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Abstract
We explored the potential of Service-Learning (SL) as a methodology for 

authentic learning, understood as that which occurs in real situations with real 
problems, leading to the acquisition of holistic learning that will generate per-
sonal transformations. To this end, we conducted research with students involved 
in similar SL experiences at two universities. The experience consisted of comple-
menting teaching with collaboration for a semester in highly complex schools, 
with a majority Roma population. In both universities the subjects involved fol-
lowed similar structures. Four studies were developed with mixed methodology. 
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Two quantitative studies compared students who had undergone the SL experi-
ence with control groups who had taken the subject with traditional methodolo-
gies. The Course Value Inventory translated into Spanish was applied to check 
whether participation in SL generated differences in the three dimensions of learn-
ing: conceptual, procedural and personal. The two qualitative studies explored in 
depth the differences found in the previous studies by analysing the field notes 
generated by the students. The first qualitative study focused on analysing the 
acquisition and appropriation of the classes’ theoretical contents and the other 
on the processes underlying the identity and personal changes taking place. The 
quantitative studies yielded significant differences in the self-perception of the 
learning achieved, in both universities. The qualitative studies showed the impor-
tance of psychological tools and personal relationships for authentic learning, 
highlighting the importance of considering the SL experience as a frontier space 
of learning generated by new participants, new goals and new tools.

Keywords: higher education, service-learning, authentic learning, identity, 
social participation.

Resumen
Exploramos el potencial del Aprendizaje-Servicio (ApS) como metodología 

para el aprendizaje auténtico, entendido como aquel que ocurre en situacio-
nes reales con problemas reales, dando lugar a la adquisición de aprendizajes 
holísticos que van a generar trasformaciones personales. Para ello realizamos 
una investigación con estudiantes implicados en experiencias similares de ApS 
de dos universidades. La experiencia consistía en complementar la docencia 
con la colaboración durante un semestre en escuelas de alta complejidad, con 
población mayoritariamente de etnia gitana. En ambas universidades las asig-
naturas implicadas seguían estructuras similares. Se desarrollaron cuatro estu-
dios con metodología mixta. Dos estudios cuantitativos compararon estudiantes 
que habían pasado por la experiencia de ApS con grupos control que habían 
cursado la asignatura con metodologías tradicionales. Se aplicó el Course Value 
Inventory traducido al castellano, con el objeto de comprobar si la partici-
pación en ApS generaba diferencias en las tres dimensiones del aprendizaje: 
conceptual, procedimental y personal. Los dos estudios cualitativos analizaron 
en profundidad las diferencias encontradas en los estudios anteriores a través 
del análisis de los diarios de campo generados por el alumnado. El primer estu-
dio cualitativo se centró en analizar los procesos de adquisición y apropiación 
del contenido teórico de las asignaturas y el otro en los procesos subyacentes 
a los cambios identitarios y personales que se estaban produciendo. Los estu-
dios cuantitativos arrojaron diferencias significativas en la autopercepción de 
los aprendizajes realizados, en ambas universidades. Los estudios cualitativos 
mostraron la importancia de los instrumentos psicológicos y las relaciones per-
sonales para el aprendizaje auténtico, destacando la importancia de considerar 
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la experiencia ApS como espacio fronterizo de aprendizaje generado por nue-
vos participantes, nuevas metas y nuevas herramientas.

Palabras clave: educación superior, aprendizaje-servicio, aprendizaje autén-
tico, identidad, participación social.

Introduction

One line of debate on the mission and meaning of learning at university 
level is located at the tension between focusing on the efficiency of stu-
dents’ professional training and endowing the learning experience with 
meaning and significance for each learner and for social change (García-
Romero et al., 2018; Manzano-Arrondo, 2012). Thus, throughout history 
there have been numerous teaching methodologies proposed commit-
ted to transformative logics, both for the learner and for society. This is 
the case of Dewey’s experiential learning (1936), Freire’s critical theory 
(2000), Vygotsky’s historical-cultural perspective (1978) or the more recent 
Social Design Experiments (Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 2010) and service-
learning (Taylor, 2017). These proposals, which focus on developing pro-
cesses that are meaningful to the learner and coherent with the world 
in which they live, show a concern for understanding how learning is 
meaningful throughout life, in an attempt to bring classrooms into reality, 
and reality into the classroom.

