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Abstract

Current higher education policies require universities to prepare students 
for integration into an ever-changing society where knowledge and 
hard skills rapidly become obsolete. Soft skills are the new alphabets 
of the 21st century. Service-learning is a pedagogical approach that has 
positive effects on soft skills development. What about its virtual version, 
e-service-learning (e-SL)? Can students develop soft skills through 
technology? This research closes the literature gap on the potential 
benefits of e-Service-Learning Hybrid Type II during the pandemic 
scenario. This study also presents a new categorization of technological 
interaction types in e-SL related to students’ skill levels. The findings 
provide insights into the benefits of e-Service-Learning Hybrid Type 
II as a suitable strategy for students’ personal skills development in 
leadership and self-evaluation. Our results also show how e-service-
learning is useful in raising students’ awareness of the soft skills they 
need for their future professional careers.

Keywords: Service-learning, e-service-learning, soft skills development, 
higher education, active learning

T
he higher education system is the 
primary site of free training and 
research and is a place of learn-
ing and critical development of 
knowledge. In the Italian context, 

where the present study was carried out, the 
higher education system is divided into two 
functionally different sections, the universi-
ty sector and higher education for arts (e.g., 
music or dance). Despite some differences, 
all these institutions share an essential 
feature: new 21st century policy guidelines 
for students’ educations. The prominent 
change in higher education policies, both 
nationally and internationally, requires 
universities not only to educate students in 
knowledge-based specializations, but also 
to pursue an integral education of the indi-
vidual in relation to the cultural and social 
context (High Level Group, 2013). Indeed, 
according to Cinque (2016), based on the 
dramatic current global and social changes, 

it is important to develop and implement 
useful teaching and training methodolo-
gies to promote students’ attitudes and be-
haviors needed to fulfill and deal with the 
present challenges (e.g., today’s varied and 
unpredictable career paths). In recent years, 
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
has also pioneered a significant change in 
the knowledge paradigm, shifting the focus 
from academic disciplines to the develop-
ment of skills related to the real world in 
which the student grows both profession-
ally and as a citizen (Escofet & Rubio, 2019). 
Thus, according to Cornalli (2018), higher 
educational institutions are faced with a 
complex teaching challenge, that is, to pre-
pare students for integration into an ever-
changing society where knowledge and hard 
skills rapidly become obsolete.

However, according to Hernández-Barco et 
al. (2020), this educational scenario is still 
too distant from the daily reality. Indeed, 
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universities’ courses are mainly based on 
content transmission instead of offering 
programs aimed at developing metacompe-
tences and personal and social skills. In line 
with this reality, Cinque (2016) pointed out 
the necessity for European universities to 
focus not only on the teaching of traditional 
scientific and professional skills, but also on 
the soft and complementary ones. This evi-
dence highlighted the importance of opting 
for alternative teaching methodologies that 
enhance the active role of students during 
the learning process in order to allow them 
to grow as future professional citizens. This 
study will explore the pedagogical poten-
tial of the service-learning (SL) approach, 
considering the challenges imposed by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Indeed, the research 
investigates the application of SL in the 
digital environment, known in the literature 
as e-service-learning (e-SL; Waldner et al., 
2010). The goal is to close the literature gap 
on how to develop soft skills in university 
students and to determine precisely the role 
of e-SL in promoting this development. We 
also present a possible modelization of in-
teraction types that technology can fulfill in 
e-SL, related particularly to students’ skill 
levels.

A Necessary Assumption: Soft Skills and 
Active Learning Methods

The definition of “soft skills,” also called 
“transversal skills,” has been heavily de-
bated in the research field (Chamorro-
Premuzic et al., 2010). Even so, no singular 
definition of the term exists, so that, in 
Europe, soft skills are interpreted differently 
from country to country (Carlotto, 2015). For 
the present research, by soft skills we mean 
“a dynamic combination of cognitive and 

meta-cognitive skills, interpersonal, intel-
lectual and practical skills. Soft skills help 
people to adapt and behave positively so 
that they can deal effectively with the chal-
lenges of their professional and everyday 
life” (Arnold et al., 2020, p. 60).

This definition is based on the European 
project ModEs (Haselberger et al., 2012) 
and was developed in the European proj-
ects eLene4work (2015–2018) and eLe-
ne4Life (2018–2021). The eLene4Life Soft 
Skills Framework (eLene4Life, 2019, p. 6; 
Cinque, 2017) takes into account four clus-
ters of skills as represented in Figure 1 (for 
more details about the definitions of each 
soft skill, see https://elene4life.eu/project-
outputs/trans-analysis-he/).

