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Abstract:

Service-Learning (SL) aims to improve
students’ academic knowledge and perfor-
mance, as well as their civic and social com-
petencies. This study uses the meta-analy-
sis technique to summarise up-to-date re-
search findings on SL in scientific papers
that used mixed methods research. The
findings indicate that SL leads to signifi-
cant improvements in students, especially
in terms of knowledge acquisition (d=1.07),
with a similar effect size for the few stud-
ies using a control group (d=0.89), although
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this effect size is smaller in terms of atti-
tude toward service (d=0.45). There are no
significant effects when these variables are
compared with dependent variables such
as programme duration, gender, or sample
size. Moreover, there is high heterogeneity
in the evaluation methods and measurement
instruments used in the articles. Although
research on SL is increasing significantly,
the methodological quality of most of the
studies reviewed is quite low. It can be con-
cluded that SL is beneficial to the students
involved in the service, however, in order
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to properly appreciate the different scenar-
ios of the findings, more rigorous research
designs are required. We would recommend
creating uniform research protocols and ex-
tending SL using mixed methodology across
every discipline, including the arts, and at
every level of education.

Keywords: Service-Learning education, mixed
methods, meta-analysis, higher education,
knowledge, social competency.

Resumen:

El Aprendizaje-Servicio (ApS) se presen-
ta como un modelo capaz de mejorar la ca-
lidad educativa, el rendimiento académico y
las competencias civicas y sociales de los es-
tudiantes. Este estudio pretende, a través de
un meta-analisis, sintetizar los resultados de
investigacion publicados hasta la fecha sobre
ApS en articulos cientificos que han emplea-
do un enfoque mixto de investigacion. Los
resultados indican que el ApS parece produ-
cir mejoras importantes en los estudiantes,
principalmente en la adquisicion de conoci-
miento (d=1.07), con un tamafo del efecto

igualmente grande en los escasos estudios
con grupo control (d=0.89), aunque menor
en la actitud hacia el servicio (d=0.45), no
encontrandose efectos significativos cuando
se comparan estas variables con variables
dependientes, como duracion del programa,
género y tamano de la muestra. Ademas,
hay una gran heterogeneidad en los modos
de evaluacion y en los instrumentos de me-
dida. La mayoria de los estudios tienen una
calidad metodoldgica baja, a pesar de que la
investigacion sobre el tema se va incremen-
tado notablemente. Se concluye que el ApS
produce beneficios en los estudiantes que
llevan a cabo el servicio, pero para poder
apreciar la casuistica de los resultados, los
disenos de investigacion tendrian todavia
cierta capacidad de mejora. Se sugiere elabo-
rar protocolos de investigacion homogéneos
y se aconseja que el ApS con metodologia
mixta se extienda a las diferentes discipli-
nas, entre ellas las artisticas, y a todos los
niveles educativos.

Descriptores: aprendizaje servicio, métodos
mixtos, meta-analisis, educacién superior, co-
nocimientos, competencia social.

1. Introduction

In the current educational context that
places great emphasis on information and
technology, traditional teaching method-
ologies are questioned and it is advisable
to look for alternatives that take into ac-
count academic training, students’ per-
sonal growth and their participation in the
community (Dolgon et al., 2017; Hébert &
Hauf, 2015). The social dimension of educa-

tion is important as it takes place in a given
social setting, marked by its own cultural,
political and economic characteristics. Ed-
ucation that considers the social reality
should contemplate objectives relating to
beneficial actions for the community from
a critical approach (Deeley, 2015).

One of the emerging alternatives
that combines both individual and social
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dimensions is Service-Learning (SL), “a
method for combining educational success
with social commitment: learning to be
competent while being useful to others”
(Batlle, 2011, p. 51). This methodology
involves first detecting the problems in
society, studying and planning strategies
to improve them and implementing ac-
tions, within the framework of a continu-
ous critical reflective exercise by students
(Lewellyn & Kiser, 2014).

