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Abstract 

Many universities and colleges over the globe have customarily focused their attention to 

teaching, research, innovation, and service to the community. They are tasked with the 

responsibility of fostering intellectual and societal development. However, the aspect of 

service to the community has remained distant to the other core functions despite being a 

potential resource for community engagement. Therefore, there is a need for interventions to 

fill the current gap. The contribution of service-learning as a strategy that fosters community 

engagement has gained prominence in many institutions of higher education throughout the 

world.  However, there are less empirical studies which specifically examine the role of 

service-learning in enhancing higher education’s community engagement mission in the 

African context. This study explored the contribution of service-learning in the development 

of mutually beneficial partnerships between universities and community partners using the 

Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme in Zimbabwe as a case study. Using 

qualitative methodology, data was collected using focus group, in-depth interviews, e-mail 

correspondences and a review of documents provided by the participants. Data analysis was 

based on thematic coding by transcribing the data and coding the transcripts into categories 

and major themes. The study established that service-learning enhances a reciprocal 

relationship and provides mutual benefits for stakeholders. The study recommends that 

universities should integrate service-learning into the curriculum to strengthen their role in 

societal development and support the mission of service to the community.  Implications for 

educational policy and practice are addressed.  

Keywords: Service-Learning, Community Service, Experiential Learning, Reflection, Civic 

Responsibility, Community Engagement, Africa. 

 

 



Introduction 

Universities are expected to foster academic excellence, promote research, drive innovation, 

enhance community engagement, and ensure that graduates have the requisite knowledge, 

skills, values, and attitudes they need for their future careers and roles as responsible citizens. 

To achieve this, universities should engage with both internal and external stakeholders, and 

encourage collaboration with industry and the community. According to UNESCO (2010), 

universities must constantly renew their connections with society. Service-learning is one of 

the strategies that universities can adopt to enhance their connections and engagement with 

the community. This study explored the experiences of various stakeholders in higher 

education to examine the role of service-learning in the development of partnerships and 

collaborations between the university and the community. The study used the case of the 

Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme in Zimbabwe.  The specific objectives 

of this study were: (1) to identify the rationale for and effects of service-learning on students, 

universities and communities; (2) to determine the role of service-learning in fostering 

academic-community partnerships; and (3) to establish the challenges of integrating service-

learning into the curriculum. Arrupe Jesuit University (formerly Arrupe College) is a 

Catholic university in Zimbabwe under the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits) in Africa. It was 

established in 1994 with the initial aim of providing philosophy and humanity training 

needed by young Jesuits to be effective Christian ministers either as priests or as brothers 

(Arrupe, 2013). The university is rooted in the Jesuit tradition of education, which seeks to 

develop ‘well-rounded’ individuals with broad educational experiences and mastery of 

diverse skills, values, and attitudes to offer professional services. Since its establishment, the 

university has embraced service-learning to promote community service and enrich students’ 

learning and personal development.  

Literature Review 

Service-learning is an instructional approach that incorporates service to the community with 

academic work to enhance the students’ learning experiences and empower communities 

(Fiske, 2002).  It broadly means educating and encouraging students to actively participate in 

society by engaging in activities which meets the needs of the community while reflecting 

upon the services and learning from the experience. Service-learning links academic learning 

with service that addresses the needs of the community to promote collaboration, acquisition 

and application of relevant knowledge, skills, and values (Belisle & Sullivan, 2007). It is a 



type of experiential training in which students take part in community service activities with 

the purpose to advance students’ learning and personal development (Jacoby, 1996). In a 

service-learning endeavour, students learning and service to the community are intertwined to 

make academic learning more relevant and enhance students’ “social skills, analytical ability, 

civic and ethical responsibility, self-efficacy, and career development” (KICD, 2017, p. 20). 

Service-learning, therefore, enhances the development of a sense of responsibility, skills, and 

an understanding of societal problems among students (Tanner, 2012). Involving students in 

community service is a form of experiential education that enables students to apply their 

knowledge and skills in a different setting (KICD, 2017). 

