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Promoting universities as hubs for fostering citizenship presents a chal-
lenge that balances the development of competencies with the need to 
nurture democratic attitudes. The Service Learning approach (SL) offers a 
promising response, providing an innovative, philosophically grounded, 
and socially responsible methodology aligned with universities’ commit-
ment to social responsibility. This paper examines the institutionalisation 
of SL at the University of Palermo, focusing on developing an evaluative 
framework and implementing SL initiative within the master’s degree in 
Pedagogical Sciences. Integrating theory and practice, SL enables future 
pedagogists to engage in community service while reflecting on class-
room experiences and fostering civic engagement. In this context, SL rep-
resents a “pedagogical formula” that bridges university education with so-
cietal needs, emphasising inclusion, participation, democracy, and soli-
darity. For the master’s degree in Pedagogical Sciences, this approach 
provides a unique opportunity to position the university at the forefront of 
social progress, promoting inclusive processes and active citizenship.  

civic engagement; higher education; inclusive processes; pedagogical 
professionalism; service learning.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper aims to describe a SL programme implemented within the degree 
programmes at the University of Palermo during the academic year 2023/2024. 
The initiative forms part of a two-year university project spearheaded by the 
Centre for Innovation and Improvement of University Teaching (CIMDU). The 
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overarching objectives of the project are threefold: (a) to enhance the 
educational effectiveness of degree courses; (b) to foster active student 
involvement, thereby increasing motivation and promoting autonomy and self-
awareness in their academic journeys; and (c) to support marginalised 
communities within the local area. SL emerges as an innovative pedagogical 
strategy that seamlessly integrates academic learning with community 
engagement. This approach directly connects theoretical knowledge with 
practical application, allowing students to partake in civic initiatives while 
cultivating reflective and critical thinking skills. 
Particular attention will be given to the multilevel and transversal implemented 
evaluation system, emphasising its application in the master’s degree in 
Pedagogical Sciences focused on ensuring a robust assessment of student 
performance, on the one hand, and the broader impacts of the SL initiative, on 
the other, while simultaneously enriching the students’ professional 
preparation. 

1. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The 2021 UNESCO report, Reimagining Our Futures Together: A New Social 
Contract for Education, underscores education’s transformative potential. It 
advocates for a paradigm shift in teaching and learning methodologies, rooted 
in collaboration, solidarity, and a model centred on care. The report proposes a 
comprehensive social contract that broadens the concept of citizenship, 
integrating civil society and fostering interdependence among knowledge 
systems, societal frameworks, and educational processes (Tarozzi & Milana, 
2022). Within this framework, innovative methodologies such as SL play a 
pivotal role. By linking social and academic competencies, SL fosters active 
citizenship and addresses educational disparities through cooperative learning 
practices (Cinque et al., 2021).  
In literature, there are more than 200 definitions of SL, each offering a unique 
nuance to the practice. Bringle and Hatcher (1996) define SL as an educational 
experience that combines academic learning and community service through a 
process of critical reflection. This allows students to gain a deeper 
understanding of disciplinary content, develop civic responsibilities, and 
appreciate the connection between theory and practice. In this way, the model 
is recognised for its transformative potential, offering authentic and meaningful 
learning opportunities that transcend barriers between social classes and 
cultural contexts. Definitions such as this help distinguish SL from other 
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experiential learning experiences, focusing on the mutual benefit for both 
students and communities. Through participatory design, communities become 
active partners in the educational process, rather than simply recipients of 
service. As Ferrari and Chapman (2014) point out, SL strengthens students’ 
theoretical understanding by applying it practically, offering a holistic view of 
learning. 
Grounded in experiential learning theories (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984), SL fosters 
the cyclical interplay between concrete experience, reflective observation, 
abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation. This dynamic 
underpins the theoretical frameworks essential for integrating SL into academic 
curricula, facilitating a holistic development of students’ personal, 
professional, and civic competencies. Additional theoretical lenses, including 
social-cognitive theory and cultural-historical activity theory, further 
underscore SL’s capacity to merge pedagogical goals with societal needs 
(Carson & Raguse, 2014). 
The multifaceted benefits of SL are evident across its key stakeholders: 

• Communities benefit from enhanced social cohesion, targeted 
interventions, and sustainable problem-solving practices. 

• Students develop critical thinking, teamwork, and professional skills, 
along with a heightened awareness of social responsibility. 

• Academic staff and institutions gain opportunities to innovate teaching 
practices, engage in interdisciplinary research, and strengthen 
community-university partnerships (Salam et al., 2017). 