One of the fundamental principles
of this methodology is meaningful and
experiential learning which improves
the acquisition of content and activates
cognitive processes by enabling a direct
relationship between academic con-
tent and the reality of the environment
(Rodriguez-Izquierdo, 2020). Knowl-
edge in SL is fostered when students
become aware and in control of their
own learning and propose personal self-
efficacy and self-motivation strategies
(Ciesielkiewicz & Nocito, 2018). Unlike
other experiential methodologies, SL
prioritises systematic learning and ser-
vice and integrates the latter into the ac-
ademic curriculum (Zimmerman, 2020).
It also promotes citizen participation and
social responsibility (Wang et al., 2019).
Moreover, it brings benefits to all play-
ers involved in education and increases
satisfaction and social cohesion (Celio et
al., 2011).

Mixed methods research (MM) is a
growing approach that combines quan-
titative and qualitative methodologies
(Frels & Onwueghuzie, 2013), pre-
senting them together as a means of

addressing their potential limitations
so as to achieve increased validity of the
findings (Hamui-Sutton, 2013). Thus,
according to Johnson, Onwueghuzie
and Turner (2007) it is the type of
study in which a researcher or team
of researchers combine and integrate
elements of qualitative and quantitative
approaches (e.g., data collection, analy-
sis and inference techniques) in order
to further understand and corroborate
the phenomenon studied. It is this inte-
gration that characterises and differen-
tiates MMs from multi-methods, which
include the use of more than one data
collection method in a study or group of
related studies (Hesse-Biber, 2016).

The integration of MM approaches
goes beyond combining the two methods
and helps to create a new whole and a ho-
listic understanding of the phenomenon
studied (Johnson et al., 2007). It results
in a wide variety of designs, whereby the
main ones and their variants are sequen-
tial-explanatory, sequential-exploratory,
sequential-transformative, concurrent tri-
angulation, concurrent nested and concur-
rent transformative.

Specifically, in SL a large number of
studies have taken into account MMs to
evaluate their research procedures and
findings (Cumberland et al., 2019) in dif-
ferent disciplines such as Social Sciences
(Shostak et al., 2019), among others.
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010) highlight
the challenge of bringing together mixed
research based on a theoretical-concep-
tual framework and invite the scientific
community to work on the quality of
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quantitative-qualitative methodological
complementarity of studies using this
approach (Wartenweiler, 2018).

In educational practice, this type of re-
search (Schmid et al., 2020) is increasingly
promoted in social areas. Systematic re-
views and meta-analyses are the most ap-
propriate methodologies, as they summa-
rise “the scientific information available,
increase the validity of the conclusions of
individual studies and identify any areas
of uncertainty which...” must be further
examined (Barrera-Algarin et al., 2017, p.
261).

Nevertheless, only a few meta-analyses
have studied SL, although their effects are
promising. White (2001) found a moderate
relationship between participation in SL
and the academic achievement (d=0.86),
self-concept (d=0.51), and social and per-
sonal development (d=0.58) of secondary
school students, with similarly positive
effects in university. Conway et al. (2009)
went one step further with programmes
that included structured reflection, longer
service time and inclusion of the service in
the curriculum.

Stressing the factors associated with
the effectiveness of SL, Celio et al. (2011)
found significant differences in attitudes
towards oneself, school and learning, civic
engagement, social skills and academic per-
formance in students at different educa-
tional stages. Yoiro and Ye (2012) also
found positive effects on social (d=0.34),
personal (d=0.28) and cognitive (d=0.52)
development and moderate effects depend-
ing on the research design, type of reflec-

tion and measurement or when the service
experience is optional or mandatory. In ad-
dition, Warren (2012) shows the increase
in student learning outcomes (d=0.32)
regardless of the instruments used to
measure them.

In this theoretical-methodological con-
text, this research paper is justified since:

a) The increase in research on SL demon-
strates its dissemination, especially in
Europe and Latin America (Hayward &
Li, 2017).

b) This growth encourages the use of
quantitative systematic reviews.

¢) There are few meta-analyses on SL, the
last two being the studies by Warren
and Yoiro and Ye, from 2012, almost a
decade ago; and finally.

d) None of the known meta-analyses on
SL have focused on research that has
employed MMs, the value of which in
educational research is increasing-
ly discussed (Ponce & Pagan, 2015).
Most of the literature on MMs could
be considered generic (Creswell &
Plano, 2017) and, therefore, its use
in developing the rationale in the
context of a particular discipline will
help to strengthen the findings and
the mixed research itself.