Service-learning can be distinguished from other kinds of community-based experiences such 

as volunteerism and internship because of its focus on mutual benefit for the student and the 

community partners (Harwood, 2008). It integrates community service with academic study 

to foster critical thinking, reflective practice, personal development, and civic engagement 

(Prentice & Robinson, 2010). In volunteerism, for instance, “students engage in activities 

where the emphasis is on service for the sake of the beneficiary or recipient” (Cress et al., 

2005, p. 7). According to Kamai and Nakano (2002), service-learning differs from 

volunteerism because it provides a level of critical thinking not obtained from volunteerism 

since it emphasises critical thinking, reflection, and civic responsibility. Similarly, service-

learning can be distinguished from an internship. An internship may place a student in a 

community setting, it tends to be silent on civic engagement. Internships focus more on 

students’ professional development while service-learning attentive to both students’ 

professional development and civic engagement (Howard, 2001).  

The criteria for defining a service-learning programme or activity include experiential 

learning, community service, reflection, reciprocity, and civic responsibility. Service-learning 

involves experiential learning. Students are engaged with real-life tasks in the community as 

part of their education so that they can apply the knowledge and skills acquired from 

classroom learning. Experiential learning has the potential to foster social responsibility, 

citizenship, and the values of mutuality and reciprocity (Smith & McKitrick, 2010). In a 

practical sense, service-learning does not only involve adding a community service task to a 

course but it challenges the education stakeholders to connect academic study with service 

which addresses particular issues in the community (Flecky & Gitlow, 2009). Participation in 

community service activities enhances the development of civic responsibility among 



students. Civic responsibility can be described as active participation in the public life of a 

community in an informed, committed, and constructive way (Gottlieb & Robinson, 2006).  

Service-learning involves students in activities intended to promote social benefits to the 

community in ways that teach the students to work collaboratively towards achieving a 

common goal (Perold & Omar, 1997). Service activities may encompass social, political, 

cultural, technological, and environmental engagements. First, social engagement, which may 

include reading for visually impaired students on campus, helping in orphanages and homes 

of the elderly and people with physical disability, tutoring, teaching catechism, and working 

with people infected and affected by HIV and AIDS). Second, political engagement, which 

can include campaigning for democratic culture, and organising public debates about 

important community topics. Third, cultural engagement, which can involve reserving 

historic sites and promotion of endangered indigenous languages. Fourth, technological 

engagement, which may involve developing solar cookers for the community or lightning the 

community streets using green energy.  Finally, environmental engagement, which can 

include improving sanitation at a local market or planting trees in the local community. 

Community service activities can further be classified as direct (face-to-face contact between 

students and the community partners, for example, tutoring and mentoring of students at a 

nearby school);  indirect (support provided by students to help communities but not via face-

to-face contact, for instance, fundraising); and advocacy (public support to influence decision 

making on a particular issue) (Scott, 1996).  

To enhance both academic and civic learning from a community service experience, students 

must reflect on their experiences (Howard, 2001). Effective reflection in service-learning 

requires students to analyse their experiences in the context of their academic study and 

service to the community. These should provide them with the opportunity to evaluate the 

effectiveness of their community service activities to discover how it has contributed to the 

community, how it has enriched their learning, and what needs to be improved (Blanchard, 

2014). Reflective practice is one of key components of service-learning because it provides a 

fundamental link between the service being provided and the continuous learning that takes 

place. This can be enhanced through group discussions, discussion with faculty members, 

class presentations, written essays and reports, research and position papers (Hatcher et al., 

2004).  



Service-learning invites participants to bring who they are, what they know, and what they 

can do into the classroom and the world beyond (the wall-less classroom) in applying their 

whole selves to creating community change (Cress et al., 2005). It is “intimately connected to 

the world of everyday living and not bound by the four walls of the classroom” (Barker, 

1986, p. 151). In service-learning, students and faculty often engage with community partners 

to make classroom learning more relevant and to experience real-life connections between 

academic study and everyday issues in the community (Cress et al., 2005). Service-learning, 

thus, encourages students to apply what they have learned in the classroom in the community 

(Hatcher et al., 2004). Despite its contribution to students’ learning and community 

empowerment, implementation of service-learning faces the challenges of finances, time, and 

institutional support to make it more effective (Butin, 2010) 

Many universities in Africa have incorporated three core functions of teaching, research, and 

service to the community as part of their mission. However, the aspect of community service 

and engagement has not been well developed despite its potential to promote collaborations 

and partnerships with the wider society (Inman & Schuetze, 2010). To promote mutually 

beneficial collaborations and partnerships with community partners and enhance the sharing 

of relevant knowledge, universities must strengthen community engagement (UNESCO, 

2010). Service-learning can strengthen African universities’ third mission of service to the 

community. It is also a potential resource for ‘Africanising’ the university system through 

raising the profile of indigenous knowledge systems and helping communities to identify 

African solutions to local problems despite an inherited colonial curriculum and on-going 

influences from imported education options from other corners of the globe (Brock-Utne 

2003, in Preece & Biao, 2011).   