Soft skills not only have a problem of defi-
nition, but their assessment might also be 
difficult. According to Pellerey (2017), the 
difficulty is in defining soft skills opera-
tionally so that they can be assessed. For 
example, although several methods have 
been implemented in order to measure soft 
skills (performance tests; e.g., Kyllonen, 
2016), according to Chamorro-Premuzic et 
al. (2010) and based on the available litera-
ture, the self-report measures are still the 
most used tool in this regard. Despite the 
above-mentioned critical points, soft skills 
are crucial in the university’s new mission. 
Teaching soft skills requires active learning 
methodologies that are based on the idea 
that students learn better if they actively 
participate in their own learning. The focus 
is on how to learn rather than what to learn, 
placing the learners at the center of their 
learning process (Center for Educational 
Innovation, 2014). Furthermore, according 
to Kechagias (2011), the best way to teach 

eLene4Life SOFT SKILLS FRAMEWORK

Communication
Teamwork

Conflict Management
Negotiation

Social
(inter-personal)

Leadership
Self Evaluation

Adaptability & Flexibility

Personal
(intra-personal)

Learning to Learn
Analytical Skills

Creativity & Innovation
Problem Solving

Methodological

Information & Data Processing
(Digital) Communication
(Digital) Content Creation
(Digital) Problem Solving

Digital

Figure 1 . eLene4Life Soft Skills Framework. 
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soft skills is by mixing them with technical 
hard skills. Indeed, even if it represents a 
challenge, this approach increases the odds 
of perceiving soft skills as more relevant, 
consequently increasing the motivation to 
learn them.

Service-Learning

Definitions and Theoretical Frameworks

The literature defines SL as a pedagogical 
approach based on experiential learning 
(Salam et al., 2019; Sparkman et al., 2020) 
particularly successful for the development 
of the human being in all his/her dimen-
sions, valuing the empowerment of the 
subject who actively contributes to the con-
struction of both her/himself and the com-
munity in which s/he lives (Selmo, 2018). 
SL, which has been spreading around the 
world since the end of the 1960s, has its 
roots in the civic concern of John Dewey and 
in Paulo Freire’s concept of transforming 
the world through reflection and action. 
These two authors are frequently cited, as 
the educational process is composed of ac-
tions and reflection, of theory and practice 
(Deans, 1999). Since the beginning of the 
21st century, SL has also been spreading 
in Europe thanks to the work of national 
and international networks such as the 
European Association of Service-Learning 
in Higher Education (EASLHE), founded on 
21 September 2019 in Antwerp on the occa-
sion of the Second European Conference of 
Service-Learning in Higher Education.

As a result of this widespread popularity, it 
is difficult today to find a common defini-
tion of this approach; indeed, as reported by 
Albanesi et al. (2020), SL has been defined 
as a pedagogical concept, a learning tech-
nique, an experience, and a philosophy, as 
well as a pedagogy and social movement. 
According to Whitley et al. (2017), in the last 
two decades, the most commonly cited defi-
nition of SL is that of Bringle and Hatcher 
(1999):

a course-based, credit-bearing 
educational experience in which 
students participate in an organized 
service activity that meets identified 
community needs, and they reflect 
on the service activity in such a way 
as to gain further understanding of 
course content, a broader apprecia-
tion of the academic discipline, and 
enhanced sense of civic responsibil-

ity. (p. 180)

According to Butin (2010), this definition 
is considered a model by several scholars 
because of its balanced and meaningful 
linking of service and learning components.

Regardless of the definition, according to 
Escofet and Rubio (2019), SL allows prac-
titioners to overcome educational institu-
tions’ dichotomies, in which theory and 
practice, classroom and reality, training 
and commitment, and cognition and emo-
tions are usually clearly discerned elements. 
Specifically, in its application, SL can be 
defined as an active-experiential learning 
method. According to Kolb’s (1984) Cycle of 
Experiential Learning, students understand 
better when they experience four phases 
of learning: concrete experience, reflec-
tive observation, abstract conceptualiza-
tion, and active experimentation. As stated 
by Ahmad et al. (2014) and Whitley et al. 
(2017), Kolb’s model clearly contains a situ-
ation where students actively interact with 
the environment. In this way, the learning 
is characterized by reflection, action, and 
experience, to (ideally) integrate new learn-
ing within prior constructs. Similarly, SL 
creates a learning environment in which 
learners apply their skills and knowledge to 
do something meaningful and thus confer 
added value on their learning. In order to 
evaluate the impact of SL projects, it is 
necessary to consider the level of interest—
that is, students’ learning—instructional 
organization impact, and/or community 
impact (Holland, 2001). Several tools might 
be used, ranging from questionnaires and 
interviews to reflective journals (Caspersz 
& Olaru, 2017). However, as Caspersz and 
Olaru have observed, given the several com-
ponents that are generally involved in SL 
projects, it would be beneficial if scholars 
start to analyze all the previously men-
tioned levels.