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to
synthesise, mainly quantitatively, the
research findings published to date on
SL methodology in studies that used
MMs.
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2. Method

A meta-analysis was performed by inte-
grating quantitative primary studies that
give us a pooled estimate of effect size (Bo-
tella & Sanchez-Meca, 2015). Contextual
and methodological variables were also
qualitatively analysed.

2.1. Search strategy

The review of literature related to SL
was conducted using the databases of the
Education Resources Information Center
(ERIC), Dialnet, SCOPUS and Web of Sci-
ence (WoS), as they include an extensive
scope of research journals that provide
a representative sample. The descrip-
tors used, both in English and Spanish,
were ‘Mixed Methods Research’ and ‘Ser-
vice-Learning’ in the title, keywords or
abstract according to the requirements of
each platform.

2.2. Inclusion criteria
The inclusion criteria established for
selecting the primary studies were:

a) Use of MMs, where there is evidence of
quantitative and qualitative research
phases with integration and/or comple-
mentarity of the findings.

b) Published under a peer-review system.

¢) With abstract and access to the full
text.

d) Languages English or Spanish, with no
time range established.

e) Focusing on the analysis of SL in any
discipline, field or context.

f) With intervention process and data
that allow for pre-post comparison in
order to be able to estimate a standard-
ised effect size (hereafter ES). A ran-
domised design with a control group
was recommended, but initially we also
included studies with at least a quanti-
tative pre-post evaluation.

g) With qualitative data systematically
analysed using authors’ own strategies
or techniques.

2.3. Review process: phases and flow
chart

The review process was carried out
during the last quarter of 2019. Graph 1
summarises the review process, thus ful-
filling the PRISMA criteria (Hutton et al.,
2016).

We found 261 articles, 69 of which
were excluded, in the first round, as the
full text was not available. All 192 were
re-analysed (second round) but only 103
met the inclusion criteria (inter-rater re-
liability 87.2%). Any discrepancies were
resolved among the four researchers and
the assessment of the studies was dichot-
omous and qualitative.

These 103 documents (third round)
were then carefully read, which led to the
elimination of another 10 documents since
they were not related to SL. The few dis-
crepancies that arose were discussed by
the researchers.

Next, in a fourth round, we looked
more closely at the quantitative data
collected in the 93 documents: the
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intervention had to include pre-post eval-
uation measurements, the measurement
had to be quantitative, and the results
section had to include the sample size,
mean and standard deviation (SD) for
the pre-post evaluation, and where only
partial information was available, it had
to be sufficient to reliably obtain the ES.
Regarding the qualitative part, the pa-
pers had to include strategies or qualita-
tive techniques evidencing that patterns
of similar ideas, concepts or themes had
been identified.

Only 23 documents fulfilled the criteria
in the end.

2.4, Coding system
Although initially a more detailed
categorisation was proposed, due to the

number of articles found and, especially,
their broad heterogeneity, the results were
grouped into two wide-ranging categories
that measure the effectiveness of SL in re-
lation to:

1) Knowledge: the acquisition of knowl-
edge in different subjects or the per-
ception of improved knowledge, moti-
vation, self-efficacy, personal skills and
competencies or improved behavioural
habits.

2) Social development: improved empathy
in terms of dealing with people linked
to the experience and also fulfilment
of the needs of special groups through
the development of civic competencies,
social responsibility, critical citizenship
and perception of social justice.

GrapH 1. Flow chart.

INITIAL DOCUMENTS=261

Documents obtained: 261

Second Documents obtained: 192
round (Inter-rater reliability=
87.2%)

Total excluded= 69

31 duplicates

H e o o e 0 0 e

otal excluded= 89

e 69 text not complete

18 in languages other than Spanish and English
9 not related to MM

2 without an abstract

15 theoretical studies

7 not related to SL

7 studies about volunteering

Third round | Documents obtained: 103 e 10 documents not related to SL
Total excluded= 10

Fourth
round

Documents obtained 93 .
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Total excluded= 70

FINAL DOCUMENTS=23

Source: Own elaboration.