Research and scholarship on service-learning in higher education have increased across the 

globe (Hatcher & Erasmus, 2008). However, there has been little empirical research or 

evaluation of existing service-learning programmes in the African context. The community 

service mission in African universities has had a chequered history (Preece & Biao, 2011). It 

has always been an established feature of many universities in Africa but has remained a 

‘distant cousin’ to the other two core missions of teaching and research (Lulat, 2005). There 

have been some initiatives within the African context that demonstrate efforts to enhance the 

community service mission. These include West (2004) on community-based service-

learning in an African context; Mwaikokesya (2010) on efforts to revive the universities’ 

community-service mission in Tanzania; and Ntseane (2012) on developing a learning city in 



Botswana. Furthermore, a notion of partnership between universities and communities is 

developing from the realisation that community service promotes mutual learning gains 

(Preece, 2011a, 2011b).  

To positively impact students and community partners outcomes, service-learning requires 

careful planning, implementation, and critical evaluation while avoiding the inadequate 

axiom that all experience is educative. Howard (1993; 2001) has identified ten key principles 

to guide the implementation and integration of service-learning into the curriculum. These 

include (1) giving academic credit for learning, not for service; (2) not compromising the 

academic rigour; (3) setting learning goals for students; (4) establishing criteria for the 

selection of community service placements; (5) providing educationally-sound mechanisms 

to enhance the community learning; (6) providing support for students to learn how to benefit 

from the community learning; (7) minimising the distinction between the student’s 

community learning role and the classroom learning role; (8) re-thinking the faculty 

instructional role; (9) being prepared for uncertainty and variation in the student learning 

outcomes; and (10) maximising the community responsibility orientation of the course. 

Furthermore, the commitment of the students must be planned, reflected, and linked to the 

content of education and curricula in the classroom (Seifert & Zentner, 2010).  

The role of community engagement in promoting academic-community partnerships 

emanates from the belief that universities are tasked with the responsibility of not only 

fostering intellectual development but also societal development (Ostrander, 2004). 

University education should cultivate and nurture a spirit of critical inquiry, social justice, 

and commitment to serve the community (Nkulu, 2005). Additionally, universities ought to 

be good neighbours in connecting with their communities since they are viewed as part of the 

broader community (Sheffield, 2011). Community engagement has the potential to promote 

social capital and the scholarship of engagement. Social capital encourages collaboration 

among different stakeholders to address issues that affect the community (Heffner, 2002; 

Pacho, 2020). Similarly, the scholarship of engagement promotes the application of academic 

study and research to real needs and problems in the community (Boyer, 1996). Some 

universities in Africa, including Arrupe Jesuit University in Zimbabwe, have embraced 

serving-learning as part of their strategy to enhance community engagement and develop 

responsible graduates.  



Methodology 

This study was conducted qualitatively using the case of Arrupe Jesuit University Service-

Learning Programme. A case study research design enables the researcher to focus on a 

single or a few selected cases thereby allowing an in-depth analysis (Bryman, 2008). The 

total number of participants who informed this study was twenty-nine. The participants were 

selected purposively based on their professional role, expertise, or experience of the Arrupe 

Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme. To generate more representativeness and 

perspectives, participants included fourteen students and eight alumni who participated 

directly in the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme; two faculty members; 

the coordinator of the programme; a faculty dean; and three leaders of organisations where 

students carry out community service. The variety of participants provided a broader 

understanding of the service-learning programme and contributed to the triangulation of 

informants.  

Data was collected using focus group discussion, semi-structured in-depth interviews, e-mail 

correspondence and document review. One focus group of seven students was used. This was 

complemented by seventeen one-on-one interviews including seven students, three alumni, 

two faculty members, the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme coordinator, 

a faculty dean, and three community leaders. Both the focus group discussion and interviews 

were recorded. Five alumni from four different countries participated in the study through 

email communication. Finally, an analysis of documents about the Arrupe Jesuit University 

Service-Learning was conducted to provide supplementary data for the study. Data analysis 

was based on thematic analysis while guided by the literature. The thematic analysis involved 

transcription of the qualitative data and coding them into categories and major themes 

through a process of open coding.  

Results and Discussion 

Results of the study revealed that the outcomes of the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-

Learning Programme for the students, the university and the community partners contribute 

to a ‘win-win’ or ‘give and take’ situation. The programme provides mutual benefits to both 

the internal and external stakeholders.  



