeper understanding of the course as well as the community needs. This 

combination of service and learning provides a sound basis for the development of both 

students and the community equally (Bryant et al., 2011; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Honnet-Porter 

& Poulson, 1989). 

 

Within the framework provided by Bernstein et al. (2006), course portfolios can be used for a 

variety of academic purposes in higher education such as promotions, tenure decisions, course 

design, and assessment, as well as a foundation for more comprehensive inquiries into the 

effectiveness of pedagogical approaches (Bernstein et al.,2006). Typically, the course 

portfolios are portioned into four parts: (1) Profile of course and students, (2) statement of 

learning goals, (3) methods and approaches to be used and, (4) evidence of success or failure 

of the approaches in meeting the set instructional goals of the specific course (Bernstein et 

al.,2006). The rationale behind selecting the model and instructional choice and the various 

notions of teaching and learning play a crucial role in developing examples for successful 

community engagement interventions. It must be kept in mind that presenting one example will 

not be effective (Bryant et al., 2011; Bell et al., 2000; Wade, 2007). Based on the above 

discussion, it can be argued here that there is a need to explore a multi-disciplinary model for 

implementing service-learning in higher education. The nature of service-learning as a multi-

disciplinary approach also supports this notion. This would make it possible to develop a multi-

disciplinary model to meet other multi-cultural communities' needs in different contexts. 

 

Experience and reflection play a central role in learning in a service-learning process. As a 

result of service experience, students have improved comprehension of course material, higher-

order thinking and critical examination of problems and issues, and a more profound sense of 

community engagement (Markus et al., 1993). To find the answer to these notions, we should 

re-visit and rethink the very nature of service-learning, whether it is pedagogy or a philosophy. 

Can it change a community? Can it transform a classroom from more theocratic to practical? 

What are the limits of service-learning in this regard?  

 

Literature on service-learning tries to answer these questions in multiple ways. However, the 

standard argument is that service-learning pedagogy nullifies and rejects the 'Banking Model' 

of education, emphasizing theory at the cost of practice. In this model, the transformation takes 

place in the shape of transferring knowledge from teacher to student. It does not allow the 

students to think on the new knowledge critically. Thus, the result of this model is the 

development of 'passive mind' instead of 'active mind,' which is the primary goal of service-

learning (Butin, 2010; Astin et al., 1999). On the other hand, some writers argue that service-
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learning as an active pedagogy has gained much fame and name in current higher education. 

Some writers genuinely consider it a means of re-engaging students with academics and civic 

values for polishing their skills to become active community members (Colby et al., 2007a).  

 

Many service-learning advocates have pointed towards some other benefits attached with 

service-learning in all three domains of education: cognitive, affective, and psychomotive. For 

example, service-learning fosters a more active citizenry (Bensen et al., 2007). In the same 

way, Astin et al. (1999) argued that it genuinely promotes scholarship of engagement that 

supports a more equitable society and achieves social justice goals. More importantly, Wade 

(2007) posited that service-learning as a reciprocal approach is ideal in connecting colleges and 

universities with the communities. Further, it promotes mutual interests and meets their diverse 

needs by emphasizing real-world learning and creating a genuine relationship between all the 

stakeholders in higher education (Wade, 2007).  

 

Butin (2010) documents that, despite the recent proliferation of research on the merits of 

service-learning as a community-based approach toward education, its expansion has many 

challenges in terms of theory and practice. For example, there is still ambiguity about service-

learning's basic principles and goals. In this regard, the main question is whether service-

learning is a pedagogical approach for better course comprehension or merely a philosophical 

stance to elevate community cause? Furthermore, even some critics have realized its 

voyeuristic exploitation of cultures and communities (Cross, 2005; McKnight, 1998). These 

perspectives provide more grounds for sound discussion on the true nature of service-learning 

as a community-based pedagogical paradigm.  

 

3.2.  Service-learning as a transformative paradigm  

 

What is service learning? It is challenging to find one answer to this question. There are many 

answers in the literature to define and delimit service-learning. Service-learning is a unique 

pedagogy as compared to other traditional modes of education. It creates a meaningful link 

between learning and service. This aspect is absent in different approaches such as lecture, 

discussion, or other instructional methods used in higher education. The argument based on 

this understanding is that service learning is an active learning model (Furco, 1996; Sigmon, 

1994).  