18 without quantitative data or only descriptive data

14 did not include a pre-post evaluation or only had a cross-sectional design

9 only provided data about proportions

7 did not provide the SD or exact p value

5 only presented the results in graphs

5 provided the result of the pre-post comparison statistical test but not the raw data.
4 used a design that does not allow the ES to be calculated

3 only used multivariate
2 only provided the p value

2 evaluated an irrelevant variable (for the purposes of this study)
1 excluded because of duplicate data

. such as linear ion or MANOVA
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2.5. Statistical analysis

The results of each study were summa-
rised in pooled effect sizes and weighted
to account for the different weights of
the studies according to their sample
size. These are standardised mean differ-
ences, in this case Cohen’s d. For Cohen
(1988), d>0.80 is considered a large effect,
between 0.50 and 0.80 medium, between
0.30 and 0.50 small and <0.30 irrelevant.
The value of d was estimated for each in-
dividual study, as was a mean value for the
study total for each category.

In addition, the 12 value was obtained
as an estimate of the percentage of hetero-
geneity. Given that the studies included
vary considerably in the areas they focus
on, the type of subjects, the type of activi-
ties and the duration of the community
action they involve, we assume that this
value will be high and, therefore, we have

sought to explain this heterogeneity hy
means of a meta-regression analysis using
the variables that could determine this
heterogeneity. Given the general paucity
of information available, only the percent-
age of men and women, the duration of the
SL activity and the sample size could be
included as IVs.

Analyses were performed using the
"metan" and "metareg" commands in the
statistical software Stata, version 13.1 for
Windows.

3. Results
3.1. Overview of the studies

The studies, identified with a number
to aid reading (Table 1), have been ana-
lysed quantitatively and qualitatively ac-
cording to contextual and methodological
variables.

TaBLE 1. Descriptive results of the selected documents.

No. Authors N* Gender Average age (SD)
(% women)
Knowledge
Cumberland et al. (2019) 35 51.42 25
Shostak et al. (2019) 18 ND** ND
3 Knight-McKenna 9 100 20 (1.2)
et al. (2019)
5 Howlett et al. (2019) 22 95.5 20-23
7 Schneider-Cline (2018) 46 97 ND
8 Wartenweiler (2018) 16 60 15-16
9 Gerholz et al. (2017) 86 70 24
11  Gomez-Lanier (2016) 14 ND ND
14  Stevahn et al. (2016) 47 68.1 20-60, aprox.
15  Peralta et al. (2015) 50 68 21.9 (8.3)
22 Cone (2009) 81 91.3 67 % entre 18-21
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Social development
3  Knight-McKenna et al. (2019) 100 20 (1.2)
4 Brizee et al. (2019) CG 33 81.8 ND
6  Lietal. (2019) CG 40/20 53.3 19.8 (1.01)
8 Wartenweiler (2018) 16 60 15-16
9 Gerholz et al. (2017) 36 70 24
10  Sterk Barret (2016) 272 64 ND
12 Schvaneveldt & Spencer (2016) 68 98.5 19.80 (1.41)
13 Ocal & Altinok (2016) GC 78 43.75 12-14
16 Hwang et al. (2014) 210 ND 18 (0.27)
17  Seider (2012) 362 61.33 ND
18  Seider et al. (2012) CG 359/37 61.3 ND
19  Seider et al. (2011) CG 362/37 67.6 18-21
20 Lowe & Medina (2010) 17 ND 22.1 (4.2)
21  Hirschinger-Blank et al. (2009) 32 62.5 21
23  Simons & Cleary (2005) 59 85 20 (8.03)

CG=with Control Group.

N*= the N of each research study; for CG, the N is added second.
No.= corresponding to the descriptive analyses of the text.

NA**= not available.
Source: Own elaboration.

Thus, the following aspects were
brought to our attention:

Years of publication: They range from
2005-2019, with the most productive five-
year period being 2015-2019 with 65.22%
of the total, followed by 2010-2014 with
21.74% and 2005-2009 with 13.04%.

Objectives: The research aims to dis-
cover the impact of the experience on stu-
dents’ acquisition of knowledge (1, 2, 3,
5,7,9,10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 20, 21, 22, 23),
behavioural habits (8), attitudes towards
learning or the social context (1, 3, 6, 14,
20, 21), civic competencies and social re-
sponsibility (3, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 18,
20, 21, 23), critical citizenship (4) spiri-

tuality (10) and perception of social jus-
tice (6, 18, 19).