Application of knowledge and skills  

Results showed that the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme provides 

students with an opportunity to engage with the community partners and put their knowledge 

and skills in practice. Collaboration with community partners offers avenues through which 

students can think thoughtfully on their course content and creatively apply what they learn. 

One participant commented that “the experience helped me put into practice what I learn in 

class”.  

The literature showed that service-learning strengthens and deepens what students learn in the 

classroom by giving them the context to apply what they know in a more practical way 

(Dewey, 1916/ 2011). Many of the participants could apply their knowledge and skills in the 

context of community service based on their classroom knowledge. A participant reported 

that “there was no training for the service I offered, but my previous studies in Mathematics 

made it easier for me”. Hatcher et al. (2004) contend that service-learning enables students to 

apply their academic study through community service. This is consistent with the findings 

from one of the faculty members, who asserted that “the main goal of the Arrupe Jesuit 

University Service-Learning Programme is to prepare students to be able to use what they are 

learning to serve others”.  

Social capital  

Results showed that the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme has a strong 

social impact which encourages a collaborative approach to societal issues. A participant 

reported:  

In my service-learning experience, I worked with many people from different countries. 

Some were working in the different diplomatic representation of their countries and 

others were refugees from different African countries. I built a strong social bond and 

lasting networks with many of those people to promote the common good. 

Service-learning places students in a working environment, where they can acquire some 

requisite skills, character, and knowledge to deal with different challenges in various 

situations. It also contributes to the development of social capital, which is important in 

promoting “networks, exchanges, trust, and reciprocity that exist between and among people 

that enable them to act together to pursue shared objectives” (Heffner, 2002 in Pacho, 2020, 



p. 282). Since service-learning involves students offering their services voluntarily to address 

real needs in the community, it promotes teamwork and social cohesion that is important in 

working towards a common goal (Heffner, 2002). 

Civic engagement 

Participants reported that the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme helped 

them to a deeper understanding of the community and their role in society. Many students 

and alumni felt that they had a greater involvement with the community around them. One 

participant stated:  

My experience of working three hours per week with those who are terminally ill with 

HIV helped me realise that I can make a difference in people’s lives and communities. 

This influenced me to become actively involved in the fight against HIV and AIDS. 

Service-learning is relevant in developing critical and civic-minded citizens, and in 

revitalizing civic engagement, which involves working to make a difference in the 

community, and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivation to 

make that difference (Ehrlich, 2000). If students, for instance, are not exposed to civic 

engagement in higher education, how could they be expected to end up being active citizens 

in the real world? While this could be possible through other strategies, service-learning has 

been recognised as one of the effective approaches, which higher education can employ to 

develop active citizens who can affect real and lasting social change (UNESCO, 2010; Butin, 

2010; Zentner, 2011; Preece & Biao, 2011).  

Community-based participatory research 

Results indicated that the Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme promotes 

community-based participatory research. Service-learning challenges students to focus on 

research which is more relevant to the needs of the community. One of the participants 

acknowledged:  

I wrote almost all my research papers based on my community service experiences, 

which shaped how I think and analyse real issues by connecting my study to real-life 

experiences.  



Similarly, a focus group discussion indicated that service experience involved researching to 

find out the best strategies to empower those who are marginalised in the surrounding 

community. A service-learning program provides an avenue for research and problem solving 

as participants encounter situations that challenge them. The research opportunities which 

originates from community service experiences form part of the ways of addressing issues or 

problems that students encounter in the communities. Boyer (1996) and Butin (2010) concur 

that service-learning encourages the scholarship of engagement, which regards service as 

scholarship which connects learning to community needs. This makes university teaching and 

research more relevant to society. Many African universities have been criticized as ivory 

towers whose curriculum and programmes are irrelevant to society (Tumuti et al., 2013; 

Ssebuwufu et al., 2012). Participants pointed out that through greater collaboration with 

community partners, teaching and research could be made more meaningful to the needs of 

society.  