The purpose of this paper is to reflect on the learning process that 
takes place through the service-learning (SL) methodology, defined as a 
training tool that integrates academic study with participation in com-
munity practice, in order to give meaning to academic content and at 
the same time generate processes of transformation and social change 
(McMillan et al., 2016). For the past two decades, this methodology has 
been experiencing increasingly rapid growth, as shown by systematic 
reviews conducted internationally (Sotelino et al., 2021) and nationally 
within Spain (Redondo-Corcobado & Fuentes, 2020). Specifically, on the 
subject of the impact of service-learning on the student body, we find 
studies aimed at analysing the impact of SL on cross-cutting compe-
tences such as group work, empathy and critical thinking (Blanco-Cano 
& García-Martín, 2021; Santos-Rego et al., 2022), as well as on identity-
related aspects such as commitment or social justice (Asenjo et al., 2021; 
Jiménez-Jiménez et al., 2021).
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One concept that allows us to address the different dimensions of 
student learning is that of authentic learning, a concept already used in 
some studies on SL (Marco-Macarro et al., 2016; Santos-Rego et al., 2022). 
This concept overcomes the existing duality between formal knowledge 
and contextual knowledge, understanding it as that which occurs within 
the development of an authentic task, directly connected with current 
human needs (Duman & Karakas-Ozur, 2020). This leads us, again fol-
lowing Dewey (1936), to a conception of learning as another dimension 
of life and not just a preparation for the future. Similarly, cultural-historical 
psychology argues that one key to learning is that a person’s develop-
ment must be in response to real needs and, therefore, be based on genu-
ine problems and questions embedded in cultural practices (González, 
2009). Thus, authentic learning is learning that is situated and developed 
in a goal-directed collective activity (Vygotski, 1978), provides learners 
with a context (Duman & Karakas-Ozur, 2020) and has a purpose that is 
socially relevant (Velázquez-Rivera et al., 2020).

Consequently, the authentic learning process transcends the teacher-
learner dyad and involves a wider community, a real audience where the 
motives for learning do not respond only to individual purposes but are 
framed in the social sphere (Guerrero-Rodríguez et al., 2014; Velázquez-
Rivera et al, 2020). And this is where critical theories converge, which 
argue that it is through the awareness of social meaning that the learner 
establishes a relationship of commitment to the learning objectives and 
to learning itself (Freire, 2000), as they become able to make personal 
and immediate contributions valuable for a group of people. The pro-
gressive participation of the learner in a cultural practice will generate 
the development of commitment to it and to the people included in it, 
resulting in a change in their relationship with the world and in the way 
they perceive themselves as a person (Macías-Gómez-Estern et al., 2014; 
Wenger, 2001). The holistic process that includes these dimensions nec-
essarily involves a reflective activity (Duman & Karakas-Ozur, 2020) in 
which the learner moves between the consideration of new conflicts and 
uncertainties, their problematisation and their resolution, where recon-
figurations and changes are articulated. Thus, both the learner’s agency 
and the human relationships established are the pivots for the whole 
learning process.

To summarise, the concept of authentic learning can account for the 
processes that occur in SL educational practices as an experience that 
puts the learners at the centre of a real, complex and intercontextual 
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learning process, while placing them in a hybrid activity setting between 
academic activity and community practice (McMillan et al., 2016). This 
setting provides real motives and goals that give meaning to learning, 
while generating personal commitments and positioning. All of this will 
anchor the acquisition of competences that, as the afore mentioned stud-
ies have shown, coincide with the three main dimensions of learning: 
conceptual, procedural and attitudinal.

The results of two quantitative and two qualitative studies carried 
out in the framework of the project “Analysis of the process of learn-
ing and identity change through service-learning in communities of 
practice in contexts of exclusion” are presented below, which aim to 
illustrate the authentic learning process that takes place within the 
framework of SL.

Method

The research is based on a mixed methodological approach, already used 
in other studies on SL (Capella-Peris et al., 2020). It sets out to answer the 
following questions: a) Does participation in SL projects generate differ-
ences in learning between students who have undergone SL experiences 
and those who have not? And b) If such a difference exists, how does 
this participation operate in conceptual learning processes, and how are 
personal changes related to this type of learning?

To answer the first question, a quantitative study was developed com-
paring students who had undergone SL experiences with another group 
working through traditional methodologies. A qualitative approach, on 
the other hand, was only used with students participating in SL.

The participants were students from the Faculty of Social Sciences 
at Universidad Pablo de Olavide, studying the subject Fundamentals of 
Human Psychological Functioning, and from the Faculty of Psychology 
at Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, studying Developmental Psychol-
ogy. The teachers of these subjects were part of the research team of 
this project. In both cases, the SL project involved collaborating with 
highly complex schools located in socially vulnerable environments, 
with a majority Roma population. The university students attended two 
hours a week for a semester to carry out joint tasks with primary school 
students. In addition to the collaboration with the schools, the students 
kept a field journal of each of the sessions, reflection sessions were held 
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with the teacher-researcher, and a final evaluation report was drawn up. 
The students who did not participate in the SL experience followed tra-
ditional methodologies, carrying out their practices through classroom 
seminars, analysing case studies and reading documents, and producing 
a final report.