Instructional Design and Service-
Learning Models

From a functional point of view, there are 
several models that guide the development 
of SL-based courses in order to ensure 
an effective learning experience (Cinque 
& Culcasi, 2021; Sparkman et al., 2020). 
Models can be distinguished on two levels: 
institutional and instructional (see Figure 
2). As regards the institutional one, two 
models of SL can be highlighted: bottom-
up and top-down. In the bottom-up SL 
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model the students choose both the social 
needs and the activities they want to focus 
on (connected to their degree courses com-
petences) and contact community partners 
in order to carry out their project. In the 
top-down SL model, the university offers a 
prestructured project in collaboration with a 
community partner, in which students can 
participate and be directed in service activi-
ties that already have curricular connections 
to their degree courses (Culcasi, 2020).

As regards the instructional level, a 
common model is the one developed by the 
University of Maryland, called the P.A.R.E., 
which stands for preparation (analyzing 
community needs and identifying part-
ners), action (designing solidarity actions 
with stakeholders), reflection (reflect-
ing on the activities and on what they are 
learning), and evaluation (measuring the 
impact of the project; Commuter Affairs 
and Community Service, 1999). Sparkman 
et al. (2020) stated that these four compo-
nents result in positive outcomes for both 
the student and the community. In Europe, 
and more specifically in Italy, the SL in-
structional model developed by Tapia (2006) 
of the Centro Latinoamericano Aprendizaje 
y Servicio Solidario (Latin American Center 

for Solidarity Service-Learning; CLAYSS) 
is commonly used (Culcasi & Cinque, 2021; 
Fiorin, 2016). This model describes five 
steps and three transversal processes for 
the development of a SL project. The five 
steps are

1. Motivation. The students are introduced 
to SL and are asked to take an active 
role. It is fundamental to make them 
aware that it is not a top-down educa-
tional proposal but a project to be built 
together, starting from personal and 
community needs. Moreover, the mo-
tivation is not only individual, but also 
institutional.

2. Diagnosis. Students analyze the needs of 
the context and choose the problem to 
focus on, considering both causes and 
consequences. In this phase, it is es-
sential to engage local stakeholders, in 
order to involve the community in the 
problem-solving process.

3. Planning. Solidarity actions are devel-
oped in collaboration with the com-
munity, and both service and learning 
objectives are defined.

4. Execution. This is the operational phase 
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where the collaborations activated with 
the local partners are implemented and 
the service activities are carried out ac-
cording to the preestablished objectives.

5. Closure and celebration. A reflection and 
evaluation of the project in terms of 
both learning and service objectives 
is made. A celebration is organized to 
disseminate the results and thank those 
who participated.

Following these steps for developing a SL 
project, other transversal processes need 
to be considered, such as reflection. As as-
serted by Furco (2009), reflection is the 
factor that transforms an interesting and 
challenging experience into a significant, 
impactful experience for students’ learn-
ing and development. In other words, SL is 
not simply a pedagogy of “doing”; instead, 
it is to be understood as reflection-based 
learning, in which reflection helps students 
connect theory and practice. Indeed, it must 
be remembered that experience in itself 
neither involves learning nor is educational 
(Talavera & Perez-Gonzalez, 2007). Thus, 
not taking care of the reflective dimension 
means performing SL in which service and 
learning are present but remain two distinct 
and separate actions in which learning could 
remain superficial (Consegnati, 2019).

e-Service-Learning

Rethinking the Model in the Pandemic 
Scenario 

Due to the Covid-19 global pandemic, most 
higher education institutions translated 
their traditional courses to virtual learning 
courses (Culcasi et al., 2022). This scenario, 
which saw many faculty members uncom-
fortable in moving their courses online due 
to a lack of educational technology training 

(Hollander et al., 2020), posed challenges 
that are still relevant in the new context in 
which distance and face-to-face teaching 
are integrated in a useful and flexible way. 
Higher education institutions are asked to 
maintain the high-quality delivery of in-
struction. Researchers in educational tech-
nology emphasized that when the three 
types of typical educational interaction—
“student-content,” “student-student,” 
and “student-learner”—are meaning-
fully integrated, learning outcomes increase 
(Albanesi et al., 2020; Bernard et al., 2009). 
Thus, the teacher’s task in planning learn-
ing includes the identification of digital 
tools to support teaching, and the choice of 
didactic methods to ensure interaction in 
the digital dimension. In this scenario, it is 
essential to move away from the transmis-
sive teaching perspective and design paths 
based on active learning through techno-
logical mediation (Cinque & Culcasi, 2021). 
In this regard, e-service-learning provides 
many opportunities, because it offers an 
experiential praxis in which students are 
involved, by the technology in civic inquiry, 
in reflections and actions, collaborating 
with the community (Albanesi et al., 2020). 
Stefaniak (2020) noted that the number 
of studies exploring the use of e-SL as a 
pedagogical strategy in distance educa-
tion has increased considerably. According 
to Waldner et al. (2012) and Manjarrés-
Riesco et al. (2020), e-SL is a “Service-
Learning course mediated by Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
wherein the instructional component, the 
service component or both are conducted 
online, often in a hybrid model” (Albanesi 
et al., 2020, p. 23). Waldner et al. (2012) also 
identified a total of five SL types, including 
three hybrid models, classified according to 
the “place”—in-person or online—where 
the instruction and the service components 
occur (see Table 1).