 

Irrespective of the definitional complexities attached with service-learning, scholars have 

argued that it is a legitimate, ethical and practical pedagogy for promoting the cause of higher 

education (Buitn, 2010). Others have characterized it with the '4 Rs' such as respect, reciprocity, 

reflect and relevance (Sigmon, 1994; Campus Campact, 2000). It implies that those involved 

in service-learning should respect each other, the culture, and the context of the service. 

Similarly, the service must benefit all the stakeholders who participate in it, and also the service 

must be relevant to the content of the course. There are other conceptualizations of service-

learning. For example, earlier Kendall (1990) differentiated between service-learning as a 

pedagogy to deliver specific content and philosophy as a particular view of the world that 

permeates curriculum, strategies, and course assessment at different levels of education. 

 

Conversely, Lisman (1998) has declared volunteerism, consumerism, participatory democracy, 

and social transformation as different modes of service-learning, each method having a 

different impact on individuals and communities in varying degrees. Other researchers (e.g., 
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Liu, 1995; Morton, 1995) have opposed such dichotomization in the service-learning 

discipline. They argued that these modes of service-learning are collectively helpful in 

providing valuable service to the community and increased academic learning for students at 

the higher education level. These perspectives offer useful heuristics for further understanding 

the different forms of service-learning in various disciplines (Howard, 2000; Butin, 2010). It 

shows that several distinct problems such as unsupportable ethical foundationalism and 

teleological considerations are associated with the traditional articulations of service-learning. 

For example, there are still many questions to be answered. For example, should students in 

the service-learning be paid for their service? Should students engaged in the community 

provide service only to the poor or to the rich as well?  

 

A simple answer to the above-mentioned questions is typically grounded in the notion that all 

individuals are independent change agents who bring about positive and sustained 

transformations through their worldviews. However, Butin (2010) argues that service-learning 

balances traditional and modern worldviews through a downward benevolence. As a result, 

everyone gets benefits who participates in the process of community service. It is believed that 

service-learning is a pedagogy through which the process and outcomes benefits are equally 

shared by all those who participate in it. However, some stories tell the opposite. For example, 

it becomes even more problematic when specific questions are made public such as what actual 

learning is documented due to service? In addition, there are apprehensions that service-

learning may be helpful for those who perform the existing service, but there is still less 

evidence that it has much benefited the service recipients (Butin, 2010; Campus Compact, 

2003; Kumashiro, 2000). Despite these charges, literature has provided ample evidence about 

the benefits and transformational potential of service-learning as a pedagogical strategy (Jones, 

2002; Rosenberger, 2000; Eyler & Giles, 1999). The literature review created an excellent 

ground for discussion and analysis for the transformative aspect of service-learning as 

community engagement civic pedagogy in higher education. 

 

4.  Discussion  

 

One of the major goals of higher education is preparing young people for their future roles as 

responsible, contributing, and active citizens. Educating individuals about future life is a 

complicated and multifaceted process. It requires developing a particular set of knowledge, 

skills, and dispositions to actively participate in their societies' democratic process and 

development. Preparing graduates for their future roles has always rested with educational 

institutions (Chiva-Bartoll et al., 2019). Dewey proposed that educated citizens should 

demonstrate habits of engaged participation in developing their societies. Educational 

institutions have used different teaching and learning methods to achieve this goal. However, 

since the emergence of service-learning as pedagogy and specifically in the last three decades 

service-learning has consistently created a synergy for engaging higher education students in 

real-life experiences. The essential outcomes of service-learning are myriad, such as life skills, 

civic and leadership development, etc. More recently, service-learning has been declared as 

critical pedagogy for preparing students for their future roles by improving their knowledge, 

skills, and dispositions (Mortari & Ubbiali, 2021). 

 

Service-learning fosters students' social competence, communication skills, problem-solving 

skills, and civic orientation as a teaching approach in higher education. In the last decade, 

service-learning proved itself a popular and effective educational strategy that enhances 
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students' content knowledge, improves skills, promotes civic responsibility, and prepares them 

to serve a rapidly changing and highly complicated society as active citizens. Due to this, it has 

been recognized as an effective method of civic education (Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2020). 