The common antecedent for the SL projects at both universities were 
the Fith Dimension (Cole & The Distributed Literacy Consortium, 2006; 
Lalueza et al., 2020) and La Clase Mágica (Vásquez, 2003) models. These 
projects emerged in the USA and have been constituted as teaching, 
research and community service environments where reciprocal rela-
tionships are established between participants, enabling mutual learn-
ing while generating processes of social change and transformation 
(Underwood et al., 2021).

Quantitative approach

We used the Course Value Inventory (Nehari & Bender, 1978) translated 
into Spanish to test whether participation in SL generated differences 
in learning. This instrument, whose learning dimensions coincide with 
those found in existing research (Macías-Gómez-Estern et al., 2014), had 
previously been used in other studies that analysed SL experiences (Con-
way et al., 2009; Shek et al., 2020). The questionnaire consists of 36 
items grouped into 4 scales, which assess students’ perceptions of their 
learning experience in: 1) the course in general, related to overall satis-
faction; 2) conceptual learning, referring to the understanding of course 
content; 3) behavioural learning, referring to procedural and professional 
learning generated; 4) personal learning, related to the students’ identity 
constructions. Each subscale consists of 9 items that correspond to sen-
tences that students must evaluate on a 4-point scale indicating whether 
it is: 4. positively true, 3. probably true, 2. probably false or 1. positively 
false. No neutral option was given. The item scores, as well as the scores 
for each subscale - with polarity adjustment - were used to compare the 
results between the two groups. In Table I, a sample item describes each 
subscale of the CVI.

Each university carried out a study, comparing two groups from the 
same subject and with the same teaching staff. One group was taught 
through SL methodology (SL-group) and the other through traditional 
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classroom methodology (non-SL-group). The selection of the samples 
was thus intentional and non-probabilistic.

The total sample of Universidad Pablo de Olavide taking the sub-
ject in the first semester of 2015-2016 was made up of 179 students, 74 
following the SL methodology (41.3%) and 105 following a traditional 
methodology (58.7%). In Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona data were 
collected from 174 students, 68 SL (39.1%), from three groups that had 
undergone SL experiences in three different periods (SL Group 14-15A 
in the first semester of the academic year 2014-2015; SL Group 15-16A 
in the first semester of the academic year 2015-2016; SL Group 15-16B 
in the second semester of the academic year 2015-2016), and 106 that 
followed the traditional methodology (60.9%), from a single group in the 
first semester of the academic year 2014-2015. The age of the students in 
both samples ranged from 18 to 25.

The CVI was administered as an anonymous survey after the end of 
the first semester classes. The two studies were conducted and analysed 
separately.

Quantitative data were processed using SPSS software, MANOVA-one-
way, ANOVA and Chi-Square analyses.

Qualitative approach

For the qualitative study, the field notes prepared by each student 
throughout the semester were analysed (Lalueza & Macías-Gómez-Estern, 
2020). Each student wrote between 9 and 10 field notes according to a 
script provided by the teaching staff. It included: general data on the 
visit (author, date, class group, participants, space), general observation 

TABLE I. Sample items of the subscales of the Course Valuing Inventory (CVI)

Course evaluation I consider this learning experience as time and effort well spent.

Conceptual learning This course has helped me to acquire important information.

Personal learning In a way, I feel good about myself because of this course.

Behavioural learning This course has been useful for me in developing new ways of learning.

Source: Compiled by authors.
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(descriptive overview of the social climate and physical environment of 
the session), focused observation (detailed description of the behaviours 
and interactions, with the explicit instruction not to make subjective 
interpretations or assessments) and theoretical and personal reflection 
(where they related the contents of the subject with the experience of the 
activity, together with emotions, sensations or personal interpretations 
of their own learning processes and the dynamics observed). Students 
received feedback with their first marks from the teaching staff.

The field notes of the students who had completed them, a total of 66 
students (32 from Universidad Pablo de Olavide and 34 from Universitat 
Autònoma de Barcelona), were followed up. After a first overall reading, 
the journals of 28 students (14 from each university) were selected for an 
in-depth analysis with the support of Atlas.ti 7 software, as they offered 
the most complete information, developing the theoretical and personal 
reflection parts more extensively.