Context: In Education, culturally and
linguistically diverse school environments
stand out with interventions in early
childhood care (3), Australian Aboriginal
population (15) or initiatives for the use of
technologies in second language teaching
(5). Social justice (6, 18), critical citizen-
ship (4), spiritual development (10) and
volunteering in orphanages (12) are all ad-
vocated. Only one single study addresses
how family beliefs on service influence
their children (17). In Health Sciences, the
focus is on the care of the elderly (16) and
Parkinson’s patients (1). In Economics,
the needs of the beneficiaries of the ser-
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vice are investigated with statistical pro-
jections (9).

Disciplines: The majority belong to
Humanities and Social Sciences: 74.99%
relate to Higher Education, with expe-
riences for the most part aimed at social
justice (6, 8, 14, 17, 19, 21) and, to a lesser
extent, 16.66% to Secondary Education.
Studies in Health Sciences and Sociology
also stood out (12).

Sample: 66.6% have a sample equal to
or less than 100 participants and 33.33%
greater than 100, with a predominance of
Higher Education students (39.1%). A few
studies randomly assign subjects to the
control group (12,18,19). In all studies, the
sampling is incidental, although most do
not give the mean age of participants or
only report an age range.

Limitations and methodological recom-
mendations: The most frequent limitation is
the size of the sample since it is small (1, 2,
4,5,7,9, 11, 14, 20, 23), homogeneous (1,
2, 5, 6,12, 19, 23) and, for the most part,
from disciplines that are sensitive to social
problems (36). The allocation of suhbjects to
groups is unequal and without triple-blind
randomisation (4, 9, 12, 16, 21, 22), which
hinders generalisation of results (1, 4, 6, 8,
10, 16, 17) and poses a threat to internal va-
lidity (8, 22). Some studies highlight the lack
of follow-up evaluation (9), added to the fact
that it is not possible to demonstrate causal
relationships (17, 20), with weak pilot and
intrasubject studies (9, 23) and few correla-
tional (17) and longitudinal studies (5, 6, 12),
leading to conclusive findings which could,
however, be more comprehensive (8, 23).

In contrast, the studies recommend the
expansion and diversity of the sample (3,
7,8, 21). Longitudinal designs would allow
evaluation of long-term programme effects
(6, 8, 12, 14, 16), and therefore multiple
projects in different semesters and aca-
demic years are suggested (3, 4, 7, 14, 23).
A holistic evaluation (6, 14) with trian-
gulation of participants (3, 17) and tech-
niques for greater contrast of results (1, 3,
21, 23) are also proposed. The systematic
analysis of qualitative data completes the
quantitative results regarding SL (14, 17,
21), since biographical accounts (23) and
daily narratives enhance the evaluation of
the experience (2). The reflective process
allows us to understand changes in social
competence in students with lower levels
of self-esteem and self-efficacy (12) and
the inclusion of audiovisual recordings of
interactions between students and ben-
eficiaries is a resource for self-evaluation
that strengthens the findings (3).

3.2. Outcome of the meta-analysis

The evaluations include a wide variety
of variables and ways of measuring them,
and in several cases standardised and val-
idated instruments are not used (2, 4, 5, 7,
8,9, 11, 12). Therefore, a total quantitative
measurement for each variable is estab-
lished in cases where information is only
given for each item on the questionnaire
(items could be combined into one total
measurement using the relevant formulas
to combine means and standard deviations
of specific questions evaluating the same
construct). In this way, it was possible to
provide sufficient information to estimate
a standardised ES that can be compared in
all studies.
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TaBLE 2. Descriptive results (means and standard deviation of effect size d) from
pre-post evaluations of intervention with SL and studies that included a control group.

Condition No. of N Mean d Z P 2
studies (95% CI)

Pre-post comparisons

Knowledge 11 341 1.069 13.32 <.001 85.1 %
(0.912,1.226)

Social development 13 1201 0.448 14.03 <.001 69.6 %
(0.386, 0.511)

Control Group

Social development 5 1093 0.887 8.58 <.001 82.4 %
(0.684, 1.089)

CI: Confidence interval; I12: percentage of heterogeneity, all statistically significant

(p<.001).
Source: Own elaboration.