Table 1. Types of e-SL in Waldner et al., 2012

Traditional 
SL

e-SL Hybrid 
Type I

 e-SL Hybrid 
Type II

e-SL Hybrid 
Type III

Extreme 
e-SL

Service 
component In-person In-person Online Blended Online

Instruction 
component In-person Online In-person Blended Online



44Vol. 26, No. 3—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

Considering only the e-SL areas (from 
e-SL Hybrid Type I to Extreme e-SL), we 
can observe that digital technologies can 
be included in different ways. According to 
García-Gutiérrez et al. (2020), two modes 
of interaction can be highlighted, defined 
from the role that technologies play within 
the project. In the first case (relationship-
based e-SL), technology plays an instru-
mental role because it facilitates and opti-
mizes project development, whereas in the 
second case (service-based e-SL), technol-
ogy can also be the objective of learning or 
service. However, García-Gutiérrez et al. 
did not consider the various roles fulfilled 
by technology and digital devices, nor the 
students’ digital, personal, and social skill 
levels. Thus, in our vision, this model can 
be expanded, considering the different roles 
played by technology and digital devices in 
e-SL and students’ level of digital, personal, 
and social skills. Therefore, we suggest a 
categorization based on four types of tech-
nological interaction (Figure 3):

1. Instrumental channel-type technologi-
cal interaction. Technology is the e-SL 
instrumental channel. Thus, technol-
ogy is basically the medium in order to 
implement the SL project. Students do 

not need to have any particular tech-
nological knowledge. An example could 
be psychology students who learn as-
sertive communication becoming peer 
educators of vulnerable people, using 
the laptop to conduct their meetings.

2. Integrated channel-type technological in-
teraction. Technology is the e-SL inte-
grated channel. The technology remains 
the channel of the SL project but re-
quires digital knowledge. For example, 
a group of education students creates 
teaching activities suitable for distance 
education and disseminates them via 
social media.

3. Instrumental objective-type technological 
interaction. Technology is the e-SL in-
strumental objective. Thus, technology 
is the SL project’s objective, but it does 
not include the creation of new tech-
nological tools. Specifically, students 
learn how to use existing technological 
tools related to their future professional 
sector, and they use them to provide a 
service for the community. For example, 
a group of communication students 
learn how to design a strategic com-
munication campaign, developing one 
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for a nonprofit organization.

4. Integrated objective-type technological 
interaction. Technology is the e-SL in-
tegrated objective. Thus, technology is 
the SL project’s objective, including the 
creation of new technological tools. An 
example could be a group of students 
taking a master’s-level course in sus-
tainable engineering and management 
designing software to create virtual 
models of sustainable housing.

Comparing this categorization with that of 
García-Gutiérrez et al. (2020), in the first 
type of technological interaction, we sug-
gest that students’ personal and social skills 
are the most important while technological 
skills are not essential. On the other hand, 
in the last type of technological interaction, 
we suggest that students’ personal and 
social skills may be minimal while techno-
logical skills are paramount. Using SL as an 
educational modality, the technological me-
diation must always be subordinated to the 
pedagogical goals. As trainers, it is therefore 
important to always promote a humanistic 
approach; consequently, technology is only 
a medium and should always foster solidar-
ity and its social function (Albanesi et al., 
2020).

The Potential Benefit of (e-)Service-
Learning on Soft Skills Development

At an international level, several stud-
ies have demonstrated that SL is a teach-
ing/learning strategy that has a positive 
impact on students’ development, even 
beyond the improvement of technical 
knowledge and skills related to the degree 
course (Brozmanová-Gregorová et al., 2019; 
Culcasi et al., 2021; Furco & Root, 2010). In 
particular, several research studies have 
highlighted that SL can have significant 
positive effects on soft skills development 
in all four areas concerning social, personal, 
methodological, and digital skills. Some re-
searchers have also pointed out a positive 
impact on social skills, such as communi-
cation (McNatt, 2019), teamwork (Hébert & 
Hauf, 2015), conflict management (Khiatani 
& Liu, 2020), and negotiation (Deeley, 2014). 
Regarding personal skills, scientific litera-
ture reports benefits in terms of leadership 
(Hébert & Hauf, 2015), self-evaluation (Lai 
& Hui, 2018), and adaptability and flex-
ibility (Sanft & Ziegler-Graham, 2018). As 
far as methodological skills are concerned, 
evidence supports significant and posi-
tive effects on learning to learn, analytical 