2. REASONS FOR IMPLEMENTING SL AT THE MASTER’S DEGREE IN PEDAGOGI-

CAL SCIENCES  

At the University of Palermo, SL represents a cornerstone of academic 
innovation, redefining the pedagogical relationship between universities and 
local communities. This approach is more than an instructional method; it is a 
transformative framework that reimagines curricula to align with the university’s 
mission of fostering democratic citizenship and addressing societal challenges. 
Through SL, the university cultivates an environment of empowerment, 
encouraging students and educators to collaboratively engage in community-
driven projects. It answers the call of the University that regards social 
responsibility as an integral part of its mission. SL, therefore, becomes a 
reflective practice for all involved, as immersion in the field is guided by an 
ongoing feedback loop of thought and action. This allows participants to see 
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themselves as part of a complex and interconnected reality. 
This highlights the value dimension of SL, which does not merely interpret the 
university’s third mission as a reciprocal relationship of service but enriches it 
by creating contexts that foster empowerment and the development of truly 
democratic cultures and practices. 
Specifically for the degrees in Pedagogical Sciences, the literature emphasises 
the need to train professionals capable of exercising critical judgment and 
decision-making through complex processes: associating ideas, revisiting 
perspectives, reframing problems, and changing attitudes or behaviours. In this 
sense, educational action is always a praxis, a transformative knowledge-action 
aimed at fostering change through the creative implementation of purpose 
(Freire, 1970; Mezirow, 1978). This underscores the importance for professional 
pedagogists to develop reflective and creative competence, allowing them to 
question their assumptions and modify their approach in an informed and 
deliberate manner. From this perspective, it is crucial to avoid performance-
driven approaches focused solely on technical rationality in the design, 
management, coordination, and monitoring of university training programmes 
for pedagogists. Instead, training should be grounded in solid epistemological, 
theoretical, and methodological foundations that respect the educational 
nature of their role. This entails moving away from what Biesta (2006) calls 
learnification, which reduces education to an individualistic process focused on 
producing performers within a competitive system, rather than fostering mutual 
recognition and promoting an inclusive, democratic society. From this 
perspective, the question of competence becomes central. Competence, 
understood as the ability to independently and responsibly manage one’s 
knowledge and skills, must empower pedagogists to think of themselves as true 
professionals (Fioretti et al., 2023).  
The University of Palermo’s master’s degree in Pedagogical Sciences SL, 
grounded in the rediscovery of ideas that have shaped pedagogical culture and 
its core values, offered an opportunity to place the university at the heart of 
pedagogical services and policies aimed at promoting social progress. It 
involved teachers and students in a teaching and learning process that 
challenges academic knowledge, making it more relevant and effective in 
addressing critical community needs: on the one hand, it integrated the 
theoretical and practical dimensions of learning through activities closely 
aligned with disciplinary content; on the other, it addressed a structural gap in 
the programme, which, in 2023-2024, lacked a mandatory curricular internship. 



 

 
1283 

Fig. 1. An overview of the SL programme for the  master’s degree in Pedagogical Sciences 
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To ensure comprehensive SL implementation, it was adopted Musa and 
collaborators (2017) three-phase model: 

• Project Planning, engaging stakeholders in co-creating objectives and 
methodologies. 

• Service Delivery, facilitating hands-on, community-centred activities 
aligned with disciplinary content. 

• Evaluation and Reflection, employing rigorous assessment tools to 
measure impact and facilitate continuous improvement. 

During the 2023/2024 academic year, the programme encompassed the 
involvement of 120 students, five academic subjects, and six community 
stakeholders, underscoring the initiative’s collaborative ethos. 

3. THE EVALUATION SYSTEM 

To position SL as a “new model of excellence” in higher education (Zlotkowski, 
1998), it must be fully integrated into the university’s evaluation processes. The 
evaluation of SL is crucial in ensuring its meaningful impact, both in terms of 
achieving learning objectives and contributing to educational innovation and the 
well-being of the involved communities. 
Over two decades of research have shown that high-quality SL enhances 
student learning (Eyler & Giles, 1999; Eyler et al., 2001). It is recognised that 
significant evaluation helps integrate SL into the debate about the quality of 
university education. It responds to concerns that universities do not 
adequately focus on skills that guarantee success beyond academia, such as 
critical thinking, real-world problem-solving, or the ability to transfer theoretical 
knowledge into practice. Substantial scientific evidence indicates that engaging 
in effective and rigorous reflection is key to enhancing the impact of SL. 
Reflections provide valuable insights into what students are learning, the depth 
of their learning, and how critically they engage with their experiences. 
The evaluation system adopted for the entire project is multilevel and 
transversal: multilevel, as it applies simultaneously to the university, individual 
degree programmes, professors, students, and community partners; 
transversal, as it involves and monitors eight SL projects across eight different 
degree programmes over two years.  
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Fig. 2. The multilevel evaluation system and its questions of interest 