Service-learning has been used worldwide to achieve higher education goals: communication, 

interpersonal skills, leadership, and problem-solving. 

  

The most recent re-emergence of service-learning in critical pedagogy has led to a deeper and 

broad understanding of the development of students in different fields. For example, as an 

academic strategy, service-learning helps students better conceptualize course content and 

realize their role in society as a citizen. Therefore, it has been identified as an effective teaching 

strategy to achieve the goal of civic development (Lough & Toms, 2018). Furthermore, one of 

the unique characteristics of service-learning is its reciprocal nature and its ability to connect 

academic course content with community service. As a teaching methodology, service-learning 

provides higher education students practical, meaningful and empowering learning experiences 

and builds their capacities to become more productive and purposeful for their societies and 

themselves. Thus, it develops students and citizens by increasing their knowledge, skills, and 

commitment to serve a rapidly growing complex society. 

 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) defines service-learning as an 

association of community service with classroom instruction to develop students' critical 

thinking, reflective thinking, personal development, and civic responsibility. In another study, 

researchers argue that service-learning develops morally and ethically sound citizens who lead 

others in an equitable way (Lieberman, 2014). The definition provides an excellent foundation 

for a deeper understanding of service-learning as a civic pedagogy. As a civic pedagogy, 

service-learning effectively promotes students' leadership skills, critical thinking, decision-

making, problem-solving, interpersonal, and communication skills. To understand it better, 

researchers have discussed three components of service-learning. The first is intellectual 

understanding. This component contains content knowledge, critical thinking, and 

communication skills. The second is civic skills and attitude. This consists of ethics along with 

a focus on communities and their general good. The third is civic action. This combines the 

earlier two to enable the students to act beyond the classroom (Opazo et al., 2016).  

 

Despite the much evidence for positive roles of service-learning, critics charge that service-

learning is not practical. As an educational approach service-learning is expensive, time-

consuming, and resource-demanding. It promotes a liberal social justice agenda that runs 

counter to a purely academic environment. However, despite the critics' charges, literature is 

full of evidence that service-learning is positively coo-related with civic development and skills 

development of students. For example, in a cross-sectional study, students participating in 

service-learning programs developed positive academic outcomes such as increased civic 

engagement and life skills. Prentice and Robinson (2007) investigated the effect of service 

learning on the civic participation of community college students. The study found that students 

who took part in the service-learning demonstrated a better understanding of their civic 

responsibility. This supported the findings of earlier studies regarding the role of service-

learning in developing students' civic skills. Another study found that students participating in 

service-learning gained self-awareness, civic engagement, and leadership skills (Hudin et al., 

2018). This supports the views of Dewey that experiential learning develops habits of civic 

responsibility and increases democratic participation. 
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5.  Conclusion 

 

Service-learning is an incremental and transformational strategy for achieving higher 

education's civic and democratic goals. One effective way to accomplish this goal is to integrate 

service-learning in higher education courses as discipline-based pedagogy. This calls for a 

disciplined approach towards applying theory and practice of service-learning in higher 

education. This study provides the broader insight that there is no single and binary model 

through which service-learning could be done for community engagement of higher education 

students. Different communities have different needs. These needs define the philosophy of the 

interventions to be made. Hence, the service-learning may be looked at from the multi-

perspectives rather than a single perspective approach as a community engagement strategy in 

higher education.  

 

Service-learning is a set of theories rooted in experiential education. However, for a better 

understanding of service-learning, it is essential to be understood as a social transformation 

civic and democratic movement rather than merely a curriculum tool to enhance the academic 

goals of a particular discipline in higher education. Thus, service-learning as a community 

engagement tool can be used to help develop an engaged university model committed to 

genuine public engagement by using the community as a laboratory and civic renewal. For this 

purpose, it is necessary to acknowledge the new role of service-learning for transforming 

higher education by bridging the limits and extending the possibilities using the 

transformational reciprocal model of teaching and learning rather than a monolithic one-way 

approach of traditional classroom environment characterized by lecture and teacher talk at the 

cost of student development. 
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