skills, creativity, and innovation and prob-
lem solving (Marcus et al., 2019). Finally, 
although less explored, digital skills can be 
developed through SL, namely digital com-
munication (Brozmanová-Gregorová et al., 
2019) and digital content creation (Marcus 
et al., 2019). Research indicates that all soft 
skills play a significant role in human lives; 
however, it is noteworthy to understand 
that some of them seem to be more rel-
evant than others. For example, according 
to Deeley (2014), self-evaluation is valuable 
as an employability skill and is also vital to 
lifelong learning. Moreover, the job outlook 
survey (National Association of Colleges and 
Employers, 2014) indicated that this is the 
skill most desired by employers; further-
more, effective leadership is strongly related 
to team skills, communication skills, and 
problem-solving skills.

For these potential benefits, in recent years 
many universities have been implement-
ing SL for soft skills development (McNatt, 
2019). The pedagogical background and the 
purposes might be different, for example, 
to provide an integral holistic education 
(Hernández-Barco et al., 2020), to improve 
students’ employability (Deeley, 2014), or 
to implement the civic engagement of the 
university, known as the Third Mission 
(Goslin et al., 2016). Nevertheless, accord-
ing to McNatt (2019), among the five cat-
egories of existing studies on SL—namely 
conceptual studies, literature reviews, nor-
mative studies, research focusing on the 
perceptions of SL project participants, and 
research on the benefits of SL—the category 
studying benefits is the smallest and often 
produces inconsistent results. Therefore, 
more research is needed in order to better 
highlight the effects of SL on soft skills and 
positive student development. Furthermore, 
the above-introduced results refer to tradi-
tional SL (Waldner et al., 2012), indicating 
that the impact of e-SL on soft skills de-
velopment is not widely explored. Although 
e-SL maintains the same pedagogical aims 
as traditional SL, it presents a new educa-
tional setting, different modes of solidarity 
service, and new ways of interacting with 
community partners, colleagues, and in-
structors.

Aims and Hypothesis

Based on the above assumptions, in the 
present study we take into account e-SL, 
specifically e-SL Hybrid Type II (Waldner 
et al., 2012). The aim of the study is to in-
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vestigate whether students who participate 
in e-SL develop soft skills and whether e-SL 
can be relevant for their future employment. 
In particular, we are interested in under-
standing whether soft skills development 
occurred despite the adaptation of SL to 
the digital dimension during the pandemic. 
The sample of our study consists of students 
from different courses attending a 9-month 
service-learning lab. Therefore, the SL proj-
ects are not linked to a specific discipline. 
Regarding technological interaction, the 
e-SL projects considered in this study can be 
classified in the category of “instrumental 
objective.”

Based on several previous studies (e.g., 
Hébert & Hauf, 2015; Lai & Hui, 2018) that 
highlighted SL’s positive impact on soft 
skills development related to personal skills, 
we hypothesized that e-SL would have an 
impact at least on these soft skills (H1). 
Moreover, since the SL activities were car-
ried out online—e-SL Hybrid Type II—with 
an instrumental objective–type technologi-
cal interaction, we also expected an increase 
in the digital soft skills area (H2).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 46 university students 
(85.1% female) aged between 21 and 34 (M 
= 24.66, SD = 2.84), attending the following 
degree courses: psychology (61.7%), educa-
tion (27.7%), and marketing communication 
(10.6%). Originally, the SL projects should 
have been carried out in person; however, 
because of the Covid-19 pandemic, they were 
transformed into online formats. Thus, the 
projects can be considered e-SL Hybrid Type 
II, because the instructional component 
took place in person and the service was 
online (during the Covid-19 pandemic). The 
9-month Service-Learning Lab program is 
based on the bottom-up model and included 
five 2-hour training meetings between 
October and November 2019 and 40 hours of 
reflection and service activities from March 
to May/July 2020. In these first five face-to-
face training meetings, the students were 
introduced to SL pedagogy and developed 
the phases of motivation, diagnosis, and 
planning (Fiorin, 2016). Solidarity service 
activities (execution) and project closure 
(closure and celebration) took place online. 
The reflections took place in a synchronous 
online format, guided by the instructor in 
small groups, and were also supported by 

discussion groups on WhatsApp.

The SL projects carried out covered the fol-
lowing areas: educational support (52.4%), 
well-being promotion (16.7%), solidarity 
and cooperation (14.3%), active citizenship 
(7.1%), promotion of human rights (7.1%), 
and environmental protection (2.4%).