For the analysis, we began by partitioning each text into units of mean-
ing, through cycles of coding, until properties emerged that allowed us to 
construct our own categories, ensuring that they conformed to the defi-
nitions of validity (Martínez & Moreno, 2014). We proceeded as follows: 
a) Familiarisation: two people from each university reviewed all the field 
notes to formulate basic ideas and questions to be answered in relation 
to the research; b) Coding and categorisation: classification of the data 
into categories; c) Piloting of the category system and sharing: a random 
sample of journals was distributed so that each was read by two people; 
the categories that emerged within each pair were compared until agree-
ment on definitions was reached; this was followed by team-wide shar-
ing until a single set of categories and their definitions were reached; d) 
Using a different sample of field notes, it was confirmed that each cod-
ing pair had an agreement rate above the 90% criterion; e) Coding and 
categorisation: all texts were re-distributed for coding according to the 
developed category system; f) Integration: the results were analysed on 
the basis of the guiding research questions.

We obtained 25 different categories that were grouped into the three 
macro-categories detected in previous studies (Macías-Gómez-Estern et 
al. 2014): conceptual learning, procedural learning and attitudinal learn-
ing or processes of identity change (see Table II).

In a second phase, the results of the conceptual and identity learning 
categories were analysed in depth and separately. For the conceptual 
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analysis, the 28 selected field notes were examined in an attempt to anal-
yse the role of curricular learning as artefacts mediating participation in 
practical experience. For the analysis of personal learning, the changes 
experienced by the students in relation to otherness and their own iden-
tity were investigated, for which an intensive narrative study was carried 
out of the field notes of 2 students, one from each university, with the 
aim of gaining in-depth knowledge of the personal transformations gen-
erated by the experience. These cases were selected for the density of 
their narratives, as well as for the way in which each illustrated two dif-
ferent types of identity trajectories found in our student body as a whole.

TABLE II. Schematic summary of the developed category system

CONCEPTUAL 
LEARNING

1.1. Theoretical learning

1.2. Theoretical and practical learning

1.3. Application of theoretical knowledge to practice

1.4. Inappropriate content

2. PROCEDURAL 
LEARNING/ 
PROFESSIONAL

2.1. Communication and information strategies

2.2. Conflict management

2.3. Analytical observation

2.4. Intervention in thinking and learning processes

2.5. Register of procedures

2.6. Teamwork

3. PROCESSES OF 
IDENTITY CHANGE

3.1. Taking the initiative

3.2. Self-awareness

3.2.1. Emotional states

3.2.2. Self-awareness

3.2.3. Awareness of the learning/identity process

3.3. Knowledge of 
the other/alterity

3.3.1. Reality check

3.3.2. Awareness of the cultural other

3.3.3. Knowledge of the interpersonal other

3.3.4. Prejudices/ 
stereotypes

3.3.4.1. Emission of prejudice

3.3.4.2. Challenging prejudice

3.4. Proximity and identification with the other professional

3.5. Commitment

Source: Compiled by author.
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Results

Quantitative analysis

Quantitative analysis showed significant differences in the self-percep-
tions of SL and non-SL students about their learning in their subjects.

In the study of the Universidad Pablo de Olavide (Macías-Gómez-
Estern et al, 2019) a one-way MANOVA analysis was used to analyse the 
overall differences between groups. Subsequently, an ANOVA was used 
to compare the scores obtained in each of the four subscales (table III). 
Significant results were found for both the overall score and the four 
subscales, with the SL group showing a better evaluation of the course 
in all the categories considered. Using Chi-square, a third analysis was 
carried out, which informed us about which items made the differences.

The results showed significant differences in 6 items in the subscale 
of overall assessment of the course, 2 in the subscale of conceptual learn-
ing, 2 in the subscale of professional learning and 7 in the subscale 
of personal learning. The items that marked differences in subscale 1 
were related to the relevance of the experience; the assessment of the 
course as constructive and enriching; the assessment of the time and 
effort spent; and the statement that they would recommend the course 
to their peers. In the subscale of their assessment of conceptual learning, 
the students in the SL group highlighted that the course had helped them 
to understand the contents better and to consider them in a different and 
more clarifying way. In the subscale of personal learning, the students 
in the SL-group highlighted the positive impact of the course on their 
values, feelings and emotional reactions; the help the course gave them 
in terms of clarifying their personal views and increasing their sensitivity, 
tolerance and empathy towards others; and, finally, the greater impact 
of the course on their personal growth. Finally, the behavioural learn-
ing subscale showed significant differences in the items highlighting the 
usefulness of the course in their learning and in their lives in general. No 
significant differences were found between genders or between students 
with and without previous volunteering experience.