The multilevel and transversal evaluation system employed in this project 
addresses the complexities of SL integration. At the institutional level, the SL 
Level Self-Assessment rubric (Furco, 1996) provided a structured analysis 
across five dimensions, facilitating continuous assessment of SL’s 
institutionalisation: 

• Philosophy and Mission of SL. 
• Faculty Support and Engagement in SL. 
• Student Support and Engagement in SL. 
• Community Participation and Partnerships. 
• Institutional Support for SL. 

For academic staff, reflective journals and narrative notebooks served as tools 
for documenting pedagogical practices and identifying areas for improvement.  
Student evaluations combined qualitative and quantitative methodologies. 
Core tools included: 

• Self-assessment protocols, encompassing the Soft Skills Scale 
(Lucisano & Rubat du Merac, 2019), the Self-Efficacy Scale (Di Nuovo & 
Magnano, 2013), and the Civic Commitment Scale (Doolittle & Faul, 
2013). 

• Reflective reports, guided by the DEAL model (Ash & Clayton, 2009), that 
structure critical reflection into descriptive, analytical, and interpretive 
phases. 
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• Logbooks, optional self-reflection tools facilitating introspection on 
activities, methodologies, and interpersonal dynamics. 

For community partners, semi-structured interviews and collective self-efficacy 
scales provided insights into the SL initiative’s broader impacts.  
Collaborative efforts with organisations such as Rai per il Sociale further amplify 
the initiative’s reach, developing a learning machine tool to analyse video reels 
that students shared on the University’s social media to document their 
experience.  

4. IMPROVEMENT ACTIONS 

The analysis of data from the first year of the project is ongoing. The aim is to 
collect feedback that will improve the quality of SL and enhance student 
learning. Increasing SL evaluation is expected to focus attention on 
assessments that better measure competencies needed for success outside 
the academic environment. 
To foster interdisciplinary collaboration and community partner engagement, a 
SL Working Group (G.L.S.L.) has been established. This group aims to: 

• Strengthen communication between project participants and local 
communities. 

• Implement advanced monitoring and evaluation tools. 
• Promote interdisciplinary collaboration across different degree 

programmes. 
The G.L.S.L. also aims to create a stable network of community partners and 
integrate digital technologies for documenting and sharing experiences, 
facilitating real-time feedback and creating digital archives of activities. 
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As the main organizer of the conference, Scuola democratica – 
Learning for Democracy is a cultural association and academic 
journal dedicated to enriching the scientific and cultural debate 
on school, university, education, work, and lifelong learning in an 
organic and cross-cutting manner. Scuola democratica is sup-
ported by a scientific network of more than 100 scholars and aims 
to be a meeting ground, nationally and internationally, between 
the various disciplines concerned with issues in education and 
training.  

 CIRD (Centro Interuniversitario per la Ricerca Didattica) is the 
main research center in Sardinia on educational processes and 
policies of educational experimentation at school and university 
level, and in a multi- and interdisciplinary perspective. Its main 
objective is to foster school-university collaboration and to sup-
port the integration of the educational system as a whole.  

 

 

The Foundation of Sardinia pursues the public interest and so-
cial benefit with special emphasis on the socio-economic devel-
opment of the Region of Sardinia. It operates by allocating grants 
or funding to others’ projects and initiatives, or by promoting its 
own projects and initiatives, including in collaboration with other 
entities.   

 

Since its outset in the early 1950s in Bologna, the aim of Il Mulino 
publishing company has been to contribute to Italian culture 
through a program of publications that drew significantly from the 
Anglo-Saxon social sciences, and was inspired by an explicitly 
empirical and reformist approach 

 

Established in 2012, the Department of Political and Social Sci-
ences of the University of Cagliari is bearer of a tradition of stud-
ies and research characterized by interdisciplinarity. The Depart-
ment of Political and Social Sciences promotes and coordinates 
research and teaching in social, communicative economic-sta-
tistical, legal, historical-political-international. 



   
 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 