Community outreach 

The Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme benefits the people it served their 

communities, and, ultimately, the society. It supports the service communities in both 

economic and social terms with the immediate benefit of ‘helping out’. Participants reported 

that the community partners benefit in terms of networking with diverse people, ‘filling the 

gaps’ due to shortage of employees, cutting costs, learning the importance of volunteering, 

and making use of the available university facilities such as halls and chapel. Besides, the 

results revealed that the programme has a positive impact on both Arrupe Jesuit University 

and its academic staff. The university benefits in terms of broadening its curriculum to 

include the aspects of service-learning, marketing itself and its programmes to the 

community, and connection with the wider society. The impact of the programme on the 

faculty members was notable among those who integrated service-learning in their 

curriculum. This was mainly in the areas of students’ evaluation, experiential learning, and 

connecting theory and practice. A faculty member asserted: 

The Arrupe Jesuit University Service-Learning Programme provided the staff with 

additional opportunities to broaden the areas for evaluation of students’ competencies 

and knowledge application. 



The idea of higher education connecting to the wider society has been alluded to by several 

scholars (West, 2004; UNESCO, 2010; Butin, 2010; Zentner 2011; Preece & Biao, 2011). 

Service-learning links the classroom with the larger world (Tonkin, 2004) and dismantles the 

curtain that divides the academy from the community (West, 2011). It thus helps institutions 

of higher education to guard against what Dewey (1916/2011) calls "academic exclusion” (p. 

173). Dewey further urges education institutions to make school life more active and more 

connected with the out-of-school experience. Service-learning connects universities with their 

communities while emphasising real-world learning and reciprocity (Butin, 2010).  

Finally, the results indicated that effective implementation of service-learning can encounter 

different challenges. These include large class sizes; inadequate preparation; lack of 

motivation; lack of proper feedback mechanisms; lack of critical evaluation, shortage of time 

as staff and students are already overwhelmed with many courses or programme 

requirements, resistance to change; inadequate funding; weak institutional support; poor 

leadership and lack of expertise to be effective in integrating service-learning into the 

curriculum. Butin (2010) also agrees that effective implementation of service-learning faces 

several challenges.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Results of this study indicate that service-learning supports the development of partnerships 

between the university and communities’ stakeholders and partners for mutual benefit. The 

pedagogy is beneficial not only to the participating students and faculty but also to the 

institutions and the communities that they serve. As students offer meaningful services to the 

community, they gain by learning from experience while the community benefits directly 

from the services offered by the students. Students learn better with practical and real-world 

tasks that build on what they know. Service-learning enriches students’ learning experiences 

while adding value to higher education’s mission of teaching, research, and service to the 

community. In service-learning, a university is not seen as an island but as connected to its 

surrounding environment.  A university operates as a centre of knowledge to address real 

needs in the community. Students, faculty members and community partners work together to 

identify local needs and to address them. Universities are there to serve not only the interests 

of individual students but also of society. Service-learning can bring university teaching and 

research out of the clouds and restore in students’ minds the connection between what they 



are learning and the people their education is meant to help. The study demonstrates that 

service-learning promotes community-based learning and social development. 

Based on the results of this study, recommendations for institutions of higher education in 

Africa were generated.  First, universities should integrate service-learning into their 

curricula with a strong emphasis on the interaction between the institutions and community 

partners. This implies the formation of mutually beneficial collaborations and integrating 

service-learning into the universities mission statements and strategic plans. Second, this 

study recommends regular curricula development and review involving key stakeholders to 

make university teaching and research more relevant to the needs of the local community and 

society in general. Third, universities should encourage collaborations based on the principle 

of reciprocity and community-based participatory research and engagement. However, there 

is no one best way or one size fits all to the implementation of service-learning because every 

context is unique.  

Service-learning is an innovative and transformative approach to education that can ensure 

that students are well prepared for responsibility as citizens and societal transformation. It 

links the classroom with the real world and theory with practice while addressing real needs 

in the community. Service-learning has an appropriately high proportion of application. It is 

an interdisciplinary approach that can be implemented across an increasingly diverse range of 

academic subjects in varying degrees since it is not an academic subject to be studied but an 

innovative and transformative pedagogy designed to promote active learning. Implementation 

of a service-learning programme should be emphasised and incorporated into institutional 

policies, management plans, and teaching and learning strategies within the institution. 

Participatory approach and engagement of community – involving students, faculty, parents, 

communities’ stakeholders, and partners) should be used in planning and implementing the 

programme. 

Although this study contributes to the growing research and scholarship on service-learning 

in higher education, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. The most notable is related 

to the limitations of a qualitative case study research design. This study focused on a single 

case in one institution based on a small sample. While limited sample size could compromise 

the generalizability of the results, the study considered different perspectives of students, 

alumni, faculty members, administrators, and community partners to allow for possible 

generalisations to be drawn.  
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