The analyses the results of Universitat de Barcelona (García-Romero 
et al., 2018), a comparison of means and an ANOVA were carried out, 
which showed significant differences both in the questionnaire as a whole 
and in almost all the subscales (table IV). In the subscale on general 
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assessment of the course, SL students showed a greater positive affec-
tive involvement with the course. The subscale analysing personal learn-
ing showed the greatest differences, with perceptions indicating that the 
SL experiences had brought about relevant personal changes, related to 
self-knowledge, commitment and attitudinal changes. The results of the 
behavioural learning subscale showed that SL students perceived a great-
er and better acquisition of professional competences and skills than 
the non-SL group. Finally, the conceptual learning subscale was where 
the fewest differences were found between the four groups, although 
calculating the joint average of the three SL groups showed scores that 
exceeded those of the traditional methodologies group.

In short, in both studies the results confirmed our initial hypothesis 
about the differences that students perceive in their learning depending 
on the methodologies used in the subject, with the SL groups showing 
the highest levels of satisfaction.

TABLE III. Scores of the ANOVA of the Universidad Pablo de Olavide study

Group N M S.D. P Stage2

Full scale CVI

SL 74 29.69 3.34 < .001 0.26

Non-SL 105 23.17 9.91

Total 179 25.87 8.50

Course 
evaluation

SL 74 31.95 4.16 < .001 0.27

Non-SL 105 24.89 10.84

Total 179 27.81 9.37

Conceptual 
learning

SL 74 30.34 3.86 < .001 0.25

Non-SL 105 24.15 10.39

Total 179 26.71 8.87

Personal learning

SL 74 27.76 3.52 < .001

Non-SL 105 21.38 9.41

Total 179 24.02 8.17

Procedural 
learning

SL 74 28.73 3.64 < .001

Non-SL 105 22.26 9.69

Total 179 24.93 8.39

Source: Compiled by authors.



88

García Romero, D., Macías-Gómez-Estern, B., Martínez-Lozano, V., Lalueza Sazatornil, JL. Authentic learning in service-learning:  
Theoretical learning and identity change

Revista de Educación, 404. April-June 2024, pp. 77-101
Received: 20-09-2022    Accepted: 09-06-2023

Once these data were obtained, the aim of the research was to analyse 
the learning processes that took place through the P2P experiences. The 
following sections show the results obtained by analysing, on the one 
hand, the conceptual learning processes that take place through SL and 
the role they play in participation in the practical activity (García-Romero 
& Martínez-Lozano, 2022) and, on the other hand, the impact that partici-
pation in these SL experiences has on the identity processes of students 
(Lalueza & Macías-Gómez-Estern, 2020).

Appropriation of theoretical content in social participation

If we look at authentic learning as holistic change, we must understand 
the role of disciplinary knowledge promoted in the subjects students 
study, and this is the focus of our third study (García-Romero & Martínez-
Lozano, 2022).

From a historical-cultural perspective, we start from the dialectical 
relationship between theory and practice (Taylor, 2014). A dialectical 
process in which reflection, understood as the mental activity dedicated 
to understanding uncertain situations or resolving incoherence (Clarà 
& Mauri, 2010), plays a fundamental role. Through reflection, new sig-
nificant learning emerges. Service-learning contexts involve a boundary 
activity where two activity systems with parallel historical developments 
converge, often involving inconsistencies in their norms, roles and even 
worldviews (McMillan et al., 2016). These uncertain situations need to 
be confronted by students, leading to reflective processes of negotiating 
meanings that smooth out contradictions (Kiely, 2005).

TABLE IV. Mean scores of the Universitast de Barcelona sample

Groups Full scale CVI Course 
evaluation

Conceptual 
learning

Personal 
learning

Procedural 
learning

SL 14-15A 2.262 2.656 2.115 2.000 2.336

SL 15-16A 2.180 2.495 1.913 2.165 2.136

SL 15-16B 2.226 2.534 2.119 2.091 2.211

Non-SL 1415A 1.757 1.972 1.923 1.433 1.715

Source: Compiled by authors.
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This study analyses the students’ field notes in which we find the 
account of this reflective activity, where the personal processes of nego-
tiation and learning that lead to understanding the curricular concepts 
taught in class are recorded, so that they can be applied in practice. 
The results (García-Romero & Martínez-Lozano, 2022) showed that the 
role played by the contents as mediators of the practice is in itself very 
diverse, in accordance with the plurality of motives that guide each per-
son and the different degree of participation they develop in the experi-
ence (figure I).