Moreover, only a minority of studies
present the relevant data on the control
group (see Graph 4) and, therefore, we
decided to gather only those that includ-
ed the pre and post results separately. The
five studies with a control group, focusing
on social development, were analysed sep-
arately, since the estimates of the effects
are not comparable in both types of de-
signs (experimental and quasi-experimen-
tal). Additionally, only two studies provid-
ed information on the effect of SL activity
on service recipients in the community (1,
16). The data show very small effects, and
information is generally scarce.

Table 1 presents the 23 studies se-
lected with 29 items of data collected, as
some studies investigate several non-com-
binable variables from the same or differ-
ent categories. Table 2 shows the results
grouped by category with the mean ES
and its 95% confidence interval. In the
knowledge category the effect was large
(d=1.07), however, in the social develop-

ment category it was small (d=0.45). For
the five studies that used a control group,
an effect that can be considered large
(d=0.89) was found.

Graphs 2-4 show the forest plot for
each of the three conditions listed, includ-
ing the studies with control group. The
forest plots give information on the ES of
each study, with a 95% confidence inter-
val and the relative weight of each study
(which depends upon its sample size and
the inter-subject variability in the results).
Regarding the studies evaluating knowl-
edge (Graph 2) only one clearly crosses the
0 line (the solid vertical line) in its confi-
dence interval, which reinforces the idea
that the intervention using SL on this
condition had a positive effect. This can
be seen in the dashed vertical line that
marks the mean of all the studies. In these
graphs, the shaded area of the effects rep-
resents the weight of each study and the
diamond at the bottom shows the size of
the heterogeneity. However, regarding the
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social development category (Graph 3), 4  trol group studies (Graph 4), 4 out of the 5
studies cross the 0-effect line and 2 even  show a clearly positive effect of change due
show a clearly negative result. In the con-  to SL activity.

GrapH 2. Effect sizes for each study with knowledge as the DV.

Study %

ID SMD (95% Cl) Weight
Cumberland et al. (2019) i ——  211(152,270) 715
Shostak et al. (2019) i—l— 1.85(1.06,2.64)  3.99
Knight-McKenna et al. (2019) —%—-— 1.82(0.70, 2.94) 1.97
Howlett et al. (2019) -—I—i 049(-0.11,1.09)  6.86
Schneider-Cline (2018) i+ 1.57 (1.10, 2.04) 11.24
Wartenweiler (2018) —il— 119(043,1.94) 433
Gerholz et al. (2017) = 039(-0.07,086) 1136
Gomez-Lanier (2016) —_— i 0.04 (-0.70,0.78)  4.50
Stevahn et al. (2016) i — 2.03(1.53,2.53) 9.90
Peralta et al. (2015) —— 121(0.79,1.64) 1354
Cone (2009) = 053(022,085) 2516
Overall (l-squared = 85.1%, p = 0.000) @ 1.07 (0.91, 1.23) 100.00

T T

294 0 294

CI: confidence interval. ES: effect size. Overall: total effect. I-squared: percentage of heterogeneity.
Source: Own elaboration.

GrarH 3. Effect sizes for each study with social development as the DV,

Study %

ID SMD (95% Cl) Weight
Cumberland et al. (2019) —+ 0.35(-0.12,0.82) 176
Knight-McKenna et al. (2019) —_— -0.10(-1.02,0.83) 0.46
Lietal. (2019) — 1.75(1.24,227) 147
Wartenweiler (2018) —_— 1.25(0.49,2.01) 068
Gerholz et al. (2017) — 0.72(0.24,1.19) 173

Sterk Barrett (2016) 0.36(0.19,0.53)  13.67
Schvaneveldt y Spencer (2016) 0.42(0.08,0.76)  3.40
Ocal y Altinok (2016) H —8=— 219(1.79,259) 248

Seider et al. (2012) 0.49(0.34,064) 17.81
Seider et al. (2011) 0.54(0.39,0.69) 17.84
Hirschinger-Blank et al. (2009)1 — -0.76 (-1.27,-0.25) 1.52