The present study adopted a longitudinal 
design because we asked participants to 
complete an online questionnaire before 
(T1) and after (T2) the SL Lab. We chose to 
adopt this study design using a quantitative 
research method because we believe that 
filling in a questionnaire with closed-ended 
questions takes less time than participat-
ing in an interview, thus making students 
more likely to respond carefully. Moreover, 
research aimed at investigating the impact 
of SL on students often uses qualitative 
methods (McNatt, 2019). Thus, the present 
study represents an attempt to analyze its 
potential impact on soft skills quantitatively.

All participants gave their formal consent for 
their research participation before filling in 
the questionnaires. Each questionnaire took 
approximately 15 minutes. This study was 
approved by the Ethical Committee of the 
LUMSA University of Rome; it was carried 
out according to the European law of privacy 
and informed consent (GDPR 2016/679) and 
according to the ethical guidelines of the 
Italian Psychological Association (AIP).

Measure

Soft Skills. In order to assess the par-
ticipants’ perception of their soft skills, 
we used a short, adapted version of the 
European project eLene4work scale (2015–
2018). The present scale has been adopted in 
several previous research studies (Culcasi, 
2020, 2022). The Italian version (see Figure 
1) was obtained by a process of back trans-
lation. The scale is composed of 15 items, 
with each item covering a specific skill, 
namely: communication, teamwork, con-
flict management, negotiation, leadership, 
self-evaluation, adaptability and flexibility, 
learning to learn, analytical skills, creativity 
and innovation, problem solving, digital in-
formation and data processing, digital com-
munication, digital content creation, and 
digital problem solving. Participants were 
asked to rate how capable they feel in each 
competence area on a scale ranging from 1 
(not able at all) to 4 (very able). An example 
of an item related to communication is 
“Thinking about your capabilities, to what 
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extent do you feel able to communicate?”

Soft Skills in a Future Career. To assess 
the participants’ perception of the impor-
tance of soft skills in their future career, we 
used the above-mentioned scale, composed 
of the same 15 items. In this case, partici-
pants were asked to rate how important they 
consider each item for their future career 
for each skill on a scale ranging from 1 (not 
important at all) to 4 (very important). An 
example of an item related to communica-
tion is “How important for your future work 
activity is being able to communicate?”

Data Analysis

We used SPSS-20 software for the data 
analysis. At the baseline, we described the 
study variables in terms of means, standard 
deviations, and range across the two data 
points (pre- and post-SL). Then, we em-
ployed the paired t-test in order to assess 
whether there were differences in variable 
mean levels between the two times within-

person. In order to explore the replicability 
of our results, we used the standard boot-
strap 95% confidence interval; parameter 
estimates were based on 5,000 bootstrap 
samples.

Results

Descriptive statistics of study variables are 
reported in Table 2.

The paired sample t-test highlighted an in-
crease, over the two data collection points, 
in mean levels among the following soft 
skills: leadership [t(37) −2.775, 95%CI 
−.546, −.085, p < .01] and self-evaluation 
[t(37) −2.634, 95%CI −.559, −.073, p < .05]. 
Moreover, the paired sample t-test pointed 
out an increase, over the two times, in mean 
levels among the importance ascribed to the 
following soft skills during one’s career: 
digital communication [t(42) −2.308, 95%CI 
−.488, −.047, p < .05] and digital content 
creation [t(42) −2.305, 95%CI −.558, −.047, 
p < .05].

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables

Pre-SL Post-SL

M SD Range M SD Range

Soft Skills

Communication 3.00 0.62 1-4 3.14 0.47 2-4

Teamwork 3.07 0.55 1–4 3.16 0.57 2–4

Conflict management 3.05 0.49 2–4 3.07 0.55 2–4

Negotiation 2.88 0.59 2–4 3.05 0.57 2–4

Leadership 2.56 0.73 2–4 2.93 0.55 1–4

Self-evaluation 2.88 0.76 1–4 3.23 0.61 2–4

Adaptability and Flexibility 3.35 0.72 1–4 3.21 0.51 2–4

Learning to learn 3.44 0.50 2–4 3.53 0.55 2–4

Analytical skills 3.19 0.66 1–4 3.21 0.63 2–4

Creativity and Innovation 2.95 0.61 2–4 3.02 0.77 1–4

Problem solving 3.23 0.57 2–4 3.19 0.59 1–4

Information and data 
processing 2.81 0.59 1–4 2.84 0.69 1–4

Digital communication 2.88 0.73 1–4 3.05 0.65 1–4

Digital content creation 2.81 0.85 1–4 3.05 0.87 1–4

Digital problem solving 2.79 0.77 1–4 2.93 0.74 1–4

Table continues on next page.
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Main Findings

Our findings showed that, after the 9-month 
SL Lab, students perceived an increase in 
their levels of leadership and self-evalu-
ation. Moreover, at the end of the SL Lab, 
students attributed more importance to 
digital communication and digital content 
creation skills for their future professional 
careers.