At a first level, students wrote down the definition of the concept 
in their notes, with the main purpose of passing an assessment, in line 
with the requirements of a traditional model of learning by transmission. 
Therefore, the concepts were used here only as objects of their own 
reflection, constituting the ultimate purpose of the latter. Below is an 
example from one of the field notes analysed:

“Lalueza et al. (2001): their socialising practices are based on children’s 
participation in the social world and on guided learning techniques. 
(Ana1, note2, 4th year, Psychology)

On a different level, although the concepts occupied the same role as 
the object of conceptual reflection, a relationship was established with 
experienced practice, giving examples, contextualising them and provid-
ing them with concreteness in order to deepen and resignify the concept, 
informing us of a genuine interest in the theory itself, but with an interest 
in appropriating it, an equally relevant aspect in the academic commu-
nity. Below is an example taken from a focus group participation:

“It’s very difficult to decipher . . . the concept of ‘socialisation’. I didn’t 
understand it, so I started to do some research, and then I related it to 
the school, to how these children have a different socialisation to ours 
because they were born where they were.” (Maricarmen, Note7, 1rst 
year, Social Education)

On the other hand, curricular concepts also appear as psychological 
artefacts that mediated understanding of the complex, new and uncer-
tain reality in which one is participating. Here, the purpose of concept 
use is not about assessment, but about a need to understand and orient 

1 Fictitious names have been used to ensure the anonymity of the participants.
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oneself when participating in a meaningful social practice (Primavera, 
2021). Concepts stand as frameworks for understanding both their own 
participation and experience and the new context in which they find 
themselves, as well as the relationships with the actors involved (Schön, 
1987). This use of concepts is particularly relevant, as this need to under-
stand what is happening has an important implication for students’ learn-
ing and competence as new participants in the community who want to 
contribute to collective goals and be legitimised by their peers. In short, 
it shows us the role of curricular concepts as promoters of agency pro-
cesses. Below is one example where this is made very explicit:

“Having made a prior diagnosis of the class helped me to get to know 
them even better and to set the goals I wanted to achieve. In other 
words, I was able to detect abilities and needs that I was unaware of 
before; I became aware of the priorities of each student and so I was 
able to set the objectives I considered appropriate. (Esther, Note 4, 4th 
year, Psychology)

We thus see how, in a situation where initiative and action are required, 
the conceptual tools that serve to understand practice also enable deci-
sions to be made about which procedures and actions to implement. 
Thus, we find narratives in which students legitimise their actions based 
on these curricular concepts, which allows them to participate more cen-
trally and fully in practice (Wenger, 2001). This transition in their partici-
pation implies a commitment to the collective objectives, as well as to 
the different people involved in the activity, a commitment that involves 
enabling new identity positions on the part of the participating students, 
often confronting their own implicit theories and re-signifying them to 
adjust them to the new knowledge and experience. In this process, the 
new concepts they learn related to the lived context remain imbued with 
ethical and political values, assuming an important role in the awareness-
raising process, a fundamental aspect in a genuine education process 
(Matusov et al., 2016). We can see it here:

What makes us afraid to express what we feel is the consequences. 
As we can see in the book Summerhill, if children are aware that a 
teacher is “superior”, simply because she is a teacher and older, they 
will not reveal themselves as they really are and will be afraid of the 
repercussions of saying what they think, for fear of punishment, failure 
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Identity change in the service-learning experience

A second qualitative study was carried out on the impacts experienced 
by students participating in SL projects on their personal learning pro-
cesses, focusing on the trajectories of two students whom we tracked 
through an identity “border crossing” elicited by the educational experi-
ence of SL itself.

The idea of “border crossing” (Kiely, 2005; Naudé, 2015) is a meta-
phorical way of looking at a change in the subjective world of the learner. 
This change occurs as a result of the incursion into a context that is dif-
ferent from one’s own, with different assumptions, norms, values and 
routines. It is an opportunity for transformation as the learner ‘denatu-
ralises’ their own position by re-situating it in a more complex cultural 

FIGURE I. Functions of curricular concepts in SL narratives

Source: Compiled by authors.

and countless other things. That is why we must fight so that children 
do not see us as their superiors; we are all people with equal rights 
and equal duties, free to express what we feel, and we should not be 
inhibited by the consequences of our thoughts. FREE EDUCATION is 
the basis of our future to be formed as real people. (Raquel, Nota8, 
social education)
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and interactional universe. The result is not only an entry into a different 
world ‘on the other side of the border’, but also, and above all, the oppor-
tunity for introspection and self-knowledge.

In a very similar way to this trajectory identified by Kiely (2005) 
and Naudé (2015), our students go through different processes from 
the first moment of contact with practice, when they arrive at a school 
with children belonging to a cultural community that is alien to them, 
and with which they must collaborate to achieve predetermined goals. 
Thus, in their field notes, they report moments dominated by dissonance, 
in which they show surprise, discomfort and disagreement with certain 
practices of the students, their families or the school itself:

Soledad told me to go down to the secretary’s office to call the mother 
back so that she could come and visit the school and talk to her 
daughter. However, the answer she gave to the secretary on the phone 
was: ‘I’m not coming because I’m making lunch’. (Maria, note1, social 
education)

In both students, these dissonances spark processing or reflection, 
i.e., conscious attempts to make sense of practices that seem strange 
to them.