Hwang et al. (2014) 0.38(0.18,0.57)  10.54
Seider (2012) 0.32(0.17,046) 18.26

/82692 ‘120g ¥sn3ny-Ae| ‘6/g U ‘6/ 4eak
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Hirschinger-Blank et al. (2009)2 —— 0.39(-0.10,0.89)  1.60
Simons y Cleary (2005)1 —_— 0.11(-0.25,0.47)  3.01 0%
Simons y Cleary (2005)2 — 0.23(-0.59,0.13) 2.99 (<)
Lowe (2010) . — 0.83(0.13,1.54)  0.80 U&
Overall (I-squared = 89.4%, p = 0.000) [} 0.45(0.39,0.51)  100.00 L
T : T
-2.59 o 259

CI: confidence interval. ES: effect size. Overall: total effect. I-squared: percentage of heterogeneity.
"1,2": indicates measurements of different constructs within the same study.
Source: Own elaboration
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GrapH 4. Effect sizes for each study with social development as the DV
(studies with control group).

Study

SMD (95% Cl) Weight

Brizee et al. (2019) —!i— 0.72(0.22,1.22) 17.10
Lietal. (2019) —\i—l— 1.32(0.63, 2.00) 9.01

Ocal y Altinok (2016) é ——— 1.48(1.13,1.84) 33.76
Seider et al. (2012) —_—r é 0.26 (-0.20, 0.72) 20.29
Seider et al. (2011) —!—é— 0.49 (0.03, 0.96) 19.84

Overall (I-squared = 82.4%, p = 0.000)

0.89 (0.69, 1.10) 100.00

&

CI: confidence interval. ES: effect size. Overall: total effect. I-squared: percentage of hetero-

geneity.
Source: Own elaboration.

In the meta-regression analyses, no
statistically significant effect was found
for programme duration, gender, or sam-
ple size in any of the category-specific
comparisons. Thus, with respect to DV
knowledge, the coefficients of the meta-
regression were: -0.01 for sample size
(p=.670), -0.07 for duration of activity
(p=.877) and-0.01 for distribution by gen-
der (p=.496). The values are similar for
the other DV and for the studies with con-
trol group. Given the heterogeneity among
the studies with respect to the method of
evaluating their specific DV, the type of
sample, type of students and the scarce in-
formation offered by many of them, it was
not possible to make valid groupings to
analyse other factors that could be causing
the high 12 values. Age was not included,
as most studies consider this variable to
be of little relevance in SL, which could be

the very reason why it is not specifically
included in many studies.

4. Discussion

SL is based on two major theoretical
models that influence its measurement.
The first focuses on the effects of the
programmes, with quasi-experimental
designs that seek to overcome their own
methodological limitations due to the na-
ture of the service (Eyler, 2011), and the
second on the qualitative understanding of
the service and its implications, with flaws
in its ontology and epistemology. Such
shortcomings, explicit in many studies for
measuring SL, have led to the proposal of
holistic designs such as MMs, which pose
a greater methodological challenge due to
the requirement to integrate quantitative
and qualitative approaches (Bringle et al.,
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2011). In this search for methodologies,
the findings of the studies analysed con-
firm that SL promotes its fundamental
principles, i.e., the improvement of aca-
demic knowledge and citizenship skills. At
the same time, it is evident that, although
research on the subject is increasing, there
is enormous heterogeneity in the applica-
tion of SL, its contexts and evaluation.

In the present review, we have taken
into account relevant studies using MMs
and reviewed what they evaluate, how
they evaluate it and the type and size of
the sample. It should be noted that most
of the papers that met the minimum cri-
teria for the review have a methodological
quality with room for improvement. With
only a few exceptions, it was observed that
they do not use standardised and previous-
ly validated instruments. Furthermore,
47.8% of the studies provide descriptive
data on the items, but not on the total
scales. The sample size of many of the
papers is very small, nevertheless it was
considered important to include them in
order to reflect the current state of MMs
research on SL, its potential usefulness
and the shortcomings that future studies
should address and try to solve. However,
the studies with a methodological design
including a control group offer signifi-
cant results. In this respect, Bringle et al.
(2011) along with the consensus of a wide
range of authors (Lewellyn & Kiser, 2014,
Waterman & Billig, 2003) highlight that
SL research must, among other aspects:
control or explain the differences between
the groups forming part of the research;
employ psychometrically correct, multi-
ple-indicator measures that include, in

addition to participant self-reports, assess-
ments from external observers to coun-
teract expected response bias in the social
context; systematically analyse qualitative
data that enrich quantitative data (Selmo,
2015); use multiple research methods con-
verging the results to increase the under-
standing, reliability and generalisability of
the results; and use designs that support
the conclusions reached so that they are
not arbitrary.