Discussion

Service-learning is a pedagogical approach 
based on experiential learning (Salam et 
al., 2019; Sparkman et al., 2020) that con-
tributes to the positive development of stu-
dents, empowering them and underlining 
their active role in the community in which 
they live. Due to the Covid-19 global pan-
demic, most university courses have been 
converted into an online format. In this 
scenario, SL has also been transformed into 
e-SL, and several universities adopted dif-
ferent models of technological interaction. 
LUMSA University implemented the e-SL 

Hybrid Type II strategy (Waldner et al., 
2012), with an instrumental objective type 
of technological interaction.

The main aim of this study was to test the 
effectiveness of Hybrid Type II e-SL during 
the Covid-19 pandemic in increasing soft 
skills development in university students. 
We also anticipated providing some peda-
gogical and practical contributions for e-SL 
implementation while being attuned to both 
our study’s limitations and directions for 
future research.

The results confirmed, at least in part, 
our initial hypotheses. Regarding the first 
hypothesis (H1), our results indicated that 
after the 9-month SL Lab, there was a sta-
tistically significant pre-post change con-
cerning students’ perception of their soft 
skills level in leadership and self-evaluation. 
These findings are in line with existing lit-
erature, which provides supporting evidence 
that SL enhances students’ perception of 
their self-evaluation abilities (Lai & Hui, 
2018) and leadership skills (Hébert & Hauf, 
2015). SL programs connecting students 

Table 2. Continued

Pre-SL Post-SL

M SD Range M SD Range

Soft Skills in a Future Career

Communication 3.91 0.29 3–4 3.80 0.45 2–4

Teamwork 3.53 0.62 2–4 3.48 0.66 1–4

Conflict management 3.62 0.58 2–4 3.59 0.50 3–4

Negotiation 3.09 0.73 1–4 3.24 0.60 2–4

Leadership 2.96 0.85 1–4 2.96 0.76 1–4

Self-evaluation 3.64 0.53 2–4 3.48 0.59 2–4

Adaptability and Flexibility 3.56 0.59 2–4 3.35 0.64 2–4

Learning to learn 3.76 0.48 2–4 3.61 0.58 2–4

Analytical skills 3.60 0.54 2–4 3.41 0.72 1–4

Creativity and Innovation 3.40 0.72 1–4 3.26 0.77 1–4

Problem solving 3.71 0.51 2–4 3.67 0.47 3–4

Information and data 
processing 3.27 0.62 2–4 3.09 0.75 1–4

Digital communication 2.96 0.75 1–4 3.17 0.85 1–4

Digital creativity 2.58 0.75 1–4 2.85 0.67 1–4

Digital problem solving 2.91 0.87 1–4 3.00 0.82 1–4

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation.
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with community partners to solve real-life 
problems, even in the virtual dimension, in-
evitably help students develop these skills in 
order to accomplish their goals successfully. 
Moreover, we suggest that in the bottom-up 
SL model, students’ leadership is more evi-
dent, although the risk of failure is higher. 
In the absence of institutional coordination, 
students need greater self-awareness and 
self-evaluation abilities. We believe that 
students’ awareness of the increase in their 
self-evaluation and leadership skills was 
enhanced through specific design elements: 
intentional reflection, focused discussions 
on how to impact the community positively, 
and activities to foster awareness of their 
own strengths and improvement areas. 
According to Weiler et al. (2013), through 
reflection on one’s skills and direct feed-
back and supervision from the instructor, 
students may be more aware of their abili-
ties. With particular reference to leadership 
skills, Diamond (2014) stated that although 
leadership is primarily learned through ex-
perience, experience cannot guarantee that 
a person will learn all they need to know 
to be effective. Thus, leadership acquisition 
requires both experiential learning and re-
flection (Guthrie & Jones, 2012).

Regarding the second hypothesis (H2), we 
expected an increase in digital soft skills 
development, as the SL was conducted 
online. However, findings did not support 
our hypothesis, because there was not an 
increase in the perception of digital skills. 
On the other hand, participants reported an 
increase in the perceived importance of dig-
ital soft skills (i.e., digital communication 
and digital content creation) for their future 
career. These results could be explained by 
the type of technological interaction that 
characterized the projects: Students de-
signed solidarity activities exploring the 
potential of technological tools in relation 
to their future professional field.