This is perhaps to me, having been brought up under the premise 
that school is a fundamental element for the physical, social and 
psychological evolution and development of the person, the fact that 
an 11-year-old pupil has been absent from school for three weeks in a 
row is anomalous and alarming. So, at this point I try and try not to be 
carried away by my beliefs, but to keep in mind that Roma culture as 
Lalueza et al. (2001) explains ‘their socialising practices are based on 
the participation of children in the social world and on guided learning 
techniques...” (Paula, note 7, psychology).

This processing takes place on two parallel planes, an intellectual 
plane of distancing from the object, and another plane catalysed by a 
process of personalisation, in which the people with whom they carry 
out the tasks (mainly boys and girls, but also teachers and fellow train-
ees) “take shape” through the relationship. Explicitly in the field notes, 
the weaving of affections is reported, as well as approximations that 
allow us to understand the motives and justifications for their behaviour. 
This affective connection between the students and the ‘subjects’ of the 
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intervention, ‘the others’, appears in both cases as the prelude to the 
development of agency and commitment to the activity.

“I have been very moved by the change that we have all undergone 
during these months, the transformation of some students who did 
not know what their future would be like and are now fighting to 
become policemen, firemen, teachers... Without forgetting their essence 
as children and looking to the future with perspective (María, note 10, 
social education)”.

Our analysis (Macías-Gómez-Estern & Lalueza, 2024) thus illustrates 
the complex interweaving and synchrony between individual, social, 
affective and interactive processes involved in achieving boundary 
crossing in SL projects. These two cases were chosen because they offer 
two distinct and paradigmatic crystallisations of the processes we have 
found in our student body as a whole. Each of them shows a different 
trajectory, as their starting conditions (age, academic experience, narra-
tive style, etc.) and the characteristics of the activity scenario in which 
they participated (differences in the organisation of the projects, in the 
role expected of them, in the models of action present) are different. 
However, in both cases there are iterations of the same process of iden-
tity change and “border crossing”, forging transformations both in them-
selves and in the scenarios in which they participate. In the narratives of 
both we find some elements that give content to the processes involved 
in identity change, such as the processes of dissonance, processing, 
personalisation and connection. Firstly, in both cases, the emergence of 
intense emotions (frustration, commitment, etc.) constitutes the first ele-
ment of dissonance, which elicits transformative learning. However, this 
is not enough for “border crossing” to take place. It is necessary for the 
tools of the hybrid system of activity in which they are inserted to come 
into play so that it can be processed and personalised (through, among 
others, reflective writing as part of the didactic methods of SL), progres-
sively giving rise to greater agency in this hybrid scenario. The SL sce-
nario analysed then takes on the characteristics of what other authors 
have called a “third space” (Gutiérrez & Vossoughi, 2010), where norms, 
values and ways of doing, coming from different cultural traditions and 
practices, connect, converge, are legitimised and put into interaction, 
forming a new place as a result of the participation of all the subjects 
involved.
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In summary, the internal processes of identity transformation in the 
two students analysed involve a dialectical view of what happens in the 
SL scenario, in which the change in subjectivities occurs as a result of 
motivated participation in a goal-directed activity in coordination with 
people who may be guided by different cultural and social referents, and 
with whom intersubjective agreements need to be established (McMillan 
et al., 2016).

Figure II, developed in Lalueza & Macías-Gómez-Estern (2020) and 
inspired by the third generation of Activity Theory (Engeström, 2001), 
accounts for the dialectical and continuously transforming character 
of identity change processes in a hybrid activity context that we have 
observed in our SL programmes.

FIGURE II. Conceptual map of the dialectical process of identity change

Source: Compiled by authors, inspired by Engestrôm, 2001.

Discussion and conclusions

Through an action-research project conducted at two universities, we 
have analysed the learning processes of university students enrolled in 
SL projects, questioning their character as authentic learning. Thus, we 
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have been able to identify the details of a process that, as previous stud-
ies have shown (Santos Rego et al., 2022; Asenjo et al., 2021), combines 
the development of competences with the redefinition of reality in con-
tact with a community group.