The findings are consistent with other
meta-analyses that also found moder-
ate effect sizes in variables related to ac-
quired knowledge and self-efficacy, such as
academic achievement (Celio et al., 2011,
White, 2001), cognitive development (Yoiro
& Ye, 2012) and learning (Warren, 2012).
At the same time, the variables asso-
ciated with personal and social develop-
ment obtained much smaller effect sizes,
information that is in line with that of
other previous quantitative reviews (Con-
way et al., 2009).

In addition, the high percentage of
studies carried out at university is a reflec-
tion of the many initiatives recently under-
taken in this context over recent decades
to build a socially responsible learning
environment that promotes students’ in-
tegral development. The management of
this methodology in Higher Education re-
quires the development of students’ crit-
ical thinking, based on logical and moral
reasoning, in order to understand the
connections hetween the socio-cultural
and economic-political contexts (Deeley,
2015). SL promotes cognitive processes in
students through the challenge of solving
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problematic and unstructured situations
in the service where they use the different
perspectives and knowledge acquired in
the classroom, guided by continuous crit-
ical reflection (Fitch et al., 2013).

The disciplines that have used SL are
mainly related to the Social Sciences, espe-
cially in Higher Education teacher train-
ing. It is less common in areas such as
Teaching of the Arts, which have shown so
many socio-cultural and academic benefits
(Chiva-Bartoll et al., 2019). This method-
ology should also be considered at other
educational levels, such as Primary and
Secondary Education in order to socially
involve as many students as possible (Dol-
gon et al., 2017).

Moreover, the small number of stud-
ies finally selected and their high heter-
ogeneity explain the high 12 values. The
meta-regression analyses indicate, in any
case, that neither sample size, gender nor
activity duration have a statistically sig-
nificant effect on mean effect sizes. Fur-
thermore, it was not possible to establish
categories on the evaluation instrument,
the students’ areas of specialisation or
other aspects that may be relevant, given
that the studies differ in these aspects. It
stands to reason that this may be the best
explanation for the heterogeneity.

With a couple of exceptions, the select-
ed studies do not provide sufficient quan-
titative data on the effect of the service
on recipients, and this is a recurring need
that is emerging in literature (Camilli et
al., 2018; Rubio et al., 2015). The social
anact of the activity 1tself is considered

to be of great importance and so it seems
pertinent to study this aspect in greater
depth.

5. Conclusions

In studies using MMs, SL shows posi-
tive effects on acquired knowledge, percep-
tions of self-efficacy and skills, and mod-
erately positive effects on students’ social
attitude, motivation and empathy, finding
no significant effects when comparing
these variables with dependent variables
such as programme duration, gender and
sample size.

Taking into account the limitations of
the studies chosen, especially the high het-
erogeneity of the studies in terms of geo-
graphical location, linguistic and cultural
aspects, type of community service and
target population, among other aspects,
we believe that there are aspects that can
be extracted in order to boost research:

a) SL appears to lead to improvements
that, generally, have a moderate effect
and may be significant. Therefore, it
would be fitting to extend it to a wider
range of disciplines and educational
levels.

b) It would be necessary to carry out more
rigorous studies on SL using common,
validated and comparable measure-
ment instruments, in order to specify
in the results the aspects related to im-
provement, in addition to studies with
uniform protocols on design aspects, in
particular with control groups and ran-
domisation.
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Finally, it should be noted that, al-
though MMs require thorough knowledge
of research methodologies, it seems that
they are not yet sufficiently consolidated
in SL. The conceptual and methodological
integration of quantitative and qualitative
methods can produce high-quality primary
research that fosters evidence-based prac-
tice, with rigorous data analysis continu-
ing to be necessary for a comprehensive
understanding of SL. Due to the academic
and social benefits obtained by applying
SL, and the research benefit provided by
the results of using MMs (Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 2010), we believe it is necessary
to continue to effectively further examine
this fruitful field of work.
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