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Community and Civic Engagement Core Theme - Case Study 

Three 
Service Learning in Higher Education 

URV case study: how to institutionalize an existing practice 

 

This case study is based in the Framework Document for Service Learning in URV1

 

 and an interview 
to the Vice-rector of Teaching and EHEA and the technician assigned to the project. 

Definition and context of Service Learning 

The Service-Learning is a training project with social benefits for the community. It is an educative 
proposal merging from learning processes and civic engagement, combined within one project. In 
addition to this, the Service-Learning aims to provide reflective practice because it establishes 
connections between students’ service experiences and the academic learning curriculum. The 
participants are doing training through responding to an actual community need that is recognized 
by the community. In return, they are to improve their environment. 

In other words, the program aims to combine both, community service and curricular learning for 
the students. Actually, it makes sense because the knowledge acquired by the students in the 
University can be transferred to their environment. By participating in the project, students 
understand how they can impact the community. 

 

Service Learning in the URV 

                                                           
1 This document can be found online in Catalan: 
http://www.urv.cat/media/upload/arxius/05.2_doc_marc_programa_apren_social.pdf 
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Service Learning practices, even when they have not been so called, have existed at Universitat 
Rovira i Virgili (URV) for at least the last decade. It is anyway hard to set and “official” starting 
date, as the use of this term to name these learning experiences is relatively new, especially in 
some disciplines not related with the education field. 

The experiences cover a wide range of study fields, objectives and relation with the curriculum. 
For example in Computing Engineering the Service-Learning was linked to the Final Degree Project 
and it was developed in close cooperation with the Association of Cerebral Palsy of Tarragona, 
consisting on the creation of tools for disabled people. In Nursing studies, it was linked to the 
compulsory internship of Community Nursery, and students lived in a village for 15 days in order 
to address the needs of Health Education and Information programs in a rural community. In a 
project of Pedagogy, students mentored boys and girls with migrant background who were 
experimenting difficulties in the process of integration. These examples show that there have been 
experiences set up in very different ways and environments before the institutionalization of the 
program began. 

 

First steps for institutionalization 

The first steps for institutionalization of Service Learning were taken by a group of professors as an 
individual initiative. The Centre d’Estudis de Dret Ambiental (Environmental Law Studies Center) 
and the APQUA (Learning of Chemical Products, Usability and Applications) realised their practices 
had some similarities. They were working, respectively, in the Environmental Legal Clinic and a 
Science Shop. They made a call for other professors with similar practices and the group that came 
out of this call created a training network in order to share experiences and work altogether 
towards one objective: to institutionalize the Service Learning practice at the URV. 

Next step to the constitution of the network was to write a Framework Document for this 
institutionalisation, which was approved by the Governing Council of URV in the 23rd of February 
of 2012. Before this, and after the network was created, one of the professors who led the 
network was appointed as vice-rector of Teaching and EHEA. Though admitting this fact has 
definitely sped up the institutionalisation process, she maintains this would not be possible 
without a firm base of practice involved professors: “This kind of practice cannot work only top-
down, especially as it has a strong ideological element. It has to be bottom-up driven, but of 
course there has to be a supportive response from the top and a structure should be created 
where these experiences can fit.” 

 

Normative and institutional framework of Service-Learning  
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Internal framework: inside the University structure, the Service Learning is linked to the First 
Mission (Education and Training) and the Third Mission (the social function) of the University. 
Thus, the institutional framework of this program in URV is described in the Teaching Strategic 
Plan and the Third Mission Strategic Plan: 

• Teaching Strategic Plan. The teaching model of the plan includes three different skills: 
specific, transversal and nuclear skills. The nuclear skills are those which each student of 
URV would achieve; one of them is “to be engaged with ethic and social responsibility as a 
citizen and as a professional”. Service-Learning is used to achieve this skill, and teaching 
staff are actually given support to assess this skill. 

• Third Mission Strategic Plan promotes Service-Learning and research based in the 
community as an action linked to the objectives of the second axis of the Plan (social, 
volunteering and cooperation to development). 

External Framework: some Higher Education policies promote the institutionalization of Service-
Learning in Spain: 

• University Student Statute2

• Strategy University 2015 from the Ministry of Education

: the universities are to create a favourable atmosphere for 
social and civic engagement through combining the academic learning with community 
service. It aims to improve the quality of life and social inclusion. 

3, which includes the concept of 
University Social Responsibility4

• Spanish Framework of Qualifications in Higher Education

. 

5

 

. One of its aims is to empower 
the students to do ethic reflections in their study field.  

Ongoing actions 

As defined in the Framework Document, some actions have been set up to institutionalize Service-
Learning, such as the following: 

• A validation system for Service Learning experiences has been created, in order to 
establish what fit in this category and to have a reliable database of what practices are 
being done at the University, as well as assuring its quality. Next 2013 there will be an 
open call to all the university professors to set up Service Learning practices, or to validate 
the practices they are already engaged in. 

                                                           
2 Royal Decree 1791/2010, 30th December, on the University Student Statute 
3 A strategy set up by the last government to modernise Spanish universities, currently halted. 
4 http://www.mecd.gob.es/eu2010/ambitos-ejes-estrategicos/misiones/tercera-mision/responsabilidad-
social.html 
5 Royal Decree 1027/2011, 15th July, on the Spanish Framework of Qualifications in Higher Education. 



 4 

• Along with the validation system, guides for teaching staff have been created, in order to 
facilitate their task and give them support in case they want to set up a Service Learning 
experience. 

• The recognition for the teaching staff who validate Service Learning experiences will be 
obtained in the dedication agreement, and there is a proposal to include it also in the 
quinquennial teaching assessment.  

• The recognition for the students will be gained on one hand, as the assessment (and 
passing) of the subject where the Service Learning practices are included. Besides, they 
will also obtain a certificate stating they have participated in a Service Learning Experience 
and describing it. 

• Information and awareness actions with teaching staff as well as the Universities’ 
structure (faculties, centres, departments) and the students. 

 

Future perspectives and barriers 

According to the responsible vice-rector, “institutionalization is the base of the program 
sustainability, otherwise it is just always asking for favours. A lot of teaching staff find bureaucracy 
cumbersome, but it is a key to sustainability, as well as finding enthusiastic staff, to give them an 
institutional structure to support it.” 

The main barrier for the institutionalization for the program is the funding. The goal is to create a 
fix structure in charge of Service Learning, responsible for giving support to teaching staff, 
contacting communities, etc. but with the current budget constraints that is not feasible at all. The 
project is then conditioned to obtaining additional funding, which is a way in which Service 
Learning has been developed in other countries’ HEIs. To overcome this obstacle, the focus is put 
on giving the tools to faculties and teachers to be receptive, that is, for example, to consider a 
student proposal: “Faculties say they have no funds now to be proactive, but we propose them to 
be receptive, that is cheap”.  

Perspectives for the future are still undefined, as the first open call has not been made, and they 
are also deeply dependant on the additional funding to be found. 

 

Quality assurance and social impact 

The quality assurance is based on the validation process and also on the reports that teachers are 
expected to submit after the experiences are done. A different thing is the matter of how to assess 
the social impact that these experiences have in the community. This topic still needs further 
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research to find reliable methods of assessment, and is being currently addressed internationally 
by researchers. 

 

Relevance for Lifelong Learning 

Service Learning experiences can raise the awareness of Higher Education, in the sense that they 
place HE students in the communities, and they can act as ambassadors and role models. These 
experiences ensure the presence of the University in the communities, as well as foster the 
lifelong active citizenship of the students.  

 