Quantitative studies have allowed us to access the perceptions of the 
learning process of the students who participated in the SL programmes, 
revealing results consistent with quantitative research conducted to date 
(Blanco-Cano & García-Martín, 2021). Firstly, we found that SL helped 
students to understand contents better, with a significant differential with 
respect to the non-SL group. Secondly, there were also significant differ-
ences in self-perceptions about the procedural competences acquired, as 
well as their usefulness in a potential professional field and in their life 
in general. Finally, and consistent with the literature (Asenjo et al., 2021), 
students who participated in the SL projects developed their self-concept 
and recognised personal changes related to their personal views, sensi-
tivity, tolerance and empathy towards others.

For their part, qualitative studies have allowed us, through the pupils’ 
field notes, to interpret the processes that favour this learning. Although 
both studies are oriented towards different goals, both identify as trig-
gers the immersion of students in an uncertain context, which they have 
to face, and the reflective processes that they generate. We therefore 
highlight, in line with Kiely’s studies (2005), the relevance of consid-
ering our SL experience as a “border crossing” that forces students to 
move towards a context of activity that is different from their everyday 
world, oriented towards goals other than those of the university institu-
tion, governed by other rules and mediated by different artefacts. This is 
intensified if it also involves an encounter with people with very different 
cultural references.

The first qualitative study shows how students develop a new inter-
pretation of reality using the tools they learn on the course, which they 
use to intervene in it. Conceptual knowledge is not content to be “hoard-
ed” but an instrument for understanding and acting in the world. Never-
theless, what is decisive for us to be able to speak of authentic learning is 
how this new knowledge acquired in practice leads to initiative and com-
mitment to the activity. The need to understand - in order to act - goes 
hand in hand with making commitments to people and to the goals of 
the activity. The concepts are appropriated by the students as psychologi-
cal tools that enable them to understand the practice, to make decisions 
and thus to become intervening agents in the context of the practice.
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The second qualitative study allowed us to trace the dynamics of oth-
erness that the students had with members of the Roma community, and 
how they went through some emotional experiences that were genera-
tors of internal changes. The “crossing of borders” acts as a triggering 
factor in this process, where “the other” becomes especially important, 
both culturally or paradigmatically (the Roma) and in a personalised 
way (each of the children with whom one enters into a relationship). 
As Saavedra et al. (2022) show in their study, the students express and 
analyse their own emotions, personal interactions and awareness of their 
own role, allowing us to unravel the chain of dissonance, reflection and 
bonding that leads them to acquire agency through commitment, also 
showing us the very important role of affective bonds in this process.

The identity changes shown in the field notes, described in terms 
of personal pathways and learning, can only be understood within the 
framework of the practical activity taken as the basic unit of analysis. 
Agency emerges through involvement in the activity, in a scenario that 
transforms through the intervention of the different participants and 
generates its own goals. From a cultural-historical perspective (Vygotski, 
1978), we interpret the SL projects analysed as activity systems in which 
otherness plays a special role as a driver of learning and change (Taylor, 
2014). In this perspective, the focus shifts from isolated individual learn-
ing to the analysis of SL activity as a boundary field in which subjects, 
motives, cultures, and goals converge from the two preceding systems, 
the university, and the school, creating a hybrid system with a dual com-
munity referent and an equally dual object. Students thus participate 
simultaneously in a university academic activity scenario and a commu-
nity professional scenario, each with its own goals, instruments, motives 
and rules of action. In this sense, our work gives empirical support to 
McMillan et al. (2016), when they state that this type of hybrid system 
in which students do not participate to respond exclusively to academic 
requirements, but also to respond to the demands of the community, will 
transform them as they become active agents.

The two quantitative studies described here are highly reliable due to 
the sample sizes, the concordance of the results between them and the 
coherence with previous studies focusing on the same object. However, 
the qualitative studies, although they have allowed us to investigate pro-
cesses that undoubtedly have potential to generate authentic learning 
processes, are nonetheless case studies and therefore their results cannot 
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legitimately be generalised. The context, made up of the particular type 
of SL programme shared by both universities, among other elements, 
cannot be separated from the contents analysed, which allow us to speak 
of border crossing and authentic learning. This is why we believe that 
more qualitative studies are needed to examine the relevance of these 
concepts in different types of SL programmes.

The institutionalisation processes currently underway in Spanish uni-
versities require, firstly, a definition of what is meant by university SL, 
and secondly, mechanisms for evaluating the impact on students (learn-
ing and personal change) and on the service (impact on the commu-
nity). In this framework, we consider that the conceptualisation of SL as 
authentic learning provided by our work is not just an academic exer-
cise, as it can operate as one of the tools for evaluating the impact of 
SL required by these institutionalisation processes, a task that we have 
already begun to advance in García-Romero et al. (2021), but which still 
has a long trajectory ahead.
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