These results could also be explained in 
relation to the contextual challenges im-
posed by the Covid-19 pandemic that made 
students more aware of the importance of 
digital skills. Related to this, the literature 
suggests that when the awareness of the 
meaning and importance of a particular 
competence increases, the self-evaluation of 
this competence might decrease. This cog-
nitive distortion is known as the Dunning-
Kruger effect, whereby people who are not 
very skilled in a field tend to overestimate 
their abilities, whereas people with high 
skill levels are inclined to underestimate 

their real competence (Dunning, 2011). This 
result could also be explained because the 
implementation of service activities in the 
digital dimension took place in a limited 
time frame (from March to May/July 2020), 
so it probably did not allow the develop-
ment of these two competences but only 
the awareness of their importance. Indeed, 
according to the European Commission’s 
(2006) definition of digital competences, 
these competences are supported by basic 
ICT skills. However, it is interesting to note 
that awareness of the importance of digital 
communication and digital content creation 
skills in future careers has increased. This 
awareness may increase the student’s moti-
vation to achieve these skills. As is common 
knowledge, the motivation to learn is one of 
the best predictors of learning achievement 
(e.g., Meece et al., 2006).

To sum up, our study pointed out that e-SL 
provided students with opportunities to 
practice and improve leadership and self-
evaluation skills as well as to recognize the 
need to develop digital skills for their future 
career. To the best of our knowledge, this 
study is the first one aiming to explore the 
benefits of e-SL Hybrid Type II on soft skills 
development in university students.

Our study also represents a relevant contri-
bution for SL empirical literature, which is 
still relatively small: McNatt (2019) noted 
that the majority of studies in this field are 
“exploratory anecdotal accounts” of the 
benefits of service-learning projects. In the 
present research we tested, adopting a pre- 
and posttest design, the impact of multiple 
SL projects on the soft skills development 
of students from different degree courses. 
Indeed, too often, SL studies examine the 
impact of only one project, and the unique 
characteristics of a specific project could be 
the cause of the results (or lack thereof), 
thus potentially limiting the generalizability 
of the results to service-learning as a whole 
(McNatt, 2019).

In this research, we also made an effort to 
systematize and modelize the role and type 
of interactions that technology can fulfill in 
e-service-learning, taking into account the 
development of students’ soft skills.

Limitations of the Present Study

Despite these promising results, the find-
ings from the present study must be in-
terpreted considering its limitations. First, 
our sample size is relatively small, and it 
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was composed solely of Italian students. 
Moreover, we adopted a single-item mea-
sure self-assessment tool, which does not 
allow the observation of all shades related 
to each soft skill and represents only the 
subjective perception of the participants. 
Nevertheless, most SL studies have involved 
smaller samples, ranging from 11 to 16 stu-
dents (McNatt, 2019), and they often have 
used self-reported single-item measures 
(Rama et al., 2000). Thus, future studies 
should involve a larger sample of students 
and might focus on soft skill subdimen-
sions, investigating the effect of e-SL on 
specific items—for example, in the context 
of communication skills specifically, the oral 
dimension, written production, and presen-
tation skills. Furthermore, future research 
could also start designing studies to test 
what specific activities or strategies in (e-)
service-learning projects might produce ef-
fective results.

However, this is one of the first attempts to 
investigate the impact of e-SL on soft skills 
development of university students during 
the Covid-19 health and educational emer-
gency. As the demand to extend education 
to digital environments is growing and the 
number of available technological resources 
is increasing (Stefaniak, 2020), future stud-
ies should place more emphasis on promot-
ing online authentic learning experiences, 
such as e-SL, and should also explore the 
effects related to the types of technological 
interaction in e-SL.

Conclusions

Service-learning, even in its digital version, 
opens up new possibilities for learning and 
acting. On a pedagogical level, it contributes 
to both curricular contents and methodolog-

ical aspects. Concerning curricular contents, 
SL responds to the need to make students 
aware of social reality and its problematic 
aspects, intercepting our times’ significant 
issues. With regard to methodological as-
pects, SL emerges as an innovation of trans-
missive didactics favoring an empowering 
and responsible way of teaching (Fiorin, 
2016). The technological aspect of e-ser-
vice-learning introduces new challenges 
and possibilities that cannot be disregarded. 
This article provides a new modelization of 
technological interactions in e-SL. Our mod-
elization aspires to be a useful integration of 
García Gutiérrez et al.’s (2020) categoriza-
tion; furthermore, it aspires to become an 
operational tool for instructors in order to 
provide them guidelines during the design 
phase. Indeed, to maximize the success of 
SL activities, we consider it extremely im-
portant that teachers understand the kind 
of technological immersion the project re-
quires of students and community partners. 
Using the proposed model, instructors can 
better define the requirements in terms of 
students’ and community partners’ equip-
ment and technological skills, providing for 
training if necessary. Similarly, depending 
on the type of technological interaction of 
the project and, consequently, the type of 
human interaction, the instructor can de-
velop specific activities to enhance personal 
and social skills. However, as trainers, it 
is important to point out that our goal is 
always to promote a humanistic approach; 
consequently, in e-SL, technology repre-
sents mediation and should always foster 
solidarity and its social function (Albanesi 
et al., 2020).
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